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The Textbook Dilemma: Digital or Print?
Evidence from a Selected US University
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Abstract - The increasing price of textbooks impacts
students of higher education in the world. E-textbooks
are becoming popular among students at all levels of
education, especially at the university level. There is a
shift in students reading habits and preferences
towards e-textbooks. This growing trend has
encouraged researchers to gather information about
students' experiences, attitudes, and perceptions
regarding using e-textbooks and their impact on the
learning process. This study surveys undergraduate
students in a small mid-western university in the USA.
Data is collected from students studying four different
colleges. A total of 346 questionnaires were collected.
The findings revealed that 34.39% of the current users
in the total sample do not want to use e-textbooks in
the future. The predominant factors influencing the
adoption of e-textbooks over print textbooks are cost,
learning and engagement in interactive exercises,
convenience, and flexibility. The study suggests some
initiatives that educators, technology experts,
designers, and universities can take for more students
to adopt a digital version of textbooks to solve the
problem of affordability.
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1. Introduction

The prices of college print textbooks have

increased, impacting the affordability and access to
higher education. The textbooks cost a quarter of the
average tuition for state universities and three-fourths
the average tuition at community colleges (Source:
US Government Accountability Office, 2013).
According to a survey conducted in the US in 2020,
66% of students could not buy textbooks and course
materials because of increased prices. In addition,
25% of students worked extra hours to pay for their
books and materials, and 19% of students indicated
the cost of materials and books directly influenced
their decision on what classes to take [1]. Due to the
high costs of textbooks, students either delayed
buying the textbook or were unable to purchase the
required textbooks, which resulted in them failing in
courses. In addition, students did not register for
some classes or withdraw from a class because they
could not bear the costs. This may, in the future,
result in fewer graduates pursuing higher education
and most of them unable to complete their college
degrees on time, impacting the US international
economic competitiveness. As a result, there is a
decline in publishers' revenue in the higher education
sector, from $ 4.5 billion in 2015 to $3.23 billion in
2019. The average cost per student in 2020 on a print
textbook is $84 against an e-textbook which is $38.
The price of print textbooks increases by 12% with
every new edition, which comes out once in 3 to 4
years.
The problems caused by the increase in the costs of
textbooks need a practical solution. However, the
solutions may be quite challenging due to publishing
industry practices impacting prices. They are:

=  The dominance of fewer book publishers - five
textbook companies account for over 80% of the
$9 Billion publishing market [2].

» Instructors are given free copies of textbooks and
related materials for promoting the textbook,
which is already reflected in the textbook price,
causing its price to escalate.
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= Publishers market the print textbooks and
materials in "bundles," which cannot be bought
separately

The total textbook sales revenue in 2019 in the US
is $26 billion, out of which print books generated
74.7% of the total revenue. According to the survey
conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2019 on
Americans' reading habits, 72% of adults read a book
in the last 12 months, 37% claim that they read only
a book in print, 7% claim that they read only an e-
book. All efforts are made to look for practical
solutions to make education and instructional
material more affordable by transitioning into digital
textbook mode. [3] observed mixed results and a big
challenge to move from print textbooks to e-
textbooks. In this context, there is a need to look for
less expensive alternative solutions and examine the
students' experiences, attitudes, and perceptions
about using digital textbooks.

1.1. Purpose of the Study

This study surveys students from different colleges
(Social Sciences, Human Sciences, Management, and
Engineering courses) of a small mid-western
university in the US. The study gathers information
about students' experiences, attitudes, and
perceptions regarding e-textbooks and their impact
on learning. With the increase in prices of print
textbooks and the usage and availability of e-
textbooks, researchers felt the need to explore how
students perceive and interact with these digital
resources. The findings of this survey may contribute
to the growing literature on the users' perception,
attitude, and practices concerning print or digital
versions of textbooks and a way to resolve the rising
costs of textbooks and other course materials by
going digital.

1.2. Survey Administration

The data was collected during Spring 2019 as a
class project for the "Marketing Research" course.
Students were asked to design an instrument and
collect data from their peers for a month. The
questionnaire consisted of a 'qualifying question' to
eliminate duplication of respondents as there might
be a possibility that multiple students might approach
the same student for responses. The responses of
students were collected voluntarily. Students were
assured that their grades would not be affected
negatively due to not participating in the survey. A
total of 482 questionnaires were collected. The
questionnaires were verified for completeness and
data accuracy to eliminate unfilled questionnaires.
One hundred thirty-six questionnaires were
incomplete and deleted, leaving the total number (n)
to 346.
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2. Literature Review

The existing literature on the usage of textbooks
focuses on aspects like technology, cost, student's
attitude, and preferences. The preference of reading
format in academic courses among students is
consistent worldwide. Print textbooks have always
remained the first choice and have been an integral
part of the curriculum. Regardless of students'
familiarity with print textbooks, it is observed that
there is intense competition from a digital version of
the textbooks.

