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Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 

December 18, 2006 
Barry Major Testimony 
 

Good morning.  My name is Barry Major and I am the Chief Operating Officer for 

Nebraska Book Company and also serve in a volunteer position as president of a newly 

founded industry group – the Used Textbook Association.   

 

Thank you for affording me the opportunity to speak. I believe that a thorough review of 

the issue before us is necessary and I applaud your efforts in this very important area.  

 

As a leader within the industry, and the parent of three college students, rising textbook 

prices are of the utmost concern to me.  According to the July 2005, GAO Report, textbook 

prices have nearly tripled from December 1986 to December 2004.  The increased frequency 

of new editions, unexpected bundling of course materials and slower faculty adoption rates 

continue to drive-up the cost of textbooks.  We have a responsibility to take action and make 

certain textbooks are affordable without compromising the quality of higher education.  

 

A viable solution to making textbooks affordable for students is to foster competition and 

consumer choice by ensuring that one of the most effective and time proven money saving 

methods continues to be an option for students – USED TEXTBOOKS.  

 

 The Used Textbook Association was founded in August of this year to promote the value 

of used textbooks as a marketplace solution to rising textbook prices.  We heard quite a 

number of stories from bookstores across the country telling how the industry was changing 

and that the cost of change was being forced upon the consumer. For example, bundling, 
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unheard of just a few years ago, is now routinely seen, with the cost passed onto the 

students. The advocates of used textbooks, wholesalers, bookstores, students and even 

professors and administrators lacked a voice – the Association was created to be that voice.  

 

The used textbook market emerged approximately 60 years ago following World War II.  It 

was a time when there was a shortage of textbooks and a greater need to get the most out of 

a dollar – the same holds true today.  In fact, through proprietary research that Nebraska 

Book Company commissioned Harris Interactive to conduct, we have found that 80% of 

students try to buy a used textbook over a new one.  Students require high-quality 

educational materials but it’s also a matter of economics – if students can save a few dollars 

and still get the materials required for the course, that’s a win-win for the student. 

 

The most effective way to lower the cost of any product is to increase competition in the 

market place and provide consumers with choice. When the market place is competitive and 

consumers have choices, prices fall – it is that simple. However, in the college textbook 

industry, the normal market dynamics get affected by the fact that the consumer (the student 

in this case) is severely hampered by choice. Publishers may compete aggressively to get a 

certain book adopted by University X, but once a professor makes his or her choice, the 

person buying that book has no choice, or very limited ones.  

 

The role of the local bookstore can not be understated. It is here where professors interface 

with store personnel to ensure the right book is ready for students, where students go for 

help, exchanges or refunds. It is a high-pressure business that is often taken for granted. The 

local bookstore can serve a tremendous role in lowering textbook costs to the students, but 
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they must get the support from professors. Let me explain. If the professor re-adopts the 

same book for the following term and communicates this to the bookstore timely, the store 

can pay more for the book at buyback – saving the student about 30-35%. And, the students 

the following term have a supply of used books from which to buy. Assuming a new book 

sells for $100, a used book would typically sell for $75. That’s an immediate savings of 25%. 

And, in many cases the bookstore will pay $50 for that book at the end of the term if the 

book is going to be reused by the professor the following term. That is another 50% savings 

for the student. Net cost to the student is $25. Not a bad investment. 

 

Now, there are two critical things that must happen at the university and the bookstore to 

generate this kind of savings for the student - there must be an adequate supply of used 

books available and the book must be adopted for the following term. The professors are 

key to the process, but the bookstore also fills an important role.   

 

At NBC we not only operate over 250 college bookstores, but we sell used college textbooks 

at the wholesale level to more than 2,000 college bookstores nationwide. We know the 

industry and see first hand the differences in how store managers deal with these issues. Let 

me give you two quick stories. At University A, the administration, faculty and students have 

formed a committee to address all the issues we are discussing today, new editions, bundling, 

and adoption rates and communicate regularly with the campus bookstore. Thru this process 

the campus has been able to limit unnecessary bundles and new editions to only those the 

professors believe are warranted and have improved adoption rates substantially. As a result 

the campus bookstore sells almost 50% of its books as used and rarely hears a complaint 

about unfair prices.  
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On the other end of the spectrum is University B. This store manager believes that both new 

editions and bundles are the way to go and has gone on record as saying that with new 

editions and bundles, the student is limited to shopping in only his store. This store regularly 

sees student editorials demanding someone address the cost of textbooks and the store is 

always dealing with customer complaints and reporters writing unflattering opinions about 

store prices. This store sells less than 25% of its books as used.  

 

It is my opinion and also the opinion of the founding members of the Used Textbook 

Association that textbook costs can be lowered in the following take place:  

1) Textbook adoptions must be more timely - If professors turn in their adoptions in a 

timely manner, bookstore managers can pay the highest prices at the end of the term; 

savings students anywhere from 5-40% of their initial investment.  

