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Introduction

On September 14, 2017, the Committee on Higher Education (“the Committee”), chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing on CUNY’s Efforts to Reduce Costs Associated with Rising Textbook Prices. Witnesses invited to testify include the City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”), the Professional Staff Congress/CUNY, CUNY faculty and staff, student groups and organizations, various higher education advocates, members of the college textbook publishing and rental industries, and other interested parties.

Background
College Affordability
The City University of New York was established in 1961 through legislation that united seven existing municipal colleges and a graduate school into a formally integrated citywide system of public higher education.
 Although only 56 years old, the University’s history dates back to 1847, when the Free Academy, now the City College of New York (“City College” or “CCNY”) was founded as New York City’s (“NYC” or “City”) first publicly-financed institution of higher education.
 Today, CUNY is the largest urban public university in the United States, providing accessible high quality education for more than 274,000 degree-seeking students and 276,000 adult and continuing education students at 25 schools across the five boroughs.
 With more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, in a single integrated system of seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, six graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.

CUNY’s mission today remains the same as when it was founded, to uphold a commitment to academic excellence while providing equal access to and opportunity for education “as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the City of New York.”
 Founded on the principles on which the Free Academy was established, CUNY schools instituted a merit-based tuition-free policy which lasted through the establishment of the nation’s first free teachers college, now Hunter College, in 1870,
 the City’s first public coeducation liberal arts college, Brooklyn College, in 1930,
 and even the institution of CUNY.
 In 1970, the University eliminated all tuition charges and implemented an open admissions policy, guaranteeing all NYC public high school graduates admission to one of its colleges.
 However, CUNY was only able to operate tuition-free until the financial crisis of 1976, when New York State took over its administration to help the City avoid bankruptcy.
 
Although CUNY has continued to charge tuition at increasing rates since it was imposed in 1976, it remains true to its mission by maintaining some of the lowest tuition levels in the country.
 Nevertheless, even as the most affordable undergraduate choice in the New York metropolitan area, the cost of a CUNY education can still be prohibitive to many New Yorkers.
 For fall 2017, tuition for New York State residents at CUNY’s community colleges is $4,800 annually for full-time students and $210 per credit for part-time students.
 At the senior colleges, annual in-state tuition is $6,530 for full-time students and $285 per credit for part-time students.
  In addition to tuition, undergraduate students are also charged various fees each semester, including a Technology Fee of $125 for full-time students and $62.50 for part-time students; an Activity Fee, which ranges from around $60 to $180 for full-time students, and less for part-time students; and a $15 Consolidated Service Fee.
 Moreover, the University estimates additional expenses for the 2015-16 academic year, including books and supplies, transportation, food, personal expenses,  room and board/housing to be $9,592 for students living at home or with relatives and $20,295 for students living away from home.
 Accordingly, the actual annual cost of attending CUNY full-time may range from $14,792 for a community college student living at home or with relatives, to more than $27,465 for a senior college student living away from home.

Between the actual cost of attending CUNY and the high cost of living in NYC, many current students, who largely come from low- and modest-income families, would not have the opportunity to earn a college degree if it were not for state and federal financial aid.
 For fall 2016,
 42.2 percent of senior and community college undergraduates reported a household income less than $20,000.
 According to CUNY’s Master Plan for 2016-2010, more than 60 percent of full-time undergraduates receive enough funding through grants and tax credits to fully cover their tuition and 80 percent of graduates leave without debt.

However, both the federal Pell Grants and the New York State Tuition Assistance Program (TAP)—the two main sources of need-based financial aid for CUNY students—have potentially debilitating restrictions.
 For the 2017-2018 academic year, a Pell Grant ranges from $598 to $5,920 a year, depending on cost of attendance, expected family contribution, enrollment status and whether the student is attending school for a full academic year or less.
 The amount of TAP a student may receive depends on family income, the number of family members attending college full-time, the number of semesters the student has received TAP, and the size of the annual appropriate for the program.
 Though many students benefit from these financial aid programs, they may not cover full costs, and TAP will not cover all of the costs of attendance over and above tuition.
 Furthermore, not all CUNY students are eligible for financial aid, including undocumented students and students with income levels that are above the federal or state thresholds.
 As a result, many students must figure out how to bridge the gap between received financial aid, if any, and the costs associated with attending CUNY.
Rising Textbook Prices

High and rising college textbook prices have long been an issue on campuses across the country. According to the American Enterprise Institute, from January 1998 to July 2016, the consumer price index (CPI) for college textbooks rose 181 percent while the overall CPI for all items increased 48 percent and the CPI for recreational books decreased by 4.2 percent.
 That is, college textbook prices have risen by 90 percent while recreation book prices have decreased by more than 35 percent.
 
According to the National Association of College Stores, the average price of a new textbook increased from $57 in 2007 to $82 in 2014, while the average price of a used textbook increased from $49 to $59.
 For the 2015-2016 academic year,
 CUNY estimates the cost of books and supplies to be $1,364 per undergraduate student.
 However, that price varies depending on a professor’s textbook choice, or the course itself. 

