
Inclusive or 
Exclusive?
Examining "Inclusive Access" 
Textbook Programs

see slide notes for 
exclusions



How did textbooks 
get so expensive?



Textbook Prices 2002-2022 Data Source: Bureau of 
Labor Statistics Consumer 
Price Index



3 major 
publishers 
hold 85% of 

the $3 billion 
market

Data Source: Association of American Publishers (2017) and financial 
reports from Cengage, McGraw-Hill, and Pearson (2019).



Students 
are 

“captive” 
consumers





“The volumes of textbooks publishers were 
selling declined rapidly for years. However, 
they always had this magical price lever. 
They could always just increase the prices, 
so their revenue looked relatively stable.”

- Cengage CEO Michael Hanson

Source: May 1, 2019 Cengage/McGraw-Hill Investor Call



When the ‘Magical Price Lever’ Broke







What is Inclusive 
Access?



• Based on an agreement between an 
institution, a bookstore, and publishers. 

• Digital content is delivered to students by 
the first day, typically through a LMS. 

• Students have a period to “opt out” under 
federal regulations.

• The cost is billed to students’ tuition and 
fee bill or bursar account.

• After the course ends, students typically 
lose access to the content. 

How does 
Inclusive 
Access 
work?



• Digital access is available by day 
one and students are directly 
billed for the cost later.

• Print rental option may be 
available at additional cost.

• Full access typically expires after 
the course ends.

• ”All rights reserved” copyright 
prevents unauthorized use.

Inclusive Access

• Digital access is available by day 
one at no cost to students. 
Access is free forever.

• Students can choose low cost 
print option if desired.

• Students retain access to 
materials forever.

• Openly licensed so faculty can 
adapt materials to local needs.

OER



Inclusive Access Models

1. Course-by-Course
Students in participating courses are charged the cost of the 
specific materials they have been assigned.

2. Flat Fee / “Equitable Access”
All students are charged a flat amount based on how many units 
or credit hours they are taking, no matter what their specific 
materials cost.



Course-by-Course 



Flat Fee



• Students are billed the actual 
cost of their materials  

• Opt-out is typically on a course-
by-course basis

• Institution can negotiate prices 
with multiple vendors

• More often voluntary for faculty

• OER always free for students

• Students pay a flat fee regardless 
of what the actual cost is

• Opt-out is typically all or nothing 
(all courses or no courses)

• Often outsourced to one vendor

• All faculty must participate

• Students may get charged even 
if faculty assign OER

Flat Fee / “EA”Course-by-Course



Inclusive Access Vendors

Publishers

• Cengage

• Pearson

• McGraw-Hill

• Others

Bookstores & Platforms

• Barnes & Noble (First Day Complete)

• Follett (Follett ACCESS)

• VitalSource 

• RedShelf  

• Akademos  



What are the 
myths vs. facts? 



Get the facts.

Savings, 
or Spin?
Inclusive Access content is 
discounted compared to print 
prices, but not always by 
much, and prices can rise.



Source: Pearson.com



Source: 2021 agreement between Pearson and College of Southern Idaho



Source: Florida Virtual Campus (2022). 
2022 Student Textbook and 
Instructional Materials Survey. 

Do students believe Inclusive 
Access saved them money?



“I could almost always find them 
cheaper myself and I was not pleased 
that they were charging me without 
really trying to inform me. It took way 
too many steps to opt out.”

- Florida Student

Source: Florida Virtual Campus (2022). 2022 Student Textbook and Instructional Materials Survey. 



$339/year

*USD



Flat-fee contracts obtained by SPARC:

$20-26/credit hour 
or $600-780/year 
… for required materials only!

*USD assuming 30 credit hour year



• Prices may be less, but students get less 
(short-term subscription)

• Savings largely come from replacing 
print with digital, which is an option 
students could choose on their own

• Any discounts off digital prices tend to 
be smaller and mean little when every IA 
program offers a similar discount

• Savings quickly disappear if publishers 
resume historical price increases

The facts 
about IA 
savings



Convenient, 
or Confined?
Inclusive Access can provide 
first-day access to content, 
but it constrains students’ 
choices as consumers.

Get the facts.



Source: Florida Virtual Campus (2022). 
2022 Student Textbook and 
Instructional Materials Survey. 

Which cost reduction strategies 
do students rely on?



Source: Florida Virtual Campus (2022). 
2022 Student Textbook and 
Instructional Materials Survey. 