[4] in their study, more than 62.5% of the students
believed that there would be a growing demand for e-
textbooks. This is because students now are primarily
online, using social media, and conversant in using
electronic devices. According to a Pew Research
Study published in 2015, 92% of adolescents go
online daily using their phones and other electronic
devices in the US. In the studies in the past, the
findings regarding students' preferences of e-
textbook are contrasting. The studies illustrate that
students preferred print textbooks over e-textbooks
[5], [6], and the studies done in the US justify that e-
textbooks are preferred over traditional print
textbooks [7]. Currently, there is a growing demand
for e-textbooks. [8].

E-textbook is "a digital object with textual content,
which arises from integrating features such as search,
hypertext, bookmarks, annotations, highlights,
multimedia objects, and interactive tools" [9]. E-
textbooks are used for educational purposes and
contain interactive materials [10]. E-textbooks have
the uniqueness of catering equally to all students with
different learning abilities [11]. E-textbooks have
improved usability and functionality and offer a
better experience than print textbooks [12]. Because
of this, there is a perception that e-textbooks in the
future may replace print textbooks because of
interaction embedded in them, which helps provide
enhanced learning. In the future, students may use e-
textbooks at all levels, from school to higher
education. There seem to be a shift in student
preferences based on the current trend of usage of e-
textbook.

Nielsen Research Company, in the year 2015 has,
surveyed US Higher Education and found the reasons
why educators wanted to introduce e-textbooks in
their courses. 49 % of educators think that there is an
improvement in the overall student comprehension
and understanding of the course material, 46%
believe that the students are better engaged with the
course, 34 % think they could more easily achieve
learning outcomes, 20 % believe that the digital
version of a textbook is effective in accommodating
different levels of students and 31% of them found
students were more involved with the course with the
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help of e-textbooks and online study guides as
interactive tools. [13] in his research, he ascertained
that the younger students in the age bracket of 15-30
years with good computer skills preferred e-
textbooks compared to the older generation.
According to the survey conducted in the US by [14],
it is found that those who are in the age bracket of
25-29 and frequent internet users are more inclined
towards using an e-textbook. The older students in
the age bracket of 40 and above experience a
learning curve using e-textbooks, unlike youngsters.

E-Text Book and Learning

The famous Chinese proverb, "I hear, and I forget.
I see, and I remember. I do and I understand," can be
applied to e-textbooks which helps the students to
hear, see, and do, which can be embedded into a
textbook to increase student understanding.
Currently, e-textbooks are designed not as mere
textbooks but as interactive instructional tools to
reinforce student understanding. In addition, E-
textbooks are slowly becoming user-friendly, making
them easy to use and taking notes later exported to
any text editor [15].
[16] develop a model and identify the variables that
affect the wusage of e-textbook, which are
accessibility, cognitive factors that focus on
awareness, experience, and attitude towards using e-
textbook, competency in handling and using
technology, and finally, use and convenience—the
content, accessibility, and readability as the critical
factors for an e-textbook to be effective. But
contrarily, [17] indicate that the users learned better
when they read in print, and two-thirds of surveyed
would prefer to print the contents from an e-
textbook.
[18] justify that preference and usage of e-textbook
are based on the student's academic discipline; for
example, users of non-business majors like medical
sciences and technology found reading e-textbooks
helpful and more manageable than a business major
students. In addition, students believe that they
engage more with e-textbooks, such as highlighting
in customized formats resulting in better learning. On
the other hand, the students who opted for print
format agree that they are more likely to revisit
readings in print format than e-textbook. Keeping
these mixed reactions in the past studies, researchers
have made an effort to study the attitudes and
perceptions towards the usage of e-textbook by
students as an alternative to a print textbook.
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3. Analysis and Findings

The study gathers student experiences and
perceptions regarding e-textbooks from different
colleges in a small mid-western university. A
questionnaire is administered to total sample size is
346. Table 1 shows the survey results of the
demographics of the sample and their perception and
attitude towards using e-textbooks in the past and the
future. The sample constituted 53.76% male and
46.24% female.