2) Limit Unnecessary New Editions - In a study conducted by Harris Interactive, 89% 

of professors believe newer editions contain only minor changes from previous 

editions. If a new edition is announced, it is critical that professors review the 

changes to the previous edition to ensure only reasonable new editions get adopted. 

Remember, every time a new edition is produced, the price the student receives at 

the end of the term goes to zero, and they 100% of their investment. Furthermore, 

the supply of used textbooks for the students shopping for the next term is 

completely eliminated. We are absolutely for the latest in educational material, but if 

we are serious about lowering the cost of textbooks, this issue must be examined.  

3) Eliminate bundling and price each component separately – Many times bundles 

consist of nonessential items that both students and professors have gone on record 

as saying were not needed for their class. Here is the problem - if the textbook 
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originally sells as part of a bundle and the student is unable to return all the 

components or loses part of the bundle, he or she will lose 100% of their 

investment. Bundles are yet another way student choice is limited. Let the market 

place decide if all components have value; don’t force students to buy nonessential 

items.  

4) Reduce the amount of built-in obsolescence – Built-in obsolescence comes in 

various forms; textbooks with only a few pages of material which will be torn out 

during the term such as quizzes or problems, textbooks sold with web access cards, 

textbooks with school names embossed on the cover, textbooks that are sold 

without binding and simply have holes punched for a three ring binder. All of these 

types of books cause the students to lose 100% of their investment at buyback. We 

are not suggesting that the quizzes, problems, web access cards and the like should 

be eliminated. We recommend that they be sold separately; thereby assuring the 

students receives maximum value for the textbook at the end of the term. Again, let 

the market keep prices in check through normal supply and demand.  

 

 

 

To make a difference and drive the strategies I just outlined, the Used Textbook Association 

is focusing on the following key areas over the next several months.  

1) First and foremost, we intend to build a dynamic, member-centric association that 

serves the needs of campus bookstores, faculty members and students with the goal 

of making certain used textbooks remain an economical and viable option to keeping 

textbooks affordable.   
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2) We will work directly with influencers and policy setters – used textbooks are a 

viable solution.   

3) We plan to help students and the marketplace understand the true cost of textbooks,  

4) We hope to increase awareness of the importance of  more timely adoptions by 

faculty members, and  

5) We intend to increase the overall supply of used textbooks. 

 

The Used Textbook Association was founded to ensure the value of used textbooks is 

communicated to the marketplace but it also represents the importance of choice for 

students – supporting their ability to purchase new or used textbooks, bundled or un-

bundled items –  open market competition, disclosure of information regarding changes to 

new editions, and perhaps most importantly, academic freedom. 

 

The Used Textbook Association offers a marketplace solution to the issue of rising textbook 

prices but it requires that college store managers, faculty members, publishers, textbook 

wholesalers and students work in unison to responsibility manage the marketplace.   

 

Thank you. 
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    TTTTEXTBOOK EXTBOOK EXTBOOK EXTBOOK AAAAFFORDABILITYFFORDABILITYFFORDABILITYFFORDABILITY    

    

 

Used Textbooks Provide a Solution to the Issue of Textbook Affordability 
 

Used Textbook Association Testimony for the  
Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 

Prepared by Barry Major, President, Used Textbook Association 
 

A viable solution to making textbooks affordable for students is possible, but it requires professors, 
students, publishers and bookstores to work together to implement the ideas outlined in this brief.   

 

1.1.1.1. Pay Higher Prices to Students Pay Higher Prices to Students Pay Higher Prices to Students Pay Higher Prices to Students DDDDuring Buyuring Buyuring Buyuring Buy----Back by Increasing Textbook Adoption RatesBack by Increasing Textbook Adoption RatesBack by Increasing Textbook Adoption RatesBack by Increasing Textbook Adoption Rates     
It’s simple … by increasing early adoptions; students receive more money for their textbooks 
during buy-back.   By professors turning in their adoptions timely, bookstore managers can 
pay the highest price at the end of the term; increasing the amount students receive by two to 
three times. See charts 1 and 2 below.  
 

2.2.2.2. Limit Unnecessary New EditionsLimit Unnecessary New EditionsLimit Unnecessary New EditionsLimit Unnecessary New Editions     
In a study conducted by Harris Interactive for Nebraska Book Company, 89% of professors 
believe newer editions contain only minor changes from previous editions. If a new edition is 
announced, it is critical that professors review the changes to the previous edition to ensure 
only reasonable new editions get adopted. Every time a new edition is produced, the price the 
student receives at the end of the term goes to zero, and the student loses 100% of their 
investment. Furthermore, the supply of used textbooks for the students shopping for the next 
term is completely eliminated. See chart 3 below.     