A 2016 report by the Student Public Interest Research Groups (SPIRG) found that due to high costs, 29.7 percent of college students used financial aid
 to purchase required textbooks and course materials.
 Furthermore, those students used financial aid to cover an average of 70 percent of their total textbook expenses, and that amount averaged more than $300 per semester.
 However, data show that these high costs disproportionately impact community college students; 28 percent of students use financial aid to purchase textbooks at four-year public colleges compared to 50 percent at community colleges.
  Sixty-five percent of community college students used their financial aid to cover their entire textbook expenses, $347, compared to 50 percent at four-year public colleges who used $290 of their financial aid.

Approximately 30 percent of the students surveyed spent over $300 of their financial aid on books per semester.
 For a two-year program, that cost comes to $1,200 and $2,400 for a four-year program.
 For those students that used a loan to cover those costs, the total cost is even higher, resulting in $555.55 and $277.73 worth of interest payments respectively.
 SPIRG calculated that to purchase a single $200 textbook, a student would need to work nearly 28 hours in a minimum wage job, and an additional 2 hours of work per week for the entire year for $600 worth of textbooks every annually.
 Further, in order to afford annual in-state tuition at a public school, a student would need to work nearly 991 hours, or a 40-hour a week full-time job for half the year, at a minimum wage job, not including the average cost of room and board.
 Consequently, two-thirds of students opted to not buy a textbook due to the cost, putting their academic performance at risk.
 Nearly 50 percent of those students reported that textbook prices impacted which courses they would register for and how many credits they would take. 
Reasons for the High Textbooks Costs 

One of the reasons textbooks have continued to increase in price is because there is no competition in the textbook market.
 For example, a 2013 study revealed only three publishers were responsible for 74 percent of the top textbooks sold.
 Currently, five publishers control 80 percent of the market by publishing books in their own subject areas, while avoiding publishing books in subject areas where other companies have been successful.
 As a result, these publishers enjoy a near market monopoly in their subject areas which allows them to lock out any competition that could force them to reduce their prices.
 


Second, professors, not students, are the ones who select which textbook they will use in their classes.
 Thus, while professors are becoming more sensitive to the rising costs, the students, as the primary consumers, do not have the option to pick and choose a textbook based on its quality and price.
 This acts as an additional incentive for publishers to raise the prices with little fear that students will not buy their textbooks.


Third, to justify raising the cost of a textbook based on increased quality or features, publishers will release updated editions of popular textbooks every two to four years which depreciates the value of used books and rental markets.
 However, some of these updates have been minor such as the inclusion of a new picture or a heading adjustment.
 As a result, many book stores not only stop buying back the old editions in favor of new editions, but professors also require students to buy the new edition.
 For students who cannot afford to buy the new edition and choose to buy or rent the old edition, many are often frustrated because similar material in the old edition is located on different pages.

Fourth, publishers offer professors customized textbook editions which allows them to arrange sections of content in a textbook.
 While publishers market these editions as more affordable because they often publish them without binding or in black and white, the textbooks also disrupt the used textbook market.
 Because the textbook is customized by a particular professor for a particular class, the only way the book can be resold and reused is if a student is going to attend that professor’s class.
 Hence, if that professor chooses to change the class text, students may have no choice but to buy a new textbook.


Fifth, despite Congress’s ban on bundling
 in 2008, publishers have been able to exploit a loophole in the law through access codes – individual, single-use passwords that grant a purchaser access to assignments or supplemental materials online.
 A 2013 survey revealed that 80 percent of students had been required to purchase an online access code for at least one course.
 Bundling limits a student’s ability to either buy a used book or rent because most of the passwords are single use and are not sold separately from the book.
 Additionally, book stores also refuse to buy back or resell a textbook where a student has used the online access password.
 This forces students to buy new books in order to have access to the online access password despite the fact the professor may be using the same textbook. Some professors have become sensitive to the cumulative high cost of textbooks and access codes and have advised their students not to buy access codes with assigned textbooks or have listed them as optional in their syllabus.
 However, publishers have responded by providing textbooks that require access codes only.

Recognizing the need to reassess their business model, publishers have developed a new product, which is cheaper but arguably worse for students.
 Online access codes are serial numbers that allow students to unlock online learning software, including digital books, homework assignments, quizzes, and tests.
 According to SPIRG, an average of 32 percent of courses included access codes among the required course materials and the average cost of an access code was $100.24.
 Once a code has been registered, it becomes null and cannot be used by any student in a different course or semester.
 This business model also replicates the textbook print market where the access code market is cornered by a few major publishers.
 For example, according to SPIRG, 81 percent of the access codes students needed came from five publishers.

