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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, September 30, 2014, the City Council’s Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing to review rising textbook costs for college students. Invited to testify at the hearing are members of CUNY’s administration and faculty, college booksellers, student advocacy groups and other parties of interest. 

BACKGROUND
College Affordability Poses a Challenge to Students
College costs have significantly increased in recent years and continue to rise.  Many students and their families struggle to afford college. In the 2013-14 academic year, the average published in-state tuition and fees at public four-year institutions totaled $8,893, an increase of 2.9 percent from the previous year.
 During that same period, the average published tuition and fees at private nonprofit four-year institutions totaled $30,094, an increase of 3.1 percent,
 and the average published in-state tuition and fees at public two-year institutions totaled $3,264, an increase of 3.5 percent.
 These costs do not include room and board, books and supplies, meals, transportation and personal expenses.
As college costs are skyrocketing, students (especially those from low-to-moderate income families) rely more heavily on financial aid in order to help defray the cost of their college education. Even though more financial aid is available, they do not adequately make up the difference between growing college costs and family incomes.
 The cost of living can also pose a significant hurdle for students. Those who receive aid sufficient to cover tuition and fees may struggle to cover their living expenses.
 Furthermore, students are graduating college with high student loan debt. For example, approximately 60% of students who earned baccalaureate degrees in 2012 from public and private nonprofit institutions graduated with an average debt of $26,500.

 Although tuition and fees at the City University of New York (CUNY) senior colleges are lower than the national average, tuition and fees at CUNY community colleges are significantly higher than the national average. As previously mentioned, public two-year institutions cost an average of $3,264 per year, whereas CUNY two-year colleges charge $4,500 per year.
 An estimated 65% of CUNY students attending the community colleges,
 and 49% attending the senior colleges come from households earning less than $30,000 a year.
 Given that the cost of living in New York City is the highest in the nation,
 college costs are a huge financial burden for CUNY students, especially for community college students.
Exorbitant Textbook Costs
In addition to higher tuition rates, increasing college textbooks prices have contributed to escalating college costs. Between 2002 and 2012, textbook prices rose by 82 percent, nearly three times the rate of inflation.
 The average college student spends approximately $1,200 on textbooks annually.
 The National Association of College Stores (NACS), a trade association representing the higher education retail industry, estimated total college store sales in the United States was $10.45 billion for the 2011-12 fiscal year.
 NACS also reported that in 2011-12, spending per full-time equivalent (FTE) student was an average of $711 at their campus store.
 Of this total amount, an average of $420 was spent on new [$296] and used [$124] course materials in the store or its online site.
 In 2012, the average price for a new textbook price was $68 and the average price for a used textbook was $53.
 According to the 2013 College Store Industry Financial Report, new books sold 2.5 times more than used books.
 According to a recent survey by the United States Public Interest Group (U.S. PIRG), a national student advocacy organization, 65 percent of students said that they decided that they would not buy a textbook because it was too expensive, and of those students, 94 percent said that they were concerned that their choice to forgo purchasing a textbook would hurt them academically.
 In addition, nearly half of all students surveyed said that the cost of textbooks impacted how many or which classes they took each semester.

 Strategies for Reducing Textbook Costs
There are several approaches to addressing escalating textbook costs, including, textbook rentals, electronic devices, open-source textbooks, and federal and state legislation.
Textbook Rentals

Students can generally rent a textbook for between 33% and 55% of the cost of a new printed text.
 According to a NACS OnCampus Research survey and company report, most of the Association’s nearly 3,000 member stores offer textbook rental programs.
 This is a significant increase from approximately 300 participating stores in the fall of 2009.
 In fact, 78% offered some form of text rental program in 2011-12, compared to 68% in the 2011, and 9% in 2009-10.
 This growth was sparked by student demand, campus stores wishing to provide more options to students, and governmental encouragement through federal grants.
 
E-Books and E-readers

Some publishers offer lower-cost options for textbooks such as digital or electronic textbooks (e-textbooks). Five of the leading textbook publishers, including Pearson, Cengage Learning and McGraw-Hill, launched an online marketplace for digital textbooks called CourseSmart
 now owned by Vital Source.
 CourseSmart’s e-textbooks can be downloaded onto any web-enabled device including tablets and smartphones.
 Through CourseSmart, students can get free apps recommended for iPad and Android devices.
 CourseSmart offers a savings up to 60% on e-textbooks. On average, e-books cost 52% less than new print books.
 E-readers, on average, cost 39% less than new print books.
 
Open-Source Textbooks

Open-source textbooks are becoming an increasingly popular alternative to traditional ways of purchasing textbooks. Open textbooks are offered online under an “open-source” license that allows free digital access, low cost print options and customization by instructors.
 As previously mentioned, alternatives to new, print edition textbooks have grown significantly. E-textbooks are becoming more widely available, and campus textbook rental programs have considerably increased. Compared to open-source textbooks, used books, rentals and e-textbooks are considered less cost effective because the savings are limited and do not appeal to all students, according to some advocates.
 While these alternatives offer students some upfront savings, they do not provide the best value in the long-term. Rental programs and e-textbooks do not allow students to keep their books.
 They are due back at the end of the semester, or their digital license expires and the book is no longer accessible.
 E-textbooks also include restrictions that limit the number of pages printed, or the number of devices that can access the book.
 
Federal and State Legislation

The federal law regarding the cost of textbooks is included in the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA or Public Law 110-315), which went into effect July 1, 2010.  The textbook provisions of HEOA are provisions that require transparency in the publishing industry practices.  The key provision in the bill requires publishers to include price and revision information when marketing textbooks to professors. Publishers are now required to give professors detailed information about textbook prices and revision histories, including the dates of the last three editions and a list of alternate formats. Prior to the law, publishers often withheld this information, hoping that professors would choose more expensive books.  Providing these details makes it easier for professors to identify and select lower-cost options. Second, publishers are required to sell the components of bundled textbooks separately, so students have the option to buy their books without unnecessary CDs, workbooks and online pass-codes. Third, to give students time to compare prices, colleges are required to list assigned textbooks and prices, including the International Standard Book Numbers (ISBN), for each course in the catalog students use to register.
 

In 2013, Senators Dick Durbin and Al Franken introduced legislation known as the Affordable College Textbook Act.
  If enacted, this bill would amend the Higher Education Act of 1965 to create a competitive grant program to promote the creation and use of open textbooks to achieve savings for students.  In 2014, Congresswoman Suzan DelBene introduced the Electronic Books Opening Opportunity for Knowledge Act of 2014.
 If enacted, this bill would set aside $20 million for a three year competitive grant program to fund efforts at up to ten universities reduce the cost of attendance for undergraduate students by providing such students with expanded access to digital course materials and the electronic hardware to access it.

New York State Law has a number of provisions designed to alleviate the high cost of textbooks.  To ensure pricing transparency, the State Education Law § 721 requires that all publishers of college textbooks shall, upon request, make readily available to prospective adopters of their products who are members of the faculties or purchasing entities of institutions of higher education the price at which the publisher would make the products available to the college bookstore that would offer the products to students.  The New York State Tax Law also provides relief.  New York’s Textbook Access Act, which went into effect July 1, 2009, requires publishers to sell textbooks and related materials unbundled to ensure pricing transparency and also encourages faculty to make their textbook selections early so both the school’s bookstore and students have more time to find less expensive used books.

CONCLUSION
Rising college costs, including the cost of textbooks, make it more difficult for many students to achieve their academic goals. The purpose of this hearing is to explore various methods which can help college students save on textbook costs, thereby, enabling them to pursue their college education and succeed academically.
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