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OVERSIGHT: The Escalating Cost of textBooks for CUNY Students
On Friday, September 25, 2009, the City Council’s Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing to review rising textbook costs for students at The City University of New York (“CUNY” or the “University”). Invited to testify at the hearing are members of CUNY’s Administration and faculty, students, college textbook publishers and distributors, student advocacy and public interest groups and other interested parties. 

BACKGROUND

CUNY is the largest municipal university system in the United States, comprised of 23 institutions including 11 senior colleges, and six community colleges.  More than 450,000 degree-credit students and adult, continuing and professional education students are enrolled at various CUNY campuses located throughout the five boroughs of New York City.
  In an effort to fulfill its mission of ensuring that New Yorkers with limited financial resources have access to a college education, in the past, CUNY students who were residents of New York City were the beneficiaries of a tuition free policy.  The tuition free policy was changed in September 1976, when all full-time undergraduate students at CUNY were required to pay tuition for the first time.
 Gradual increases since then have caused annual tuition costs and fees at CUNY to be among the highest for public colleges in the country. Currently, full-time undergraduate students who are New York State residents pay $3,150 a year in tuition at CUNY’s community colleges and $4,600 a year at the senior colleges.
  However, more than 60% of students attending CUNY’s community colleges come from households earning less than $30,000 a year,
 and half of all students at the senior colleges come from households earning less than $30,000 a year
, meaning college costs are a huge financial burden for these students.
As tuition and fees continue to increase at CUNY, students, especially those from low-to-moderate income families, rely more heavily on various sources of financial aid grants in order to help defray the cost of their college education. According to CUNY, approximately 70% of their full-time degree students receive financial aid from Pell Grants, New York State TAP grants and federal Work-Study grants.
 In addition, many other students receive fellowships, scholarships and waivers through college foundations, employer or union-supported tuition reimbursement and funds from various other sources. Yet, many students find it difficult to keep up with increasing college expenses.
Rising College Costs

As college costs are skyrocketing, parents are finding their life savings dwindling under the strain. Young men and women are going further into debt than ever before. Even though more financial aid grants are available, they do not adequately make up the difference between growing college costs and family incomes.
 Over the past decade, tuition and fees have risen at an average rate of 4.2% per year at public four-year institutions, compared to 2.4% at private four-year institutions.
 Moreover, over the same time period, tuition and fees have risen at an average rate of 1.4% at public two-year institutions.
 According to a recently released report from the College Board, most students and their families can expect to pay, on average, from $108 to $1,398 more in tuition and fees in 2009 than in the previous year.
  
As of Fall 2009, New York residents attending a CUNY senior college pay an additional $300 per semester in tuition and those attending a CUNY community college pay an additional $175 per semester.
   According to CUNY, college expenses at a four-year college for the 2009-2010 academic year, including tuition, books, transportation, lunch and living expenses, would total $10,322 for a student living at home.
 Students not living at home would spend $19,993.
  A student living at home would spend $9,660 to attend a CUNY community college,
 and a student not living a home would spend $19,534.

Exorbitant Textbook Costs
The escalating cost of attending college at CUNY is not limited to higher tuition rates, but may also be found in the prices of college textbooks, which have increased dramatically in recent years. Between 1986 and 2004, the price of textbooks has nearly tripled.
  High textbook prices may pose a substantial barrier to college access for poor and working-class New York State families.  Such families must devote up to 37 percent of their income to pay for college costs, even after student financial aid.
  According to a recent study by the Office of the New York State Comptroller, a typical undergraduate student at SUNY (State University of New York) or CUNY may pay from $400-$800 per semester on required textbooks.
  Council Member Eric Gioia, Chair of the City Council’s Oversight and Investigations Committee, recently had a study conducted that revealed that 20% of the total CUNY college costs goes toward textbooks.
  The study also found that in Fall 2009, the cost of textbooks for a first semester freshman would average $536.

Reports by The State Public Interest Research Groups suggest that the soaring prices of college textbooks may be attributed to the following factors:

· New editions of textbooks, which are published every three years, are approximately forty-five percent more expensive than previous editions. The new, more costly editions immediately render older versions obsolete, thereby limiting the availability of used textbooks.

· A practice known as “bundling” which involves combining new textbooks with supplementary materials, such as workbooks and CD-ROMs, that students may not need.
 Bundled textbooks cost 10 percent more on average than their unbundled versions.

· Textbooks purchased at college bookstores in the United States are more expensive than identical textbooks purchased either on the Internet or from book wholesalers or distributors located outside the United States.
 
· There is a lack of transparency with respect to how textbooks are marketed to faculty members. Publishers are not adequately disclosing price information to faculty.

Costs for new textbooks have also risen because publishers have tried to deter an expanding trade in used books.
 The market for used textbooks began exploding with the growth of the Internet as students from across the country connected to buy and sell their books, which contributed to the decrease in sales of new books and diminished the publishers’ market share.
 To reduce the growth in used book sales, publishers are making new textbooks indispensable by equipping them with one-use codes needed for access to additional course material online.
 
