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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In January 2004, the State Public Interest
Research Groups (PIRGs) released Ripoff 101,
a report documenting the high price of
college textbooks.  Ripoff 101 surveyed
popular textbooks at 10 public colleges and
universities on the West Coast and detailed
the gimmicks publishers use to artificially
inflate the cost of textbooks. The report
sparked extensive media coverage, a call to
action from hundreds of faculty members
around the country, a congressional
investigation, and government action in a
number of states, including California,
Connecticut and Illinois.

In order to both confirm our initial findings
and to follow up on a number of anecdotal
reports of additional problems with textbook
pricing, the State PIRGs conducted an
expanded survey of the most widely
purchased textbooks at 59 colleges and
universities across the country. The 2005
survey also looked at a number of industry
practices not featured in the 2004 report.

Overall, the expanded survey uncovered
more evidence that textbook prices are a
significant part of college costs, that textbook
prices are rising at a fast pace, and that
publishers use a variety of tactics to inflate
the cost of textbooks. In addition, we found
that textbook publishers increase textbook
prices faster than the rate of inflation
between editions and charge American
students more for the same books than
students in other countries.

As higher education costs continue to
skyrocket for American students and
families, the price of college textbooks
represents a serious part of the affordability
equation. The average student will spend
nearly $900 each year purchasing textbooks,

nearly half of the tuition and fees of two-
year public colleges and a fifth of the
amount that in-state students would pay for
tuition and fees at four-year public colleges
this year.

Key findings from this survey include:
Textbook prices are increasing at a fast rate.

+ Textbook prices are increasing at more
than four times the inflation rate for all
finished goods, according to the Bureau
of Labor Statistics Producer Price Index.
The wholesale prices charged by
textbook publishers have jumped 62
percent since 1994, while prices charged
for all finished goods increased only 14
percent. Similarly, the prices charged by
publishers for general books increased
just 19 percent during the same time
period.

New textbook editions are costly and limit
the availability of used textbooks.

+ The most widely purchased textbooks on
college campuses have new editions
published every three years, on average.

+  New editions of the textbooks surveyed
cost, on average, 45 percent more than
used copies of the previous edition.

* When issuing new editions, most
publishers raise the prices of their books.
Of the textbooks surveyed, new textbook
prices jumped 12 percent on average
between the previous and current
edition, almost twice the rate of inflation
between 2000 and 2003 (6.8 percent).
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Three-fourths (76 percent) of the faculty
surveyed in our 2004 report said that
they found new editions justified only
“half the time” or less.

Bundling drives up textbook costs.

*

Half (50 percent) of the textbooks in the
survey were sold “bundled,” or shrink-
wrapped with additional instructional
materials such as CD-ROMs and
workbooks.

When a bundled book is available for
purchase unbundled (without the add-
on materials), the bundled book is, on
average, 10 percent more expensive than

its unbundled counterpart. Some
bundled textbooks are substantially
more expensive. For example, a

Thomson Learning chemistry textbook
was 47 percent more expensive bundled
($223.75) than when sold as a separate
textbook ($152.00).

More than half of the bundled textbooks
surveyed (55 percent) were not available
for students to purchase a la carte, in
which the textbook is available without
the add-on materials.

Two-thirds (65 percent) of the faculty
surveyed in our 2004 report said that
they used bundled items “rarely” or
“never”.

Textbook publishers charge American
students more than students overseas for
the same textbooks.

*

The average textbook surveyed costs 20
percent more in the United States than it
does in the United Kingdom.

Some textbooks were dramatically more
expensive in the United States than in the

United Kingdom. For example,
Pearson’s Calculus textbook, selling for
about $100 in the U.S., costs only $38 on
the U.K. Amazon.com website, just one-
third the price. Freeman’s Chemical
Principles textbook, priced at $185 in the
US., is available in the U.K. for only
$88 —half the price.

+  Some publishers display overseas prices
on their websites. For example,
Thomson Learning’s website lists the
prices charged to students in the U.S,
UK., Europe, Africa, and the Middle
East. According to this website, for the
books included in our survey, Thomson
Learning charges U.S. students 72
percent more, on average, than it does
students in the U.K., Africa and Middle
East. Some books are priced even
higher. For example, Thomson Learning
charges U.S. students $108 for its Biology
textbook, but charges students in the
UK., Africa, and Middle East only $51
for the same book.