    
3.3.3.3. Eliminate Unnecessary Bundling and Price Each Component SeparatelyEliminate Unnecessary Bundling and Price Each Component SeparatelyEliminate Unnecessary Bundling and Price Each Component SeparatelyEliminate Unnecessary Bundling and Price Each Component Separately     

Many times, bundles consist of nonessential items that both students and professors have 
gone on record as saying were not needed for their class. If the textbook originally sells as 
part of a bundle and the student is unable to return all the components or loses part of the 
bundle, he or she will lose 100% of their investment. Bundles are yet another way student 
choice is limited. The marketplace should decide if all components have value; don’t force 
students to buy nonessential items. See chart 3 below.    

    
4.4.4.4. Eliminate BuiltEliminate BuiltEliminate BuiltEliminate Built----In Obsolescence In Obsolescence In Obsolescence In Obsolescence     

Built-in obsolescence comes in various forms; textbooks with only a few pages of material 
which will be torn out during the term such as quizzes or problems, textbooks sold with web 
access cards, textbooks with school names embossed on the cover, textbooks that are sold 
without binding and simply have holes punched for a three ring binder. All of these types of 
textbooks cause the students to lose 100% of their investment at buyback. Quizzes, 
problems, web access cards and the like might be important to the professor and student, 
however, we recommend that they be sold separately; thereby assuring the student receives 
maximum value for the textbook at the end of the term. Again, let the marketplace keep 
prices in check through normal supply and demand. See chart 3 below. 
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TTTTHE HE HE HE TTTTRUE RUE RUE RUE CCCCOST OF OST OF OST OF OST OF TTTTEXTBOOKSEXTBOOKSEXTBOOKSEXTBOOKS    
 

The true cost of a textbook is not the initial price paid for the book. One must also take into 
consideration what value the student can receive from the sale of the book after the term is complete; 
resulting in the True Cost of purchase.  As mentioned above, certain market dynamics can have a 
substantial affect on this process.  
 
Chart 1Chart 1Chart 1Chart 1    
TimelyTimelyTimelyTimely Adoptions and Re Adoptions and Re Adoptions and Re Adoptions and Re----AdoptionAdoptionAdoptionAdoption of Textbooks  of Textbooks  of Textbooks  of Textbooks –––– Students Save Money! Students Save Money! Students Save Money! Students Save Money!    
 
Example:  A textbook is purchased new for $100.  It is then re-adopted for use again the following 
semester on the campus.  

Source:  Nebraska Book Company   
 

As is clearly seen in Chart 1, students receive more money at buy-back when the professor re-adopts 
the same textbook the following term; lowering the true cost of purchase. 
    
Chart 2Chart 2Chart 2Chart 2    
Textbooks Not ReTextbooks Not ReTextbooks Not ReTextbooks Not Re----Adopted Adopted Adopted Adopted –––– Cost Students Money! Cost Students Money! Cost Students Money! Cost Students Money!    
 
Example:  A textbook is purchased new for $100.  The textbook is not not not not re-adopted for use again the 
following semester. 

Source:  Nebraska Book Company 

 
In this case, the textbook is not re-adopted; the true cost increases. Since the book still is being used 
by other universities around the country, it still has some value. The price the student receives is less 
because the bookstore must sell the textbook to a wholesaler who, must then pay to have the book 
shipped to their warehouse, where other costs are incurred handling the textbook.  
 
Professors clearly have a role in lowering costs – re-adopt the same book whenever possible and turn 
that information into the bookstore so that bookstore personnel can pay students more at buy-back.  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Textbook Buy Rent, The College Store, July/August 2004 issue. 

Book Used Next Book Used Next Book Used Next Book Used Next 
Semester on CampusSemester on CampusSemester on CampusSemester on Campus    

NNNNew ew ew ew     

TextbookTextbookTextbookTextbook    

Used Used Used Used     

TextbookTextbookTextbookTextbook    

eBookeBookeBookeBook    Rented Rented Rented Rented 
Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook     

NewNewNewNew1111    

Rented Rented Rented Rented 
TextbookTextbookTextbookTextbook    

UsedUsedUsedUsed1111    

Student Cost at 
Purchase 

$100 $75 $66 $65 $49 

Student Earnings at 
Buy-Back – book used 
again on campus 

$50 $50 $0 $0 $0 

True Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to Student    $50$50$50$50    $25$25$25$25    $66$66$66$66    $65$65$65$65    $49$49$49$49    

Book Used Not Used Book Used Not Used Book Used Not Used Book Used Not Used 
Next SemesterNext SemesterNext SemesterNext Semester    

New New New New     

TextbookTextbookTextbookTextbook    

Used TextbookUsed TextbookUsed TextbookUsed Textbook    eBookeBookeBookeBook    Rented Rented Rented Rented 
Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook     

