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Textbook Affordability, Impact, and Alternatives 

 
Dear Western Technical College Community: 

 
As a Western student, a single mother, and someone who consistently lives within a strict budget, I know all too 

well how the prices of textbooks can negatively impact students and their families. The financial strain, stress, and 

purchasing delays are barriers to higher education and success. Due to increased awareness of textbook 

affordability, students, the government, universities, WTC, and others across America are striving for more 

affordable solutions. I have joined in these efforts, in a much smaller scale, in finding more affordable textbooks 

and alternatives.  

Limitations: Time limit constraints, less than expected survey participants, and an unknown amount of time until 

my proposal is officially approved and completed have limited the outcome of this report, however, additional 

data will continue to be added as necessary to fulfill desired results and outcome.  

OBJECTIVE 

The overall objective of this research paper is to do the following: 

1.) Investigate the issue of textbook affordability; identify previous studies, research, and any other relevant 

information regarding this matter. 

2.) Examine survey and correspondences which reveal the impact textbook affordability has within Western 

Technical Colleges Community. 

(Community refers to WTC Students, Leaders, Instructors, and other relevant members). 

3.) Examine current practices and opinions about obtaining more affordable textbooks as well as to what 

extent students have or have not utilized other alternatives. 

4.) Examine responses and ideas concerning my request on how I may establish a “Student Textbook Blog” 

on Western Technical Colleges Website which would allow students to post any textbooks they wish to 

buy, sell, trade, borrow, rent, donate, or share with other students. 

I would like to acknowledge and express gratitude to those who aided in my research efforts including: Western 

Technical Colleges President -Mr. Lee Rasch , Campus Shop Manager- Mr. David Wignis, and to fellow students for 

all survey responses, email correspondences, feedback, and support that made this research project possible. 

Sincerely, 

April M.Tupper  
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Textbook Affordability, Impact, and Alternatives 

 

Introduction and Background 

 

As just one of the students at Western Technical College I know that college costs is a major 

concern for students across the nation. Many, like me, struggle financially and each semester 

the cost of textbooks puts a major strain on me, as it does for many other college students. 

Tuition rates have been increasing over the years and student financial aid awards, though 

greatly appreciated, typically fall short on covering college costs. The cost of college 

textbooks has been steadily on the rise. According to a 2003 study conducted by The 

National Association of College Stores, textbook wholesale prices have exceeded a 30% 

increase since 1998 (California Student Public Intrest Research Group). Universities, such as 

UW Madison, has already put into action plans based upon studies that report similar data 

and reveal that some practices intentionally drive costs up with “bundling” materials and 

creating unnecessary newer or reformatted editions (U.S. Public Interest Research Groups 

(PIRGs). Luke Swarthout). Students across the nation spend may spend an average of $500 

to over $1,000 per year on textbooks which may negatively affect both students and colleges 

by creating financial barriers to higher education. Perhaps some feel that textbook costs 

cannot be avoided, however, students, instructors, colleges, and our government are actively 

searching for alternatives solutions that aim for more affordable textbooks. What are Western 

Technical College and its students doing to combat textbook prices?  How is Westerns 

Campus shop addressing textbook affordability issues? How have current textbook prices 

impacted and altered the Western Technical College community and what alternatives are 

being used or are students aware of? My research on this subject attempts to briefly analyze 

some of the previous and current efforts to make college textbooks more affordable. It aims 

at clarifying Western Technical College and the Campus Shops position and efforts to reduce 

these costs through student survey questions and email correspondences. The amount of 
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information available on the internet, particularly those within the .gov or .edu domains 

provide a wealth of information and research on this subject. My personal experiences with 

textbook prices and those of my fellow classmates were also methods that contributed to this 

research. From this I have compiled the most compelling information and data although there 

were several limitations that have currently resulted in less than my ideal expectations for 

this report. However, at this point in time overall research indicates that universities need to 

take a more aggressive approach in making textbooks more affordable or information on 

other alternatives. Action to implement these plans should be outlined in a clear set of 

guidelines. In the appendix I have included a list relevant and interesting links for further 

reading and information.  

