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Textbook Affordability at TBR Colleges 
The Digital Engagement Initiative in 2019 

Textbook costs have increased 82% over the last ten years, 
and research has found that many students do not purchase 
required course materials because of these rising costs. The 
Digital Engagement Initiative (DEI) launched at TBR colleges in 
2019 to provide all students immediate access to digital 
course materials on the first day of class at a reduced cost. 

Spring 2019 DEI Participation 
How many students participated? In Spring 2019, more than 
4,500 students across all 13 community colleges participated 
in the Digital Engagement Initiative (DEI) pilot. This pilot 
included students in seven courses, including nearly 1,800 
students enrolled in psychology courses and 1,100 students in 
computer applications courses, along with students in 
biology, communication, English, history, and music courses. 

 

How many students opted-out? Upon registration, students 
in participating courses were given automatic access to the 
digital materials for the class. Students who did not wish to 
participate were provided instructions for how to opt-out. 
Students opted out in only 4% of DEI course enrollments. 

Cost Savings for Students 
How much money did students save over the standard retail 
price? Across the seven pilot courses, students who 
participated in DEI saved $548,000 over the standard retail 
price for the same books. This translated to an average 
savings of $126 per book for each student who participated.  

How do we account for real student buying patterns? 
However, we also know that many students purchase books 
at prices below the standard retail price, especially through 
discount and online retailers, and some students do not buy 
the text at all. Based on previous research about student 
textbook purchasing patterns, we accounted for discount 
prices and student buying patterns.  

 

Using these more conservative estimates of cost savings, 
students in the DEI pilot still saved between $260,000 and 
$275,000 in spring 2019, which translates into an average 
savings of $61 per student per book. 

Success in DEI Courses 
In the seven high enrollment courses in spring 2019, students 
in DEI courses performed similarly to students in non-DEI 
sections of the same courses, with three-quarters of students 
earning a passing grade in both DEI and non-DEI courses. In 
communications and computer application courses, students 
in DEI sections performed significantly better than students in 
non-DEI sections, even after accounting for other factors that 
affect student success.  

Student Survey 
In October 2018, a survey of TBR community college students 
was conducted by the University of Tennessee’s 
Postsecondary Education Research Center to better 
understand student opinions and experiences with course 
materials. Students at twelve TBR community colleges were 
invited to participate in the survey, which included questions 
about textbook access, affordability, and the use of digital 
course materials. Nearly 1,400 students completed the 
survey. Based on the survey, TBR has identified several areas 
for further work: 

• Opt-Out Process: 45% of students had no difficulties 
with the opt-out process, while 20% had to ask 
questions before navigating the opt-out process. 
However, 35% found the opt-out process to be 
confusing. 

• Affordability: 73% of students said they are likely to 
choose an electronic textbook over a hard copy if 
the cost is significantly reduced.  

• Options: 64% of students said they liked having the 
option of a print textbook in addition to digital 
materials. 

DEI in Fall 2019 
In fall 2019, participation in DEI grew at community colleges, 
and more than 63,000 student course enrollments were 
included in the initiative (with an opt-out rate of 4.9%).  

Students saved $5.7 million dollars in fall 2019 compared to 
the standard retail price of the same course materials. DEI 
students saved more than $1.3 million in math courses, 
nearly $600,000 in in biology courses, and $400,000 in 
business courses. 
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