NewNewNewNew1111    

Rented Rented Rented Rented 
TextbookTextbookTextbookTextbook    

UsedUsedUsedUsed1111    

Student Cost at 
Purchase 

$100 $75 $66 $65 $49 

Student Earnings at Buy-
Back – book not not not not used 
again on campus 

$20 $20 $0 $0 $0 

True Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to Student    $80$80$80$80    $55$55$55$55    $66$66$66$66    $65$65$65$65    $49$49$49$49    
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Chart 3Chart 3Chart 3Chart 3    
Impact of New Editions, Bundling and BuiltImpact of New Editions, Bundling and BuiltImpact of New Editions, Bundling and BuiltImpact of New Editions, Bundling and Built----in Obsolescencein Obsolescencein Obsolescencein Obsolescence    –––– Limiting Student Choice! Limiting Student Choice! Limiting Student Choice! Limiting Student Choice!    
 
Example:  In the spring 2006 term a textbook is adopted and used. Before the buyback that spring, a 
new edition, bundle or textbook with built-in obsolescence (normally comes in form of new edition) is 
announced for the fall 2006 term. The spring edition textbook sells for $100 new.  The new edition is 
assumed to cost 5% more than the last edition.  The new edition is also adopted for use the following 
term. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When a new edition, bundle or textbook with built-in obsolescence is produced and the professor 
adopts it, the first buyers of the new edition are limited in choice – only new textbooks are available; 
there are no used textbooks. The student pays 33% more than used! ($100 vs. $75) In addition, the 
student that has been using the older edition for the most recent term receives nothing at buyback, 
increasing their true cost 300% ($75 vs. $25) over what they would have paid if the new edition was 
not released.   
 
New editions, bundling and built-in obsolescence all have the same effect on the cost students pay for 
their textbooks by affecting the supply of used textbooks and forcing students to buy new, more 
expensive new textbooks.  
 
New editions are required in many cases (example:  maps change as a result of governments 
changing in certain parts of the world.) However, closer monitoring by professors to ensure only 
appropriate editions get adopted will save students money.  
 
In a study conducted by Harris Interactive for Nebraska Book Company, 40% of students indicated 
that material that comes shrink-wrapped with textbooks (bundling) is either Not Useful at All or Not 
Very Useful. This compares to only 19% of students who responded that these materials were either 
Extremely Useful or Very Useful. By a margin of two to one, students reject the use of bundling 
material. In addition, 75% of professors believe bundling causes prices to increase and 54% report 
that this practice prevents students from selling their textbooks back or from obtaining used 
textbooks.  
 
Built-in obsolescence comes in various forms; textbooks with only a few pages of material which will 
be torn out during the term such as quizzes or problems, textbooks sold with web access cards, 
textbooks with school names embossed on the cover, textbooks that are sold without binding and 
simply have holes punched for a three ring binder. All of these types of textbooks cause the students 
to lose 100% of their investment at buyback. Quizzes, problems, web access cards and the like may 
be an important component to the class, however they should be sold separately; thereby assuring 
students receive the maximum value for the textbook at the end of the term.  
 
Faculty is an important part of the formula to lowering the price of textbooks. According to a recent 
Nebraska Book Company study conducted by Harris Interactive, when deciding whether or not to 
consider requiring a textbook for class, the majority of professors consider their syllabus and past 
experience with the textbook – costs are a secondary concern to professors when selecting course 
materials.  As it should be – professors should focus on providing students with the best educational 
experience and that includes the textbook selected. 

NewNewNewNew Edition, Bundle, etc  Edition, Bundle, etc  Edition, Bundle, etc  Edition, Bundle, etc 
Issued And Adopted Issued And Adopted Issued And Adopted Issued And Adopted     

New New New New 
Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook ––––    
SpringSpringSpringSpring Term Term Term Term    

Used Used Used Used     

Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook ––––    
SpringSpringSpringSpring Term Term Term Term    

New New New New 
Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook ––––    
FallFallFallFall Term Term Term Term    

UsedUsedUsedUsed    
Textbook Textbook Textbook Textbook ––––        

FallFallFallFall Term Term Term Term    

Student Cost at 
Purchase 

$100 $75 $105 None Available 

Student Sells at Buy-
Back – New Edition, 
bundle affects value.  

$0 $0 $52.50 N/A 

True Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to StudentTrue Cost to Student    $100$100$100$100    $75$75$75$75    $52.50$52.50$52.50$52.50    N/AN/AN/AN/A    
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However, faculty members are in much greater control of textbook prices than they realize.  They have 
the power to re-adopt textbooks for longer periods of time, thus putting more used textbooks into the 
marketplace.  Limiting bundles and custom textbooks is also a way faculty members can help lower 
textbook prices and again, drive more used textbooks into the hands of students. 
 
The bottom line – when the current textbook meets the needs of the professor, faculty members 
should opt to re-adopt textbooks for additional terms in a timely fashion; it will lower the price students 
pay for textbooks. 
 