 

 Methods 

 Internet research was a primary source for locating the majority of credible information 

regarding textbook affordability.  I was pleasantly surprised with the abundance of relative 

data and resources that were available through the internet. Most government websites will 

use a .gov domain as well as the .edu domain to locate educational websites.  As mentioned 

above, there were several previous studies on textbook affordability, however, only a small 

fraction of the most relevant information and websites were selected for use within my 

research paper. One of the studies I examined was a 2006 study congressional requested 

study for textbook affordability by The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 

for the Unites States Department of Public Instruction. This study examined agencies such as 

the U.S. Department of Public Instruction and college universities to find the extent of 

textbook affordability problems across the nation. In response to previous studies some 

college facilities have created clear guidelines for how to tackle this problem. The University 

of WI systems guidelines include offering rented textbooks and encourages instructors, when 
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possible, to choose textbooks and materials carefully and inform students as early as possible 

of what materials will be required. At the time UW guidelines were created there were seven 

UW-Colleges that offer textbook rental programs (Universitis Wisconsin). The government 

websites have links to educational laws, policies, and education instruction resource 

websites. New federal mandates for controlling the cost of textbooks, as part of the 2008 

Higher Education Opportunity Act, went into effect in July 2010, providing additional 

impetus to tackle the issue head on.  Congress has added course materials are allowed as an 

as an expense in the new American Opportunity Tax Credit and has provided $20 million in 

start-up grants for campus rental programs. Some universities are using open source material. 

I was amazed at how many websites exist that are dedicated to free “open source” textbooks 

and other completely free instructional/educational materials and other resources, available 

to everyone. I have included in this reports appendix and sources sections a wealth of 

information regarding “open source” and completely free information that is available to 

everyone. The use of technology has sprung many new sources for students to find cheaper 

textbooks. Lastly, this paper reveals a few of my own ideas in the hopes that the students at 

Western have an easier time of locating affordable textbooks. On behalf of my research I 

created a short survey to find how textbook affordability, impact, and alternative options 

have impacted students of Western Technical College. The survey was emailed to 75 

individual student email accounts, however, due to limited time constraints, only 12 surveys 

were returned and used to calculate the results. Despite the low amount of surveys returned I 

feel that the result shows that the Western college student population is being affected by 

textbook affordability.  The findings of this survey will be discussed in further detail later in 
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this report. It was important to my research to find out how the issues of textbook 

affordability were being addressed and so I contacted WTC President, Mr. Lee Rasch. His 

generous response enabled understanding and information on things currently being done to 

aid in making textbooks affordable. A complete copy of his response is present in the 

appendix. In an effort to better understand how textbook affordability has been impacting the 

Campus Shop and if anything is being done to address the issue I contacted the Manager, Mr. 

David Wignis. Although time limits did not allow for a face to face interview I was able to 

receive a response via email. The following questions were asked: 

 What are some ways in which the Western Campus Shop is addressing the issue of affordability of 

textbooks? 
 How have wholesale prices affected the shop? 
 Classes start on the 24th however book buyback is not being held till that same day. Is there a 

way for students to do this sooner so as to be able to use this money towards their needed books 

before classes begin? 

 A new service you are providing is textbook rental services; can you tell me more about this? 
 

His comments assured me that efforts are underway to make textbooks more affordable and 

alternatives are available. The answers in brief will be covered within the results and findings 

of this paper and a complete copy of his response is located within the appendix. 

 

Results and Findings 

As previously stated the limitations of this research were great. Less than desired the number 

of surveys returned were unable to fully reveal how students feel and are affected. Despite 

this limitation the survey was able to reveal that this is an issue for students. Those 

alternatives to the traditional purchasing of textbooks from college stores are being sought 

and acted upon, and that students approve of the idea of a textbook blog. The graphs and 
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charts below outline the survey questions, answers, and findings in brief. Full details are 

contained in the appendix. 