This report is a renewed call to the
publishing industry to reform its practices.
Publishers should:

*  Produce and price textbooks to be as
inexpensive as  possible  without
sacrificing educational value;

+ Produce new textbook editions only
when educationally necessary;

+ Offer faculty and students the option to
purchase textbooks unbundled; and

+ Provide faculty with more information
on the company’s textbook materials,
prices, intended length of time on the
market and  substantive  content
differences from previous editions.
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The Higher Cost of New Editions

Textbook: Macroeconomics, 6th
Edition, 2005

Publisher: Houghton Mifflin
Cost: $97.25

Cost of 5t Edition (2002): $80.25
Increase in price: 21.2%
Inflation rate (2002-2004): 5%

Textbook: Contemporary
Nutrition, 5th Edition (2003)
Publisher: McGraw Hill

Cost: $77.75

Cost of 4th Edition (2000): $65
Increase in price: 19.6%
Inflation rate (2000-2003): 6.8%

* Prices provided by bookstores surveyed. Inflation
calculated using data from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics.

The frequency with which publishers put
new textbook editions on the market creates
a shortage in the availability of wused
textbooks. Once a new edition of a textbook
is on the market, typically a college
bookstore will no longer buy back the older
edition. The result is a double-whammy for
students. They lose out on earning money
selling back their books at the end of the
semester, and future students are forced to
purchase the new edition at full price.

In last year’s survey, 59 percent of the
students surveyed were unable to find even
one used textbook for their classes.

Publishers have long argued that new
editions are necessary to meet faculty
demand for updated information. However,
more than three quarters (76 percent) of
faculty surveyed in Ripoff 101 said that new
editions are justified only half of the time or
less that they are published.

© Bundling Drives Up Textbook
Costs

Half (50 percent) of the textbooks surveyed
were sold bundled, packaged with non-
required materials such as dictionaries, CD-
ROMs and study-guides.

Bundled Textbooks Sold “a La Carte” Are
Cheaper, but Too Few Bundled Textbooks
are Available Unbundled

Among bundled books that were also
available for purchase without the add-on
materials, the average bundled book was 10
percent more expensive than the “a la carte”
textbook.

Too few students have the option of buying
textbooks without add-ons that drive up the
price. Of the bundled textbooks surveyed, 55
percent were not available without the extra
materials included at the publishers’
discretion.

In last year’s survey, 65 percent of professors
said that they “never” or “rarely” include
the use of the bundled materials in their
courses, compared with only 24 percent who
estimated they do “always” or “usually”,
and 11 percent use the material “half of the
time.”

Some textbooks were significantly more
expensive bundled than sold as a textbook
alone. At one of the schools surveyed, a
chemistry textbook published by Thomson
Learning was $72 more expensive as a
bundled package, which is comprised of a
study guide and a web access card.
Unbundled, the chemistry textbook cost
$152.00, as compared with its bundled price
tag of $223.75, a 47 percent increase in price.
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The High Cost of Bundling

Textbook: Organic Chemistry, 6t
Edition (2004)

Publisher: Thomson Learning
Cost Bundled: $223.75

Cost Unbundled: $152

Increase in price: 47.2%

Textbook: Sociology: Diversity,
Conflict, and Change (2005)
Publisher: McGraw Hill

Cost Bundled: $89.30

Cost Unbundled: $71.35
Increase in price: 25.2%

* Prices provided by bookstores surveyed.

survey, Thomson Learning charges U.S.
students 72 percent more than it does
students in the U.K,, Africa and Middle East.
Some books are priced even higher. For
example, Thomson Learning charges U.S.
students $108 for its Biology textbook, but
charges students in the U.K. Africa, and
Middle East only $51 for the same book.

O Textbook Publishers Charge
American Students More than
Students Overseas for the Same
Textbooks

The average textbook costs 20 percent more
in the United States than it does in the
United Kingdom.'® Some textbooks are
substantially more expensive in the U.S. than
overseas. For example, Pearson’s Calculus
textbook, selling for about $100 in the U.S.,
costs only $38 on the U.K. Amazon.com
website, just one-third the price. Freeman’s
Chemical Principles textbook, priced at $185 in
the U.S., was available in the U.K. for only
$88 —half the price.

Some publishers display overseas prices on
their own websites. For example, Thomson
Learning’s website lists the prices charged to
students in the U.S., UK. Europe, Africa,
and the Middle East. According to this
website, for the books included in our

American Students Are Paying More

Textbook: Calculus, 8t Edition
(2000)

Publisher: Pearson

Cost in U.S.: $100

Cost in U.K. (U.S. $): $38
Price Difference: 163% more
expensive in U.S.