    

BBBBACKGROUND ACKGROUND ACKGROUND ACKGROUND IIIINFORMATIONNFORMATIONNFORMATIONNFORMATION    
    
RRRRISING ISING ISING ISING TTTTEXTBOOK EXTBOOK EXTBOOK EXTBOOK PPPPRICESRICESRICESRICES    
 
Textbook prices are on the increase.  The GAO reports that the average annual cost of textbooks and 
supplies is $898 at four-year institutions.2 The US Department of Education estimates the annual 
costs of textbooks and supplies for a four year student to be $850.3  Regardless of the actual dollar 
figure, textbook costs are a substantial financial burden for students.  According the research 
conducted by Nebraska Book Company through Harris Interactive, half (50%) of students state the 
cost of textbooks and materials causes an extremely difficult or very difficult financial burden for them. 
 
With textbooks becoming more expensive and harder for many students to afford, one can assume 
that there is an impact on the education students receive.   
 
Factors contributing to rising textbook prices include: 
 

� Increased frequency of new editions  
� Unexpected bundling of course materials  
� Increased use of built-in obsolescence (sometimes called customization)  
� Slower faculty adoption rates 
 

Increased Increased Increased Increased FFFFrequency of New Editionsrequency of New Editionsrequency of New Editionsrequency of New Editions    
 
The frequency of new editions continues to climb.  According to the GAO Report issued in 
2005, “Publishers told us that textbooks are generally revised every three to four year, 
compared with cycles of four to five years that were standard 10 to 20 years ago.” 
 
The end consumer, including both the faculty member and the student, merits a clear 
understanding of why a new edition was released and the benefit that will be gained from 
utilizing the new edition verses the current edition.  All relevant information must be 
presented so that an informed decision can be made about the need to switch to a new 
version. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 GAO Report, page 2, July 2005 
3 National Center for Education Statistics, IPEDS, 2003-04 
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Case in PointCase in PointCase in PointCase in Point    
 
Title:  UA Fundamentals: Adjusting to Life at a Major University 
Edition:  2nd  
ISBN:  0-5367-4188-3 
Copyright:  2004 
Publisher:  Pearson Education 
New Price: $70.75 
Used Price: $53.05 
 
Title:  UA Fundamentals: Adjusting to Life at a Major University  
Edition:  2nd   
ISBN:  0-5362-6624-7 
Copyright:  2007 
Publisher:  Pearson Education 
New Price: $74.20 
Used Price: $55.65 
 
UA Fundamentals: Adjusting to Life at a Major University is a classic example of un-needed 
new edition.  The only change from between the two versions of the textbooks appears to be 
three photographs on the cover of the textbook.  The publisher even neglected to update the 
preface in the 2007 edition which notes the changes in each edition; the preface of the 
textbook references changes made two editions prior to the release of the current version. 
 
Due to the release of the new edition, students were not able to sell back 2nd edition 
textbooks – those students did not have the ability to re-coup any portion of their money for 
the original textbook.  In addition, students taking the course during the following term had to 
purchase all new textbooks.   
 
By simply changing the photographs on the cover and labeling the textbook with a new ISBN 
number, the publisher impacted thousands of students and the amount each student paid for 
the textbook. 
    
Bundling of Course Materials Bundling of Course Materials Bundling of Course Materials Bundling of Course Materials     
 
Bundling of course materials is also impacting textbook affordability.  For example -  a 
university located in the mid-west, uses 2,619 titles in the schools’ curriculum.  Estimated 
enrollment in all classes is 166,583 students with average enrollment per class of 63.  On 
this particular campus, 130 of the titles, or 5%, are bundles; however, the percentage of total 
sales for those 130 classes with bundles is 40%. In addition, the data shows that for this 
campus, 24% of the enrollment has a bundle and that the average class size with bundles is 
3034.  
 
Put another way -- 5% of the classes had bundles affecting 24% of the students and those 
students paid 40% of the money.   
 
When bundles are used by the professor to add value to the course, they are important.  
However, all too often, the additional materials are not used by the professor and the student 
would have benefited financially by being able to purchase only the textbook. 
 
Simply put, this is about choice.  Students should have the choice to buy materials bundled or 
un-bundled.  It is imperative for faculty members to have a clear understanding of the 
materials that will be packaged within the bundle so that each faculty member can be 
assured that the correct materials are included and that he or she intends to use all of the 
materials in class, therefore, eliminating frivolous, non-used materials.   

