
 

Equitable, Affordable Access to Digital Course Materials  
for University Students: Issues and Solutions 

 Libraries and Equitable Access to Course Materials 

Equitable access to high quality educational resources is essential for student academic success. The 
cost of textbooks and other course materials can present major financial hurdles for students.1 With 
textbooks costing students between $800-$1,000 per year, some are forced to make difficult 
financial choices between life necessities and their education.2 

Academic libraries help level the playing field by providing the information resources students need 
to support academic success and learning. Libraries provide access to a broad range of course 
materials through print and electronic reserve collections, print textbook collections, customized 
digital course readings, electronic and print books, and Open Educational Resources (OER). 

Libraries and the E-textbook/E-book Market 

Education and research in Canada are publicly supported and, as such, the market for educational 
materials should be based on fair and equitable access. Libraries encounter the following barriers in 
this regard: 

• For the majority of required course textbooks, publishers do not allow libraries to purchase 
electronic editions. The University of Guelph has found that approximately 85% of assigned 
textbooks can only be acquired by the library in physical formats.3 

• Publishers increasingly offer titles solely through highly restricted access models geared towards 
extracting the maximum amount of money from students. E-textbooks are rented to students, 
with access limited to the semester in which they are registered for the class. Libraries are either 
given no purchasing options for such e-textbooks or are quoted prices that are in the tens of 
thousands of dollars for access by one user, or a handful of users, at a time. For example, a print 
textbook required for a 3rd year psychology course costs $200 CAD, while the e-book version is 
priced at $1,500 CAD for one year of access only, with a 3-user limit. Publishers often add an 
additional, recurring fee for platform access, while also charging a per-title cost for each title, 
both of which must be paid annually to retain access. 

• Many e-books are only available to libraries in bundles, the cost of which is frequently prohibitive, 
running into tens of thousands of dollars. It is not justifiable to pay for an entire bundle of e-
books when only one book title is required for student use. 

• Publishers often lock e-books into platforms that use digital rights management (DRM) to control 
the number of users and prevent normal online reading activities (like downloading or printing). 
Limits create complications for reasonable use, particularly when texts are being used in 
instruction and by students studying in a variety of locations with a range of connectivity 
realities. 
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• Core textbooks and e-books that have been available to libraries in the past can disappear from 
publisher lists without notice, leaving instructors and librarians unaware when a book being used 
in a course is suddenly unavailable. 

Solutions 

To better support student academic success and provide equitable access, libraries are working to 
overcome these challenges through a variety of means. Efforts include working with instructors to 
identify alternative course materials through the libraries’ existing collections; working with 
instructors, publishers, and vendors to identify alternative course materials that have better access 
and pricing models; and, advocating and developing support for the creation, adoption, and use of 
openly licensed, high-quality educational resources (OER), which allow for re-use and modification 
by instructors.4 

More needs to be done. Online learning necessitates digital access models that foster an accessible, 
affordable, and inclusive environment for students. Among the measures we endorse are: 

• Allowing sales of all published e-textbooks and e-books to libraries under a licensing model that 
allows for access at a cost that fairly reflects content and use. 

• Making the pricing and availability of e-textbooks and e-books stable and transparent. 
• Offering license options that enable reasonable, equitable access to educational content without 

the use of DRM. 

Conclusion  

The accelerated shift to online learning for hundreds of thousands of post-secondary students 
necessitated by COVID-19 has added urgency to the need to resolve long-standing student access 
issues. Libraries want to ensure all students—regardless of where they are located, what they are 
studying, and their financial means—have access to the educational resources they need to earn their 
degrees.5 We would welcome the opportunity to work with all other stakeholders involved in 
academic publishing to develop solutions that will better serve our common community of users. 
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