Textbook: Chemical Principles,
3rd Edition (2004)

Publisher: W.H. Freeman

Cost in U.S.: $185

Cost in UK. (U.S. $): $88

Price Difference: 110% more
expensive in U.S.

CHEMICAL PRINCIPLES

The C sight

Textbook: Biology: Unity and
Diversity of Life, 10th Edition
(2004)

Publisher: Thomson Learning
Price Charged to U.S.
Students: $108.86

Price Charged to Overseas

Students: $51
Price Difference: 113% more expensive in U.S.

* Pricing information for ‘Biology: Unity and
Diversity of Life” obtained from Thomson Learning’s
website, January 24, 2005.  All other price
information provided by the bookstores surveyed.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

These survey findings again demonstrate
that textbook prices are rising at an
alarming rate, a trend largely attributable to
textbook industry practices. As a result, the
burden to reduce textbook prices falls
primarily on the textbook industry.

Textbooks Should Be Priced and Sold at a
Reasonable Cost to Students

* Publishers should work to keep the cost of
producing their books as low as possible without
sacrificing educational content.

Some major textbook publishers have
recently offered decreased prices to a
number of schools. Thomson Learning
quietly negotiated a deal with the
University of California Los Angeles
(UCLA) Mathematics Department and the
UCLA bookstore that lowered the cost of
three calculus books by 20 percent for the
2004-2005 school year.

Reducing textbook costs on a few college
campuses represents a good start, but
because high textbook costs create a
problem for students on campuses across
the nation, textbook publishers need to
undertake more comprehensive solutions.

Some publishers have started low cost,
“low-frills” lines, such as Pearson
Education’s “Penguin” and Thomson
Learning’s “Advantage” series. This
particular trend has the potential to be
positive so long as publishers actively
promote these books and professors order
them.

* When publishers sell their textbooks bundled
with other items, they also should sell the same
textbook separately.

Senator Charles Schumer (NY) has advised
the Department of Education to encourage
schools to sell materials separately and has
similarly urged publishers to sell books
unbundled, so students need not buy
extraneous materials.1”

* Publishers should pass on cost-savings from
online textbooks to students, while ensuring
ongoing access to knowledge and privacy
protection.

Online  books not only eliminate
manufacturing, shipping and warehousing
costs, but also eliminate publishers” biggest
potential loss, inventorying a print run too
large to sell.

In addition to passing on these savings to
students, publishers should ensure that
students who permanently purchase or
subscribe on a semester or annual basis to
digital textbooks have adequate fair use
rights, including the ability to access pages
and other information multiple times and
from multiple computers, the right to back
up the information in the event of technical
malfunctions, the right to print sections, and
the ability to easily incorporate updates.
Digital textbook user agreements and
contracts should protect the privacy and/or
anonymity of users and should not be
subject to unfair terms.

* Faculty should be made aware of how their
textbook choices will financially affect students.

Universities should require publishers to
disclose all of the different products they
sell—including  both  bundled  and
unbundled options—and list how much
each of those products costs. This
information should be made available to
faculty, departments and the general public

Ripoff 101: 2 Edition 10



when they are considering which textbooks
to order.

In addition, publishers should be required
to disclose how the newest edition is
different from the previous edition. This
information should be made available
inside the books and posted where
textbooks are sold.

Publishers, Faculty and Universities
Should Build a Vibrant Used Textbook
Market

* Each textbook edition should be kept on the
market as long as possible without sacrificing
the educational content.

Publishers should give preference to paper
or online supplements to current editions
over producing entirely new editions. In
addition, publishers should disclose the
length of time they intend to produce the
current edition so that professors know how
long they can use the same book. For their

part, faculty should give preference to the
cheapest textbook when the educational
content is equal.

* There should be many forums for students to
purchase or rent used books.

Colleges and universities should consider
implementing rental programs similar to
those at several universities in Wisconsin
and Illinois.  Students would rent books
similar to the way they are shared in K-12,
but the students would pay a fee that covers
the cost of the books.

Similarly, colleges and universities should
encourage students to consider using online
bookswaps so that students can buy and sell
used books and set their own prices. State
PIRG chapters on many college campuses
have set up a non-profit, student-run, online
bookswap, www.campusbookswap.com.