 

 

                                                             Figure , 2, and 3, survey results 

 

This survey determined that a majority of students (70%) feel that textbooks are not 

affordable and almost all (90%) students feel that textbook prices negatively impacts 

students. Ten out of twelve students have experienced or know of another students 

experience with obtaining their textbooks delayed due to textbook prices. I personally have 

this problem nearly every semester as I search for the best deal. The sources for obtaining 
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textbooks go further than the once typical use of campus shops. Survey results show that 

although students still purchase books from the campus shops avenues such as online stores, 

e-textbooks, and student-to-student purchasing are also being utilized. The charts and graphs 

below show survey results for purchasing practices.  

 

 

Research results and findings from correspondences with the WTC President, Lee Rasch 

revealed that Western has several initiatives for textbook affordability. These include: 
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 Standardized Textbook Policy (Rasch)(College Policy D0602 and Procedure D0602p) 

This allows students to shop for the best textbook price and to have access to use 

textbooks, and to have the greatest re-sale options. 

 

 Textbook Rental for general studies textbooks. This will expand to other areas of 

instruction if sales indicate widespread use. 

 

 “The Western Technical College Foundation is embarking on a campaign to increase the 

scholarship endowment to $20 million (an increase from the current $5 million 

endowment). These privately raised dollars will be available for increased scholarships to 

offset tuition and other costs including textbook.” 

 

In an effort to increase textbook options for my fellow students and me, the idea of a 

textbook blog on WTC website was presented to Mr. Rasch, with request for who I should 

contact to get started. He responded positively with the following: 

 “The student textbook blog sounds like a very good idea. With Student Government support, 
this seems to be a project that should receive support from others within the college. If you stop into 
the Student Activities office on the first floor of the Kumm Center, they can assist in the steps to take to 
approach Student Government.” 

 

Though time constraints did not allow for this to be completed I will continue to follow 

through with this idea until complete. I am hoping on this option becoming available to 

students by the start of Spring 2012. 

 

Western Campus Shop Manager, Mr. David Wignis answered questions on behalf of my 

research. He commented that the first mission they have is to place as many used textbooks 

as possible on the shelves. They purchase from the publishers as a last resort or if no 

additional used copies can be obtained for resale. This cuts out the middleman. National 

average for markup from cost is around 28%.  The Campus Shop runs 5% lower a 23% 

markup from cost. Wignis described shipping prices of 11% the cost of the book “crazy 

high”. The textbook buyback program bought back over 6000 texts TC students last year, are 

sold again at a reduced price. Though not all books will be bought back most textbooks are 

bought back for 50% of what was paid except for those bought during the summer buyback 

which an outside company is buying them back for roughly 30%. The Campus Shop is also 

now renting textbooks for general studies however are not necessarily cheaper. Wignis stated 
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that a major drawback to renting is penalty charges of full price when rented textbooks are 

not returned on time. According to Wignis new editions from publishers are coming out 

every 18 to 24 months and despite little differences made to the textbooks these are almost 

always more costly.  Instructors are being encouraged to use less expensive textbooks and if 

only certain chapters will be used then those can be custom published. Instructors who chose 

this option must use that custom textbook for two years. Additionally, though the Campus 

Shop prefers that if instructors will not be using and testing from a textbook, then it should 

not be placed onto the textbook list. When instructors do not use or test from the text, it is 

usually not discovered until the end of the semester and must be taken up with the dean who 

may have the instructor reuse that text again.  Wignis also warned of purchasing international 

editions as sometimes, though sold 60% from U.S. prices, may not be re-saleable under U.S. 

copyright laws. They are also noted for missing materials, web access codes, and cd’s. The 

entire copy of this letter from Mr. Wignis can be viewed in the appendix. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, I was happy with the outcome, of my research thus far and look forward to 

continuing on with my WTC Textbook Blog proposal and perhaps additional efforts in 

making alternatives such as using open access textbooks and sources or small regional 

textbook libraries, and more widely known and accepted so that maybe one day textbooks 

and other learning material can be easily affordable-FREE- for all and completely accessible 

for anyone wishing to gain knowledge. Perhaps what little research I have done will be 

enough to spark interest in our government to make that happen. If anything I am happy I 

found that this subject is important to those within the Western Community and is something 

that appears to be a joint effort to find solutions.  It was great to discover that our leaders and 

those who even sell the textbooks care about students, welcome their inquiries, and are 

willing to take the time to comment on issues important to students. With everyone working 

together I am confident that solutions will be found. 
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Appendix: 