Such tactics to increase the cost of new textbooks are reflected in book sales estimates.  For example, the National Association of College Stores, a trade association representing the higher education retail industry, estimated total college store sales in the United States was $9.8 billion for the 2007-2008 fiscal year.
  From the 2009 College Store Industry Financial Report, new book sales in U.S. college stores were 68.5% of course material sales, while used books were 30.5% of such sales, and total online sales were estimated at 7.8%.
 
Strategies to Curtail the Rising Cost of Textbooks
Several strategies have been recently developed to address escalating book costs:
Federal and State Legislation

· Under The 2008 Higher Education Opportunity Act, effective July 1, 2010, publishers will be required to provide faculty with information on price, copyright dates of the three previous editions, any substantial revisions between a new edition and prior iterations, whether the textbook is available in any other format and at what price and to supply textbooks in bundled and unbundled formats.
 It also urges colleges to provide lists of assigned textbooks and prices, including the International Standard Book Number (ISBN), to students when they are registering for classes.
 As an incentive to promote textbook rentals, the Act will provide $10 million in grants for textbook rental pilot programs.
 
· Senator Richard Durbin (D-IL) is working on legislation to provide federal grants to faculty whose materials are published online if the author voluntarily agrees to less restrictive copyright protection.  Students would have access to such texts online for free.

· 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.

Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s “Gateway to the Middle Class” Initiative

· Under the Mayor’s “Gateway to the Middle Class” initiative, $50 million dollars will be invested in CUNY’s community colleges for various purposes to enhance educational and career opportunities for New Yorkers.
  The primary goal is to graduate 120,000 New Yorkers from CUNY’s community colleges by 2020.
  Included in the plan is a goal to save students thousands of dollars by making textbooks more affordable through the promotion of online books, bulk purchasing, and used book exchanges.

CUNY’s Textbook Initiative ($2 million)


The University has explored various options for assisting students with the cost of textbooks, which include:
· Promoting the purchasing of books online.

· Encouraging colleges to utilize textbooks more frequently, including requiring that the same textbook be used in core courses for a least a year.

· Developing student co-op programs to seek or donate used textbooks so that they can be provided to fellow students at a reduced price.

· Encouraging college bookstore discounts supported by the reduction of college commissions.

· Funding additional library purchases for e-books.

· Allocating funds to college libraries so that very costly textbooks can be made available to students by direct loan.

· Developing a philanthropy matching program so that private donors can help students cover their textbook obligations.

Alternative Textbook Offerings by Publishers
Some publishers have begun to make efforts to reduce costs by providing lower-cost options for textbooks such as digital or electronic books (e-books) and rentals. Five of the leading textbook publishers, including Pearson, Cengage Learning and McGraw Hill, launched an online marketplace for digital textbooks entitled CourseSmart.
 Students saved an average of $62.18 per e-textbook in September 2009, according to the site.
 In a recent Wall Street Journal article, CourseSmart now offers over 7,000 e-textbooks to students for free on their iPhone and iPod touch.
 Enterprising start-ups such as Flat World Knowledge also offer free online textbooks but charge students fees to download or print them.

According to The New York Times, Cengage Learning will also start renting books to students in 2009, at 40-70 percent of the sale price.
 Students who choose Cengage’s rental option will get immediate access to the first chapter of the book electronically, in e-book format, and will have a choice of shipping options for the printed book.
 When the rental term (60, 90 or 130 days) is over, students can either return the textbook or buy it.
 With the growing competition from online used-book sales, digital texts and new Internet textbook-rental businesses like Chegg and BookRenter, other publishers and college bookstores are also edging toward rentals.
  

Faculty members are helping their students save money by choosing to customize their textbooks.  Custom books can be resold, just like any other book, and there is a net benefit of buying the lower-cost custom book as opposed to the equivalent full textbook, as the savings generated by such a purchase are typically greater than any resale value of a full textbook on a national market.
 McGraw-Hill hosts Primis Online, where students can purchase custom texts created directly by professors.
  This offers a significant savings over traditional texts. Pearson Custom Solutions is another option, which enables professors to choose a combination of original local materials and sections of many books.
  Students pay significantly less for a custom program than they would by purchasing multiple books that may be only partly used in a course.
 

Amazon Kindle Pilot Program 

In Fall 2009, selected students at seven universities around the country, including Pace University in New York City, will participate in a pilot program offered by Amazon, a premier online bookstore.
 Students will store their course materials in a portable wireless electronic reader called the Kindle DX.
  In addition to downloading textbooks, students will also be able to access newspapers, magazines and other documents.

Conclusion

CUNY students are confronted with many financial issues by living in New York City, such as rising transit fares, difficulty in finding affordable childcare, healthcare costs, increased tuition and other expenses.  CUNY institutions were designed to make college affordable to those who otherwise could not attain a college education, but overall rising college costs, including the cost of textbooks, make it more difficult for students to achieve their academic goals. Although the federal government has passed legislation to ease the burden of textbook costs for students nationwide, such legislation will not take effect until the middle of 2010, and students need more immediate relief.  The purpose of this hearing is to explore various methods which can help CUNY students better afford textbooks, and therefore reach their goals to be successful academically and obtain their college education.
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