Table 1. Past and future use of e-textbook across
demographics

Past / 54

Current use Future §

Demographic of use of 2
Variable e-textbook e-textbook a
Yes [No | Yes | No No

. Male 183 | 3 [ 123 | 63 | +60
2 Female | 158 | 2| 99 | 61 | +59
o Total | 341 | 5 | 222 | 124 | +119
o o, | Freshman | 35 | 2 | 28 9 +7
§: % |Sophomore | 55 | 0 | 37 | 18 | +I8
Bl Junior 124 | 2 | 82 | 44 +42
S g Senior 127 | 1] 75 | 53 | +52
s Total 341 | 5 | 222 | 124 | +119
_ | CAHSS [ 50 | 2] 36 | 16 | +14
.S | CEHHS | 96 [ 1] 58 [ 39 | +38
% é COM 127 | 1| 86 | 42 | +41
OZ | CSTEM [ 68 [ 1] 42 | 27 [ +26
Total 341 | 5 | 222 | 124 | +119

Below 2.00 1 0 0 1 +1

S 200250 [ 11 [ 110 | 2 | 11
% é 251300 | 73 | 1| 47 | 27 | +26
5% [3.003.50 | 164 | 1 [ 105 [ 60 | +59
ST [ 35140 | 92 [ 2] 60 | 34 [ +32
Total 341 | 5 [ 222 | 124 | +119

Source: Primary data

CAHSS = College of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences
CEHHS = College of Education, Health and Human Sciences
COM = College of Management

CSTEM = College of Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics

Table 1 as per the study's findings, 98.55% of the
sample used an e-textbook in the past. However,
34.39% of the total sample did not want to use the
digital version in the future. The usage was purely
situational, and they probably were not happy with
the experience. The users' previous use of e-books
had no bearing on the overall preference for e-books
[19]. 10.40% of the sample are from first-year
students, 15.89% are from Sophomore, 36.41% are
from Junior year, and 36.99% are from Senior year.
The sample has students from all colleges. 16.47% of
the sample from College of Arts and Humanities,
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28.03% from College of Education, Health and
Human Sciences, 36.99% of the sample from College
of Management, and 19.94% from the sample from
College of Management Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics. The sample
constituted of 0.28% of students with a current c-
GPA of Below 2, 3.46% of the sample with c-GPA
of 2.00-2.50, 21.38% of the sample with c-GPA
2.51- 3.00, 48.38% of the sample with c-GPA of 3.01
—3.50, 27.16% of the sample with current c-GPA of
3.51-4.00.

Table 2. Past and Future use of e-textbook across selected
demographics

(0]
Past / Future 2
. Current o
Demographic ¢ use of 8
Variable use o e-textbook =
e-textbook A
Yes | No | Yes | No No
Work Full-
time for 15 0 12 3 +3
UW-Stout
Work Part-
. time for 88 0 53 35 +35
2 | UW-Stout
% | Work Full-
g time off 15 0 11 4 +4
% Campus
= Work Part-
§ time Off- 121 3 70 >4 +51
m
Campus
Not
employed 102 2 76 | 28 | 426
currently
Total 341 5 222 | 124 | +119
o Yes 262 3 172 | 93 | +90
B No 79 | 2 150 |31 ] +29
> s
05
g &
e g Total 341 | 5 | 222 | 124 | +119
f

Source: Primary data

Table 2 shows the demographics - employment
status of the sample. 4.33% of the sample work full-
time on the campus, 25.43% work part-time on the
campus, 4.33% work full-time off-campus, 35.83%
work part-time off-campus, and 30% of the sample
are not employed currently. In addition, 76.58% of
the sample received financial aid, and 23.41% did not
receive any financial assistance.
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Table 3. Perception & Attitude of users towards adopting
e-textbook /print textbook

) print
Reasons e-textbook textbook

Focus and Concentration 19 327
Length of Reading
(Short/ Long) 139 207
Cost / Affordability 339 7
Convenience and
Flexibility 30 4l
H1ghhght1ng & 248 03
Annotation
Learning Engagement in
the form of Interactive 336 10
exercises
Fatigue / Tiredness of 319 27
eyes
Accessibility 198 149

Source: Primary data

Table 3 lists the user choice and preference of e-
textbook vs. print textbook. The factors selected to
check the perception and attitude of users of
textbook/e-textbook are taken from the available
literature. When it comes to focusing and
concentrating traditional textbooks in print, users
find it desirable over e-textbook, which is in line with
[20]. However, reading a digital version of the
textbook on screen led to lower recall and
performance [21].

The length of reading or time spent reading is
short; students possibly preferred e-textbook
compared to print textbooks. Contrastingly, users
may prefer a print textbook when spending long
hours reading academic textbooks. It is in line with
the findings of [22]. In addition, there are contrasting
findings by [23], who justify in their study that users
who owned e-textbooks read on average twice as
many books as those who read-only in print because
of convenience. To inculcate the long hours of
reading online, some of the coping strategies adopted
are using the highlight feature, copy and pasting for
future review, customizing font sizes to suit the user
requirement, and using a laptop with a big screen to
avoid strain on the eyes.