Copy of Campus Shop Email 

Wignes, David 

 
Actions 

In response to the message from APRIL M TUPPER, Tue 7:39 PM 

 

Wednesday, July 20, 2011 9:42 PM 

    

What are some ways in which the Western Campus Shop is addressing the issue of affordability of 
textbooks? 
Our first mission is to place as many Used texts on our shelves as possible.  We buy back as many as we 
can from our students, then we visit the Used Book Companies to try to fill the needed quantities.  We 
check for overstocks from other colleges, and lastly we order from the publishers.  We have one of the 
strongest buyback programs in Wisconsin, buying back texts at half of the new-book price, and paying 
cash for those Used texts.  Last year we bought back over 6000 texts from our students, to be used again 
by our students at a reduced price.  We have initiated a text Rental program for the most of the General 
Studies books.  This will give the students some options.  
Not all texts are available Used, and sometimes the Instructors want a web access code or special CD in 
the text package.  These must come from the Publishers.  The Publishers are now bringing new editions 
out every 18 to 24 months.  There is often very little change from one edition to the next, but the old 

http://www.digitalpedagog.org/
http://www.studentpirgs.org/
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edition will not be sold by the Publishers, forcing us to switch to the new edition so that we can 
guarantee that there is a text for every student.  Of course, the new edition is always more expensive 
than the old one was. 
 
We are trying to get the Instructors to use less expensive texts, or text versions that meet the need of 
the class better.  For instance, if only certain chapters are going to be covered, then we should custom 
publish those chapters only, saving money.  The trade-off comes at buyback time, when those texts are 
only resalable to the Western Campus Shop and Western’s students, and cannot be sold to other 
colleges.  These custom texts require the Instructors to use the same text for at least two years. 
  
Another way we approach affordability is through text usage.  If an instructor is not going to use and 
test from the text, then we don’t want it on the textbook list.  Unfortunately, we don’t hear about those 
Instructors until the end of the Semester.  When we do, this issue is taken to that departments Dean, 
and we either remove the text from the list, or the Instructor makes use of the text next semester.  The 
students’ financial resources are too thin, and the Bookstore is too small to waste money and space on 
unnecessary books. 
  
How have wholesale prices affected the shop? 
We buy direct from the Publisher when we are forced to buy new texts.  This cuts out any middleman 
markups, and helps to keep our book prices as low as possible.  We run the store on a 23% markup from 
cost, with the national average being at 28%.  Shipping costs are crazy high, and currently eat up about 
11% of the cost of the book.  
  
Classes start on the 24th however book buyback is not being held till that same day. Is there a way for 

students to do this sooner so as to be able to use this money towards their needed books before classes 
begin? 
Fall and Spring Semesters we have our Buybacks at the end of the semester, usually during finals week, 
and a couple of days after,  Summer semester is a different situation.  The textbook buybacks are done 
for us by outside companies, generally Used Book companies.  We give them titles, materials included 
with the texts, quantities, and our paying price.  Any texts that don’t fall on that list are purchased by 
the buyer for their own company.  They typically pay 10% to 30% of new book price, while we buy them 
back at 50%.  Using an outside company allows our students the opportunity to sell even books that we 
are no longer using.  We get many students in from UW-L and Viterbo, along with many transfer 
students looking to sell their texts.  Summer enrollment is so low that we generally cannot get those 
companies to come in, and there are many ending times for Summer classes, whereas the Fall and 
Spring semesters have a fairly uniform end date.  It is much more effective to hit those target dates. 
  