The unchecked rise in textbook prices has contributed to the increasing cost of higher education. In order to improve college retention and graduation, research shows that it is essential that students have a low-cost or free alternative to expensive textbooks and course materials to succeed. For example, the used book and rental markets, and open educational resources (OER) which are textbooks and other educational materials published under an “open” license, allowing free use by the public at no-cost.

Strategies of Reducing Textbook Costs

Textbook Rentals, E-Books and E-Readers

Textbook rentals have continued to offer college students a cheaper alternative to buying new textbooks. Currently, various websites such as Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Chegg.com, Bookrenter, etc. offer textbook rental services to college students.
 Colleges have also responded by partnering up with third party vendors to provide virtual bookstores where students go online to purchase or rent textbooks.

College students have also exhibited a strong preference for electronic textbooks as a cheaper alternative to physical textbooks.
 Publishers have taken note of students’ preferences and are now shifting their focus to produce less expensive digital versions that can be accessed on a lap-top, smartphone, or an e-reader.

CUNY offers its students a list of websites where students can purchase used textbooks or rent textbooks. Additionally, CUNY also advises students to purchase e-books or check whether the book is available online in its library system.

Open Educational Resources (OER)

In response to the increasing costs of textbooks, colleges across the country are beginning to adopt OER.
 OER is any resource that is made available online at little to no cost and can be used for teaching, learning, or research.
 When it comes to textbooks, open textbooks are available for free online and are affordable to print in hard copy.
 Like physical textbooks, open textbooks are written by faculty and peer-reviewed, but are published under an open license which makes them available free online, free to download, and affordable in print.
 In a review of five colleges with open textbook programs, the United States Public Interest Research Group (U.S.PIRG) found that students saved an average of $128 per course.
 OER include full courses, course materials, modules, textbooks, streaming videos, tests, software, grading rubrics, and any other tools, materials, or techniques used to support access to knowledge.
 In addition to the cost benefit it offers students, OER has also been shown to increase student retention and course completion at certain schools.

I. Open Educational Resources at CUNY


OER at CUNY began in response to a $10 million CUNY Textbook Initiative where libraries were allowed to allocate $3 million to purchase electronic books, textbooks for course reserves, and materials to support the curriculum.
 Libraries soon determined that purchasing additional textbooks was not a viable long term solution and began exploring OER.
 Prior to receiving OER funding, several CUNY schools had already implemented OER.

OER is available at CUNY through its Office of Library Services (OLS).
 CUNY faculty who develop OERs deposit their materials to CUNY Academic Works’ OER collection, where anyone can search the collection for free.
 Currently, for fall 2017, there are 50 courses that are available via OER or Zero Textbook Cost Courses (ZTC)
 and for spring 2018, there will be 63 ZTC courses available to students.
 
II. Funding for OER

In 2016, the Achieving the Dream OER Degree Initiative (Initiative) awarded a consortium of CUNY and SUNY community colleges a three year grant to be used for OER degree initiatives.
 CUNY’s Hostos Community College (HCC), Bronx Community College (BCC), and the Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) received $320,000.
 HCC used its share of the funds to create an OER degree in Early Childhood Education, BCC used its share to create a degree in General Education with a concentration in history, and BMCC used its award to create a degree in Criminal Justice.
 Seventy six thousand CUNY students are expected to benefit from the Initiative.

In 2017, the New York State Department of Education awarded CUNY $4 million for its OER program.
 The award will add over 275 OER courses and must be used in fiscal year 2018.
 CUNY will target high enrollment courses such as general education courses as well as gateway Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) courses. CUNY will also use the funds to train over 500 faculty and librarians as well as a cadre of OER mentors.

Conclusion


Rising textbook costs have continued to make it difficult for students to perform well and graduate on time. The Committee is interested in learning about CUNY’s strategies to keep college textbooks affordable and how students and faculty have been informed about these strategies. In particular, the Committee would like to know more about CUNY’s OER program and how well its schools have embraced the program to benefit both faculty and students.
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� CUNY, Open Educational Resources, available at, � HYPERLINK "http://www2.cuny.edu/libraries/open-educational-resources/" �http://www2.cuny.edu/libraries/open-educational-resources/�


� CUNY, Open Educational Resources, available at, � HYPERLINK "http://www2.cuny.edu/libraries/open-educational-resources/" �http://www2.cuny.edu/libraries/open-educational-resources/�


� CUNY’s Office of Library Services designates OER courses as Zero Textbook Cost Courses.


� CUNY (September 7, 2017). A Brief History of Improving Access, Affordability, and Student Success with OER at CUNY Presentation by Greg Gosselin and Ann Fidler.


� Achieving the Dream, Open Education Degree Initiative, available at � HYPERLINK "http://achievingthedream.org/resources/initiatives/open-educational-resources-oer-degree-initiative" �http://achievingthedream.org/resources/initiatives/open-educational-resources-oer-degree-initiative� 


� CUNY (September 7, 2017). A Brief History of Improving Access, Affordability, and Student Success with OER at CUNY. Presentation by Greg Gosselin and Ann Fidler.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.
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