                                                 
4 Nebraska Book Company proprietary trend information; Fall RUSH 2006 
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Case In PointCase In PointCase In PointCase In Point    
 
Title:  Promise and Performance of American Democracy  
Publisher:  Thomson Learning 
ISBN:  0-534-64315-9 
Edition: 7th Edition 
Copyright: 2006  
New Price:  $63.10 
Used Price:  $48.60 
  
ISBN:  0-495-26731-7 
Edition: 7th Edition 
Copyright: 2006 
New Price: $64.25 
Used Price: $49.50 (none available due to new ISBN)
  
The 7th edition of Promise and Performance of American Democracy was used during the 
spring 2006 term.  The bundle included the book and a syllabus, nothing else. Before 
buyback for spring term a new ISBN was announced for fall term, leading the bookstore 
manager to believe a new edition was coming out for the fall. As a result, students at buyback 
did not receive anything for their textbook. 
  
When the bookstore manager received shipment of the new bundles for the fall 2006 term, 
the book in the bundle was the identical book – 7th Edition.  The only change was the syllabus 
and the ISBN number.  The publisher had bundled an identical package with nothing new 
except a 14 page syllabus.  The result increased the true cost to not only students in the 
spring but those in the fall as well. In the spring students received nothing at buyback, 
increasing their true cost of this book $31.55. In the fall, there were no used books available 
and students were forced to buy only new, at a cost of 30% more than used.  
 
BuiltBuiltBuiltBuilt----in Obsolescencein Obsolescencein Obsolescencein Obsolescence    

    
Built-in obsolescence comes in various forms; textbooks with pages of material that will be 
torn out during the term such as quizzes or problems, textbooks sold with web access cards, 
textbooks with school names embossed on the cover, textbooks that are sold without binding 
and simply have holes punched for a three ring binder. All of these types of textbooks cause 
the students to lose 100% of their investment at buyback. 
 
Case In PointCase In PointCase In PointCase In Point    

 
Title:  College Algebra 
Edition:  2nd Custom Edition  
ISBN:  0-536-22072-7 
Copyright:  2006 
Publisher:  Pearson Custom Publishing/Prentice Hall 
New Price: $76.75 
Used Price: $57.56 – however, none available.  
Used Price (Book Only): $25.00 – does not include problems or web access kit.  
 
This custom edition consists of the 7th Edition College Algebra textbook bound together with a 
workbook of problems as well as the school name embossed on the cover. In addition, the 
bundle has a web access kit. By constructing the bundle in this manner, the student is 
destroying all value of the textbook by simply doing his/her homework. The value is zero at 
buyback; therefore the true cost of bundle is $76.75. If the student could have bought used 
the true cost would have been only $38.38 assuming the textbook had been re-adopted.  
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Faculty Adoption RatesFaculty Adoption RatesFaculty Adoption RatesFaculty Adoption Rates    
 
The final issue impacting rising textbook prices is the importance of timely faculty adoptions.  
Faculty members play a significant role in the price a student receives for his or her textbook 
at the buy-back counter.   
 
One of the benefits of our educational system is the ability of faculty members to select 
textbooks and educational materials that will bring value to the course and enhance the 
students’ learning.  By proactively partnering with the bookstore to place their orders in a 
timely manner, faculty members will satisfy their choice for course book requirements and 
make certain students receive the highest dollar for their textbooks at buyback. 

 
By submitting adoptions early and re-using a textbook for another term, faculty members can 
significantly reduce the amount of money students spend on textbooks.  This simple step 
provides students with higher sell-back prices at the end of the term and allows for more used 
textbooks the following term. 
 
 
Case In PointCase In PointCase In PointCase In Point    

 
Title:  West’s Business Law 
Edition:  10th  
ISBN:  0-324-30390-4 
Copyright:  2006 
Publisher:  Thomson 
 
West’s Business Law sells new for $156.60 and $117.45 used.  At the end of the term, if the 
professor has not re-adopted the textbook for use the next term, the student will receive $49.00 back 
for the book, regardless of if it was purchased new or used, making the true cost of the new textbook 
$107.60 and the true cost of the used $68.45.  However, if the textbook is re-adopted by the 
professor for use the next term prior to the start of buyback, the student will receive $78.30 back for 
the book, again regardless if it was purchased new or used, making the true cost of the new textbook 
$78.30 and the true cost of the used $39.15.   
 
A timely submission of the professors’ adoption prior to the start of buyback profited the student an 
extra $29.30 over the price he or she would have received if the adoption was not submitted prior to 
the start of buy-back.  In addition, on many campuses this textbook is used in large classroom settings 
so with a large number of students, the overall financial impact of a timely adoption could be in the 
thousands of dollars. 
    

PPPPROPOSED ROPOSED ROPOSED ROPOSED IIIINDUSTRY NDUSTRY NDUSTRY NDUSTRY SSSSOLUTIONSOLUTIONSOLUTIONSOLUTIONS    
 
Textbook Rental ProgramsTextbook Rental ProgramsTextbook Rental ProgramsTextbook Rental Programs    

Textbook rental programs are being explored as an option on a handful of campuses.  According to 
NACS, as of spring 2006, textbook rental services were offered by only about 1% of NACS member 
stores in the United States and Canada.5  However, states such as Illinois, Minnesota, New Jersey, and 
Oklahoma are all exploring potential legislation supporting the implementation of textbook rental 
programs.   
 