A new service your providing is textbook rental services, can you tell me more about this? 
We are offering most General Studies books for Rental, or for sale.  Rentals are not always the cheapest 
solution, but there is demand so we have implemented an in-house program.  If you can find a used 
text, and sell it back at half of new-book price, it is generally cheaper.  The biggest drawback to a rental 
system is getting the books back on time.  If they are not returned on time, the student gets charged for 
the text’s full value.  Timely returns have always been one of the major drawbacks to rental systems.   
  
One thing to be aware of is that there are International Editions available on the Internet.  These are 
usually about 60% of the cost of the United States editions, but are NOT resalable under U.S. Copyright 
laws.  Therefore, these books cannot be bought by the buyback buyer, and cannot be sold on our 
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shelves.  They are often missing any extra materials like web access codes or cd’s, and sometimes are 
slightly different in case problems or assignments. 
  
I hope that I have given you enough ammo for your paper.  If you have further questions, please feel 
free to stop in and see me, or call me at 608-785-9140, or again email me.  Thank you for your interest. 

 

Copy of WTC President Email 

Rasch, Lee 

 
Actions-Response to Email 
APRIL M TUPPER 

  
Thursday, July 21, 2011 6:51 PM 

 

You replied on 7/21/2011 9:04 PM. 

Thank you for sharing this, April, and for your interest in this important topic. There are several 
initiatives underway at Western to try to address the high cost of textbooks for students. You may be 
aware of some of this information from your contact with the Campus Shop. 
 

Standardized textbook use for multi-section courses – Western has adopted a standardized textbook  

use policy (College Policy D0602 and Procedure D0602p). This policy is intended to allow students better 
opportunities to shop for the best textbook price, to have increased access to used books, and to have 
the greatest re-sale options. 

The College is piloting a book rental program, starting with textbooks in the general studies 
area. If the pilot is successful, the college will look to expand the practice to other instructional areas. 

The Western Technical College Foundation is embarking on a campaign to increase the 
scholarship endowment to $20 million (an increase from the current $5 million endowment). These 
privately raised dollars will be available for increased scholarships to offset tuition and other costs 
including textbook. 

  
The student textbook blog sounds like a very good idea. With Student Government support, this seems 
to be a project that should receive support from others within the college. If you stop into the Student 
Activities office on the first floor of the Kumm Center, they can assist in the steps to take to approach 
Student Government. 
  
Thank you again for your involvement in this project. I would be very interested in the results when 
completed. 
Best wishes, 
Lee Rasch 
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Survey Form 

 

College Textbook Affordability, Impact, and Possible Options 

Survey 

 

As part of a research assignment I am requesting your participation in completing the 
following survey questions regarding college textbook affordability, impact, and possible 
alternatives.  
 
Please answer the following survey questions and email the completed survey as soon as 
possible to: April Tupper, email address: tuppera@students.westerntc.edu Thank You. 

 

 

Name: April Tupper  

Survey Participant Name:  (optional): 

 

Class:  

Technical Reporting 

Tuesdays and Thursdays 

Summer 2011  

Position/status (student-current/past/full-or –part 
time) (Optional) 

 

Assignment 3B: 

Technical Research Report (Data 
Collection)  

Additional Comments Welcome: 

 

  
 

 

 1.  

How do you feel about the cost of textbooks? 

 
a

. Affordable 

 
b

. Somewhat affordable 

mailto:tuppera@students.westerntc.edu
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c

. Not Affordable 

2.  
Do you feel that the price of textbooks negatively impacts students? 

 a. Yes 

 b. No 

 c. Maybe 

3.  
Has textbook price ever caused a significant delay or problem in obtaining required material 
for you or someone you know? 

 a. Yes 

 b. No 

4.  