Ripoff 101: 24 Edition 11



METHODOLOGY

Staff and student volunteers conducted a survey of the five most widely purchased textbooks at
59 colleges and university bookstores across the country (comprehensive list of school names
below).

The textbook survey included the following;:
e Title of the textbook
e Year of latest edition
e Name of publisher
e Price of latest edition purchased new
e Price of latest edition purchased used
e Buyback value of latest edition
e Faculty/Department name that ordered the textbook
e Is the textbook bundled with additional materials?
¢ What are the bundled materials?
e If bundled, is there an unbundled textbook version available?
e Is there a ‘low frills” version of the textbooks available?
e Year of the previously published edition
e Price of previous edition purchased new
e Price of previous edition purchased used
e Is previous edition available?
e Price of latest edition on U.K. Amazon.com website

Textbook prices were surveyed at the following colleges and universities:

Arizona State University, Bristol Community College, Cal State Northridge, Cal State
Sacramento, Cal Tech, Central Oregon Community College, Colorado State University, Eastern
Michigan University, Fitchburg State, Georgetown University, Indiana University Bloomington,
Iowa State, John Hopkins, Kent State University, Lane Community College, Massachusetts
College of Liberal Arts, Meramec Community College, Miami University, Michigan State
University, Middlesex Community College, North Essex Community College, North Shore
Community College, Oberlin College, Penn State, Portland State University, Purdue University,
Reed College, Rutgers University (New Brunswick), Salem State College, Southern Oregon
University, St. Petersburg College--Follett Higher Education, Texas State - San Marcos, UC
Berkeley, UC San Diego, UC Santa Cruz, UCLA, UMass Dartmouth, UMASS-Boston, University
of California Davis, University of Cincinnati, University of Colorado, University of Connecticut,
University of Illinois - Urbana, University of Iowa, University of Kentucky, University of
Maryland, University of Minnesota Twin Cities, University of Oklahoma, University of Oregon,
University Of Pennsylvania, University of Southern California, University of Washington,
University Texas Austin, University Wisconsin Madison, Utah State, Vanderbilt, Washington
State University, Westfield State College, and Worcester State College.
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Detailed Account of How Each Finding Was Determined

1. Editions
Data on the previous edition to a textbook was available for 128 textbooks in the survey. The
average length of time between the new edition and the previous edition for these books was
three years.

The cost of the new version of the previous textbook edition was reported for 104 books. The
average price of a previous new edition was $92.59. The average price of the new edition for
these 104 books was $10.67 more, an 11.5 percent increase.

The cost of a used version of the previous textbook edition was reported for 80 books. The
average price of the previous used edition was $69.71. The average price of a new copy of the
new edition for these 80 books was $31.21 more, a 44.8 percent increase.

2. Bundling

Of the textbooks surveyed, 138 were sold bundled with supplemental materials, while 139 were
sold unbundled. One book did not contain any information about whether or not it was
bundled.

For the bundled textbooks that also had the unbundled option available, 39 surveys provided
pricing information for the unbundled option. The average cost of the unbundled version of
these books was $100.31, which was $9.80 cheaper on average than the bundled versions of the
same textbooks.

Of the 138 bundled textbooks surveyed, 77 (55 percent) were not available in unbundled form,
as a separate textbook without the add-ons.

3. Overseas Pricing

Of the surveyed textbooks, 147 were available new and in the same edition on Amazon’s United
Kingdom website (www.amazon.co.uk). These prices are current as of January 17, 2005. The
average price of these textbooks on the U.K. site was $88.68 American dollars, $17.50 less than
the average price of these same books in the U.S. We based our comparisons on an exchange
rate of $1.8795 per British pound, current as of January 24, 2005.

We also looked at Thomson Learning’s website, which details how much the company charges
students in the U.S., UK., Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. We did not use these numbers
in the calculations explained in the previous paragraph, only as another reference for the
difference between textbook costs in the U.S. and overseas. Of the books we surveyed in the
bookstores, we found 37 listed on Thomson’s website. According to Thomson’s website, the
average price for those Thomson books surveyed to a U.S. consumer is $102. The average price
of those same textbooks to a consumer in the U.K., Europe, Africa, or the Middle East is $59.40.
The U.S. price is 72 percent more expensive than the overseas price. We based our comparisons
on an exchange rate of $1.8795 per British pound, current as of January 24, 2005.
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