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The Problem
In addition to rising tuitions and the decreasing availability of financial aid, the high cost of 
textbooks is a serious concern for students and parents. Several reports in recent years have 
illustrated the increase in the textbook costs and the burden it poses for students.

n  A 2008 National Association of College Stores report indicated that students spent an aver-
age of $700 on required course materials during the 2006–07 academic year and estimated 
books and supply expenses of $800-$1,200 for the 2007–08 academic year.  
http://www.nacs.org/common/research/faq_textbooks.pdf

n  An update of “Rip-off 101: How the Current Practices of the Publishing Industry Drive 
up the Cost of College Textbooks,” by the California Student Public Interest Research Group 
(CALPIRG, 2005), expanded on the 2004 survey of purchased textbooks at 59 colleges and 
universities. Textbooks prices are increasing at more than four times the inflation rate for all 
finished goods. The report analyzes the continuing upsurge in textbook prices and includes 
recommended actions for students, faculty, state legislatures, and publishers.  
http://www.calpirg.org/

n  A 2005 GAO report, “College Textbooks: Enhanced Offerings Appear to Drive Recent Price 
Increases,” shows that the average growth in college textbook prices was 6 percent per year 
since academic year 1987–88 and that prices in December of 2004 were 186 percent higher 
than they were in December of 1986. http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d05806.pdf

These studies and others have determined that textbook publishers drive up the cost of 
textbooks by “bundling” texts with materials that are seldom used, such as CDs and DVDs. 
They also force cheaper used books off the market by publishing revised editions with little 
enhanced content, or alter the format and page numbers to render older editions obsolete.

What Can Students Expect to Pay?*
area of study course  no. new price used price

Chemistry  General Chemistry (3 books)  103  $236.66  $179.50

  Advanced General (3 books) 109  $192.40  $160.00

Economics  Principles-Microeconomics 101  $83.84 $49.35

English Modern American Lit. (10 books) 169 $132.79 $99.75

Mathematics  Algebra  112  $130.36 $75.00

 Calculus w/Algebra & Trig I 171  $295.50  $155.50

 Calculus & Analytic Geometry 221  $157.00  $90.00

 Calculus & Analytic Geometry  222  $157.00  $90.00

Political Science  Intro. American Politics & Govt.  104  $87.50  $65.65

Psychology  Introduction to Psychology  202  $121.90  $91.50

 Psychometric Methods (Statistics)  210  $118.75  $89.10

Sociology Marriage and Family (2 books) 120 $118.45 $88.85

Spanish  First Year Spanish (4 books) 102  $271.00  $134.70

French  Intermediate Language & Culture  228  $57.95  $39.00

Italian  First Semester Italian (3 books) 101  $179.50  $125.15

Zoology  Animal Biology (2 books) 101  $245.25  $190.35

*  These prices are averages based on postings at local bookstores at a single point in time (spring 2008).  

When multiple books were required the costs were combined.

The chart on the previous page shows local textbook prices and the number of books required 
in various disciplines typically taken by first-year students. Note that these are only the required 
textbooks; many classes also have additional recommended texts. Some courses require different 
texts for different sections, and in some instances, multiple books are required for a single course.

What Can Students Do?
n  Find out what the required textbooks are early. This is really the most important step. 
Early accessibility to booklists allows you more time to find books at the best possible prices. 
The university is working with departments and the libraries to make booklists available for 
courses as early as possible.

n  Check UW Course Guide information. An online Course Guide, with version 1.0 anticipated 
to go live in the 2008–09 academic year, will provide course information, including some 
available textbook information, in an easily accessible and timely format for students.

n  Work with instructors. Talk with instructors to see if using an older edition of the same book 
would be a reasonable alternative. In many situations, the newer editions are not significantly 
different than the old editions. Instructors are aware of this fact and are more than happy to help 
students save money by buying a used, older edition, especially if the older edition is unbundled.

n  Buy new from a bookstore. At a bookstore you will generally find the textbook that you 
are looking for at full price. The advantage of buying new is that you know you are getting the 
most up-to-date edition with any recently added bundled materials, such as compact discs or 
software. Keep in mind that if you wait until the last minute to buy your books you will prob-
ably stand in long lines.

n  Buy new from other countries. In many cases the same book is available from another country at 
reduced prices. This is a result of U.S. publishers selling textbooks overseas at lower prices than they 
sell to American booksellers. Buying from an overseas company (such as Amazon.co.uk) can save 
you money if you plan ahead. It is important to make sure that they really have the books in stock, 
that you are purchasing the correct edition, and you are aware of shipping costs and delivery dates.

n  Buy used from a bookstore or online. This can save 25 percent or more off the cover 
price. Typically, these books have been inspected by the store and are in very good shape. The  
supply is often limited and only available on a first-come, first-served basis.

n  Buy used directly from students at campus swap. The Associated Students of Madison 
(ASM) has started a used textbook swap program on campus. The swap program gives 
students an opportunity to sell their used books and to buy additional books at much lower 
prices. All of the books sold are at sixty-five percent of the bookstore price. The book swaps 
take place at the beginning of the fall and spring semesters. Advertisements for the swaps are 
posted around campus and in the campus newspapers.

n  Buy from independent book swap Web sites or eBay. According to the CALPIRG report, 
“online textbooks [and online purchasing options] hold promise for lowering the cost of 
textbooks.” Students have always found that swapping books saves money. Online swap sites 
continue to grow in usage, and more and more students are discovering the benefits of text-



book swapping. Currently there are several online purchasing options created by students and 
alumni where students buy and sell with their own set prices..

Local and  National Responses
UW–Madison Libraries. The libraries have purchased copies of high-use and high-cost  
textbooks for reserve in the appropriate campus libraries. Students should ask instructors if 
it is possible to fulfill the requirements of the course by using a library reserve-reading copy 
of the text. Library staff will work with the instructors to determine the optimum number of 
copies that will be needed to meet student demand for convenient access to the texts. Some 
smaller libraries will also be posting course booklists as they are made available.

Campus-wide task force. In 2004 a UW–Madison campus-wide task force was charged with 
preparing a study of the impact of the rising costs of textbooks. The committee consisted of 
students, faculty, staff, and representatives from Associated Students of Madison, the Libraries, 
Business Services and Enrollment Management, and the Offices of the Dean of Students. This 
committee continues to work to address these issues and recently sent a status report and 
recommendations to the Board of Regents. This brochure was compiled by the task force.

National legislative response. The U.S. House of Representatives and the Senate recently 
passed the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 that includes language to help students 
manage the costs of textbooks. The provisions include: providing students with advance 
information on textbook pricing to help them plan for expenses before each semester; ensur-
ing that colleges and faculty have full textbook pricing information when making purchasing 
decisions; and requiring publishers to provide pricing information on “unbundled” versions 
of every “bundled” textbook they sell.
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