What sources do you or have you used to obtain your textbooks? 
Please number according to frequency of use – 
1= Never Used, 2=Used once or twice, 3-used occasionally 4=Used Often 5=Most Often 

 a. Buying from College Bookstore 

 b. Renting from College Bookstore 

 c. Buying from an Online Source  

 d. Renting from an Online Source 

 e. Buying or Renting Digital textbook 

 f. Buying from another student 

 g. From another retailer or store 

 h. 
Library or other “free” source such online digital “open source” free textbook/education 

websites, or sharing/borrowing with other students 

 i. Other. (please list) 

5.  
About how much do you spend each semester on textbooks 

 a. none 

 b. $1. To $100 

 c. $100-$200 

 d. $200-$400 

 e. $400-$600 

6.  
Would a yearly fee of $200 in tuition be reasonable if textbooks were provided by the college 

in digital format?  

 a. Yes 

 b. No 

 c. unsure 
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Survey Result Totals Chart 

College Textbook Affordability, Impact, and Alternative Options 
Survey Results 

Qestions Answers     

1. How do you feel about 
the cost of textbooks? 

A. Affordable 
B. Somewhat  

Affordable 
C. Not 

 Affordable     

0 4 8     

            

2. Do you feel that the price 
of textbooks negatively 
impacts students? 

A. Yes B. No C. Maybe     

11   1     

            

3. Has textbook price ever 
caused a significant  
delay or problem in 
obtaining required material 
for you or someone you 
know? 

A. Yes B. No       

9 3       

            

4. What sources do you or 
have you used to obtain 
your textbooks? 

1- Never  

Used 

2-Used once 
or twice 

3-used  

occasionally 

4-Used  

Often 

5-Used  

Most 

Often 

7.  

A few colleges have begun utilizing and providing students “open source” and completely 
free digital textbooks for some or all of their courses. Would you approve and use 
this option if available? 

 a. Yes 

 b. No 

 c. Unsure 

8.  

I am considering and researching about starting a website or student textbook blog for 
students to post any books for sale, borrow, or for give away.  

Do you feel this would be used by yourself and fellow students often? 

 a. Yes, often 

 b. No, Not at all 

 c. Not Sure 
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A. Buying from College 
Bookstore  1 

 
2 1 6 

B. Renting from College 
Bookstore  10 

    C. Buying from an Online 
Source   3 3 

 
2 2 

D. Renting from an 
Online Source  10 

    E. Buying or Renting 
Digital textbook  10 

    F. Buying from another 
student  5 5 

   G. From another retailer 
or store  10 1 

   H. Library or other “free” 
source such online digital 
“open source” free 
textbook/education 
websites, or 
sharing/borrowing with other 
students  10 1 1 

  I. Other. (please list) 

 
1 

     

     

  A. None B. $1. - $100 C. $100-$200 
D. $200-

$400 
E. 

$400=$600 

5. About how much do you 
spend each semester on 
textbooks? 

  
2 4 4 

  
       A. Yes B. No C. Unsure 

  6. Would a yearly fee of 
$200 in tuition be 
reasonable if textbooks 
were provided by the 
college in digital format? 11 1 1 

    
       A. Yes B. No C. Unsure 

  7. A few colleges have begun 
utilizing and providing 
students “open source” and 
completely free digital 
textbooks for some or all of 
their courses. Would you 
approve and use this option if 
available? 11 

 
1 

    
     



April Tupper: Textbook Affordability 

Mrs. Fortun, Technical Reporting 

 Pg. 19 

8. I am considering and 
researching about starting a 
website or student textbook 
blog for students to post any 
books for sale, borrow, or for 
give away. A. Yes, Often 

B. No, Not at 
All C. Not Sure 

  Do you feel this would be 
used by yourself and fellow 
students often? 12 

      
      

 

Additional Survey Comments 

"Textbooks at the technical college level should be free for dislocated workers that need to 
change jobs and need training. This should be allowed for under the unemployment benefits." 
Forrest 
 
" I think the book prices are outrageous" Carrol 
 

"I think that text books are becoming a huge problem for students 
 that are going through problems with our economic troubles." Jackie 
"Hope this helps.  If I wasn’t getting some grants and scholarships, my 
 answers would be way different I am assuming.  I would not be able to 
 afford the books I am afraid."  
 

"Hope this info gets to the powers that may be and they can consider a price reduction or an 
alternative such as the one you suggested for the digital textbooks.  Thanks and good luck!" 
Renee 

 

 