The big question remains:  Do textbook rental programs save students money? 
 

                                                 
5
 NACS Article FAQ on Textbook Rental Programs:  http://www.nacs.org/common/research/faq_rentals.pdf 
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It may appear that rental programs save students money, but once you start to dig deeper, the answer 
is not so clear.  Institutions that have implemented textbook rental programs cite savings for students; 
however, the entire picture is often misrepresented.   
 
Textbook rental programs require a significant capital investment by the institution.  NACS estimates 
conservative startup costs for a textbook rental program serving a school of 9,500 students to be $3 
million.6  And, that’s conservative.  Some estimates are closer to the $12 million mark depending on 
the size of the school.  Plus, additional resources are required for storage space and maintenance of 
the inventory; computer systems to maintain the inventory and track rentals and returns; additional 
staff; and greater liability for book damage, loss and theft.  The additional expenses are all passed on 
to the student in one form or another.  The frequent result:  students may experience higher fees 
added to their overall tuition.   
 
Students also experience additional expense because not all materials are typically included in rental 
programs.  Supplemental materials, which can significantly increase their costs beyond the rental 
fees, are often not included in the rental program.  In addition, smaller enrollment courses and 
graduate school courses are not generally covered – adding expense to the students’ bottom line. 
 
For textbook rental programs to be successful, support from faculty members and the administration 
is critical.  To cover the expense of the textbook, faculty members would be required to use the same 
textbook for four to six semesters before selecting a different textbook.7[8]   
 
According to the State of Illinois Board of Higher Education, Report on Textbook Rental Study, “serious 
questions were raised about implementing a textbook rental program for colleges and departments of 
technology, engineering, science, and interdisciplinary studies.  The mission to create, understand and 
share knowledge that is expanding so rapidly would be limited by using the same textbook for two to 
three years in those disciplines.”   
 
“The strength of the higher education system in this country has long been the freedom for faculty 
members to determine the best method of teaching the subject matter outlined in the course 
description,” continues the report.  “This freedom extends to selecting the textbook most appropriate 
for the course.”   
 
The result, textbook rental programs are frequently disparaged by faculty members due to the 
restrictions put in place regarding timelines for changing texts to make the program economical.   
 
The ultimate goal of any textbook rental program should be to better serve the student body.  
However, how can that be done when students themselves to do not embrace the program?   Student 
acceptance and use of a rental program is typically low.  Case in point:  a test rental program was 
conducted at Los Angeles Pierce Community College.  About 25 percent of students elected to lease 
rather than purchase textbooks.  Some 45 percent of those who leased failed to return the book at the 
end of the semester, and the bookstore was unable to recover the deposit from 20 percent of those 
who did not return their book(s).  So, out of 100 students in a given class, 25 would lease, 11 would 
fail to return the book, and three would not pay the deposit and fees.8 
 
A concerted effort on the part of faculty, students and the local bookstore could accomplish just as 
much but at the same time leave choice in the hands of students and faculty. There is no doubt if the 
campus works to create a strong used textbook program, the net cost to student is equal to or better 
than a rental program. And, the risk associated with managing and financing a rental program is 
eliminated.  
 
 
 

                                                 
6
 NACS Letter to Governor Schwarzenegger, September 3, 2004 

7 Illinois Board of Higher Education, Report on Textbook Rental Study, February 1, 2005 
8 The College Store, Rental A Case Study, July/August 2004 
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Electronic Electronic Electronic Electronic TextbooksTextbooksTextbooksTextbooks    

Electronic textbooks, or ebooks, are being promoted as a solution to making textbooks more 
affordable.  However, student acceptance is low and only a handful of bookstores offer textbooks 
electronically.  Common concerns from students regarding ebooks include the challenge of reading 
the textbook on screen, limited printing capabilities, and the inability to simply take a textbook with 
you during the day. 

The draw towards ebooks has been cost.  There is a perception in the marketplace that ebooks offer 
students a substantial savings over traditional textbooks. However, ebooks are not necessarily less 
expensive once you factor in the money students receive when selling back the textbook at the end of 
the term.   

So, which is the better deal for the student?   
 
True Cost of Organic Chemistry, 6th Edition Textbook 
 
New $169.58 less buyback of 50% = $84.79 – True Cost 
Used $127.19 less buyback of 50% of new = $42.40 – True Cost 
ebook $116.59 – True Cost - no buyback value.  
 
While ebooks are not necessarily the most economical choice for students, they do support 
the need to offer students choice.  By adding an ebook to the offering along side new and 
used textbooks along with a clear cost benefit example, students can make an informed 
choice about the textbook like to purchase. 
 