Convenience and flexibility are the user's ability to
easily carry and use irrespective of the time and
location and access the text in its entirety or
scrolling. In terms of convenience and flexibility in
terms of portability, a digital textbook is preferred by
the users compared to a print textbook. In contrast to
this, [24], in their study, argue that the navigation in
an e-textbook (like refresh rate) is quite challenging
compared to a print version.
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In their study, [25] justify that both the publishers
and wusers benefitted from e-textbooks. The
publishers benefitted by achieving economies of
scale. The cost of an e-textbook for the students
dropped by 15-20 times compared to a print
textbook. In addition, users preferred e-textbooks
regarding affordability compared to print textbooks.

Users preferred e-textbook in terms of highlighting
and annotation. It is unique traditionally in the print
textbooks where the users keep coming back to
where they have left. [26] observed that students
hardly used the feature of highlighting option in e-
textbook. Research suggests that annotating a text
while reading can improve student learning and
retention. [27] argued that the user is given the
flexibility to edit the content in an e-textbook like
font size. This customization increases the usability
of an e-textbook to a great extent.

Learning engagement of the student is believed to
be one of the most important factors by learners in
the literature. In the study, e-textbook is the preferred
choice of students for learning engagement. The
users responded that they had better comprehension
and understanding from an e-textbook probably
because of the learning engagement and interaction
experience, which are in line with the study of [28].
However, users' experience with e-textbooks may be
unique and not typically associated with printed text
[29]. On the other hand, contrastingly, [30] argues
that users reading in the digital medium are
constrained to mentally reconstruct what was read
since students performed better reading in print.

The users found the digital version of the textbook
to cause fatigue and tiredness of the eyes. In addition,
e-textbooks are uncomfortable and difficult to read
using gadgets with small screens like mobile phones.
This problem, to some extent, can be solved by
audiobooks or read-aloud textbooks.

Accessibility means availability of e-textbook
online and offline, availability of the internet to
download and users experience, and e-textbook
functionality in various gadgets like phones, laptops,
etc. The ability to download an e-book for offline use
was one of the participants' most frequently rated
features [31]. Users indicated a mixed response as
accessibility probably could be because print
textbooks can be borrowed from a library and
accessible to all. Still, users with financial constraints
may not be accessible to one or may not have the
required gadget to get its full functionality. The study
done by [32] argues that the user acceptance rate for
e-textbooks is slow because of the time taken for
loading and flipping pages.
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Limitation of the Study

The data for the study is collected in the year 2019-
20, which can be a significant limitation. The
pandemic played a substantial role in shifting from
face-to-face classes to online or remote classes. This
could affect the students' responses and findings of

the study, which is a significant limitation.
According to the Association of American
Publishers, the average student spending on

textbooks and course materials during the pandemic
during the fall semester of 2020 dropped by 7%
compared to the same term last year. The per capita
units purchased increased by 3% in 2020-21. Still,
the overall spending on textbooks and course
materials has declined because of the adoption of less
expensive digital versions.

4. Conclusion and Implications

Understanding  the  experience, perception,
attitudes, and preferences towards students' textbooks
through a survey will help us know the reasons for
the transition from print to digital. Despite the
growing demand for the digital version, overall, users
gave preference to print textbooks. With the
increasing digital version of textbooks, users who
find it easy and helpful to learn from print texts have
to pay a premium to print course materials and may
be at an economic disadvantage compared to their
peers. According to the findings, the prime reason
why users want to change into the digital version of a
textbook from print is because of its cost-
effectiveness. Therefore, there should be a balance
between print and digital formats competing with the
cost factor, user engagement and learning, and
convenience. This gives an opportunity and scope for
initiatives to be taken by technology experts,
educators, and universities for students to adapt to
the digital version of textbooks.

The technology experts, content developers, and
designers can develop innovative ways to improve
the usability and likeability of e-textbook for users
without increasing the price. It would be helpful if
designers help users acquire knowledge to use digital
textbooks by giving clear instructions on the usage,
providing supplementary information, and providing
a specific methodology for their use. The increase of
e-textbooks can motivate library users to try e-
textbooks, providing workshops and particular
instructions on using or accessing e-books. Educators
base their assignments and projects based on e-
textbooks. Educators need to be aware of student
attitudes towards textbook options before adopting a
print or a digital version. Educators need to be
sensitive about the affordability and advantages of a
digital version of textbooks and make the digital
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textbook format more relevant and necessary for
classroom assignments, discussions, learning, and
tests. The affordability offered by the e-textbook may
sometimes have to bear the potential costs. The
educators have a role in creating a smart learning
environment where the learning is directed to digital
learners' needs. The million-dollar question remains,
which is; Are students willing to give up the benefits
of a print textbook to have the affordability and ease
offered by digital texts?
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