LegislationLegislationLegislationLegislation    
 

The marketplace is not effectively regulating textbook prices and, as a result, legislators are becoming 
involved.  Numerous states have proposed, and several have passed, legislation to address the issue 
of textbook affordability.  Legislation thus far, has covered a variety of approaches to help reduce the 
rising costs of textbooks including actions such as:  full-disclosure of changes within new editions, 
unbundling of materials, guidelines for faculty members when selecting textbooks, and textbook rental 
programs. 

Virginia enacted a law last April requiring the state’s public colleges to address the issue of bundling.  
In short, at the state’s public colleges, if a professor is not going to use each of the items included in a 
bundle, the professor must notify the bookstore.  The bookstore must then attempt to order each of 
the components separately, if it’s less expensive for the student. 

Connecticut has also enacted legislation this year that requires publishers to inform professors of the 
price the textbook is sold to the bookstore and the textbook’s history of revisions.  Washington state is 
also not far behind with legislation.  The state requires bookstores affiliated with state colleges to 
inform faculty members of the cost of new textbooks and the differences between the editions.9 

According to NACS, 18 states this year saw legislation introduced that dealt with textbook costs in the 
same manner.   

Student Public Interest Group chapters have also formed in 14 states along with the Make Textbooks 
Affordable Campaign.  Through a cohesive approach, these groups are working to help faculty 
members lower the cost of textbook prices, lobby proposed legislation, and develop other sources for 
students to secure the textbooks they require through textbook swap programs. 

At Michigan State University, the on-campus bookstore is taking an active approach to combat the 
issues involving affordability, offsetting the need for legislation.  The bookstore and student services 
leaders have worked together to develop a proactive communications strategy to provide valuable tips 
for faculty members when it comes to ordering textbooks.  The strategy includes a simple sheet 
entitled, Things to Know for Ordering Your Textbooks, and includes tips such as: 

 

                                                 
9 Efforts Mount to Cut Costs of College Textbooks, Wall Street Journal, September 28, 2006 
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� Using the same book for the upcoming term will give more money to students during buyback 
at the end of the term. 
 

� Using the same book again offers more used books to students, which saves them money. 
 
� Using the same edition of a book will also save students money.  Often, there is little 

difference between editions. 
 
� Ordering books before finals weeks will put more money into students’ pockets at buyback 

time during finals. 
 
� If a publisher’s representative talks to you about using a bundled textbook, ask if the student 

will really need the added items.  With bundled items from the publisher, students can 
purchase only NEW books forcing them to spend more money. 

 

This proactive approach is designed to empower faculty to have all of the facts prior to ordering 
textbooks and help better communicate the impact of faculty decisions.  At Michigan State University, 
the bookstore is working to combat the issue and has taken the future of textbooks into their own 
hands verses that of the lawmakers. 

About the Used Textbook AssociationAbout the Used Textbook AssociationAbout the Used Textbook AssociationAbout the Used Textbook Association    

The Used Textbook Association was founded in 2006 to advocate the role and value of used textbooks 
in the marketplace and in turn, increase the supply of used textbooks available to students.  The 
Association works to provide students and faculty members information on the buyback process, 
improve the rate of early adoptions by faculty members, and ensure textbook merchandise practices 
are appropriate and meeting the goals of higher learning.  
 
Founding members of the Used Textbook Association include:  BUDGEText, Nebraska Book Company, 
New Jersey Books, Southeastern Book Company, Texas Book Company, and Tichenor College 
Textbook Company.  In the initial 30 days of membership recruitment, more than 60 bookstores joined 
the Association and we expect several hundred more to join in the coming year. 
 
To make a difference and drive the strategies outlined, the Used Textbook Association is focusing on 
the following key areas: 
 

1) Build a dynamic, member-centric association that serves the needs of campus bookstores, 
faculty members and students with the goal of making certain used textbooks remain an 
economical and viable option to keeping textbooks affordable.   

2) Work directly with influencers and policy setters – used textbooks are a viable solution.   
3) Help students and the marketplace understand the true cost of textbooks.  
4) Increase awareness of the importance of more timely adoptions by faculty members.  
5) Increase the overall supply of used textbooks. 

 
The Used Textbook Association was founded to ensure the value of used textbooks is communicated 
to the marketplace but it also represents the importance of choice for students – supporting their 
ability to purchase new or used textbooks, bundled or un-bundled items –  open market competition, 
disclosure of information regarding changes to new editions, and perhaps most importantly, academic 
freedom. 
 
The Used Textbook Association offers a marketplace solution to the issue of rising textbook prices but 
it requires that college store managers, faculty members, publishers, textbook wholesalers and 
students work in unison to responsibility manage the marketplace.   
 
Additional information regarding the Association can be found at www.usedtextbookassociation.org    
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