Which cost reduction strategies 
do students rely on?









• Students may get better deals on used 
book and rental options

•Opt-out processes can be complex 
and often deter students from cost 
reduction strategies

•Opting out isn’t always an option 
when materials are mandatory for 
online homework

• IA reduces accountability and 
competition for the textbook industry

The facts 
about IA 
student 
choice



Solution, 
or Status Quo?
Peer-reviewed research 
found that Inclusive Access 
had no effect on academic 
outcomes.

Get the facts.





Does Inclusive Access impact 
academic outcomes?

Source: Spica, E. (2021). Inclusive Access: A 
multi-institutional study of academic outcomes 
from a statewide community college automatic 
billing eTextbook pilot. Community College 
Journal of Research and Practice, 1-20.



Equal ≠ Equitable



Source: Institute for Higher Education 
Policy, Online Isn't Optional: Student 
Polling on Access to Internet and 
Devices, May 2021

Do students have reliable 
internet access?



•Marketing claims for improved 
outcomes are often based on case 
studies and small sample sizes

• The only large scale peer reviewed 
study of IA found no evidence of 
improved outcomes 

• IA can exacerbate barriers that offset 
any cost benefits including internet 
access, device age, and accessibility

• IA emphasizes equality not equity

The facts 
about IA 
and 
student 
outcomes 



Get the facts.

Deal, 
or Data Mine?
Inclusive Access content can 
capture vast amounts of data 
on students and faculty.







“We’re now focused on 
integrating our business 
and products to form a more 
interconnected, lifelong 
learning platform. […] “[T]his 
growing, engaged user base 
will help us recognize 
potential cross-selling 
opportunities outside of 
higher education.”

- Pearson CEO Andy Bird

2022 2023

Work**

MondlyWorks pilots 
(Institutions & Corporates)

Pilot / Integration P+

Mondly Credly badging

Launch digital recruiting skills Launch Enterprise & Consumer skills services

Multi-modal delivery Vertical market expansion Value chain expansion

Launch Adaptive Curriculum

Dynamic Assessment (K12)

Pearson built curriculum

Explore / design Diagnostic Assessment (K12)

P+ Channels (16-18 disciplines)
P+ additional features / international

P+ Channels (more disciplines)

Cloud migration

Product refresh (Freehand Grader, Adaptive 
Diagnostics, New calc / stats)

From discrete to connected applications

16

2024+

Pearson
User Profile

**Pearson Work represents the WFS  
products – Credly, Faethm etc.

Pearson
User Profile

Pearson
User Profile

Launch Mid Stakes Test Assessment (direct to consumer)

Pearson
User ProȴOe

Pearson
User ProȴOe

Pearson
User ProȴOe

Pearson
User ProȴOe

Higher 
Education

Virtual
Learning

English Language
Learning

Workforce
Skills

Assessment 
& Qualifications

Pearson
User Profile

Source: Pearson August 1, 2022 HY Presentation Transcript & Slide Deck



• Student data privacy is a major 
concern with IA vendors

• Publishing companies tout plans to 
investors to use student data to drive 
future business strategies 

• The growth of AI introduces critical 
questions about algorithmic bias that 
harms marginalized students

•Outsourcing carries long-term risk

The facts 
about IA 
and data 
privacy



What should 
campuses 
consider? 



When it comes to Inclusive 
Access, who decides?

Source: Source: Bay View 
Analytics, Inflection Point: 
Educational Resources in U.S. 
Higher Education, 2019



• Does the model reduce costs for 
students who need the savings most?

• Is the model designed for the needs 
of students first, or vendors? 

•What will the model mean for 
progress on true solutions like OER?

•What will the model mean for 
academic freedom?

•What are the long term implications?

Things to 
consider 
before 
going 
Inclusive 
Access



•What is the methodology used to 
calculate advertised savings?

• How do the prices compare to the 
current used book/rental market?

• How long are the prices guaranteed?

• Is there peer-reviewed research to 
back up student outcomes claims?

• Does your company monetize 
student data?

Questions 
to ask 
Inclusive 
Access
vendors



• Exempt courses using 100% OER or 
zero-cost materials from the fee. 
Don’t undo your progress!

• Take a hard look at the ethics of 
profit-generating models. (Or 
commit any profit to funding OER.)

• Use actual student spending data to 
verify the flat fee is a better deal for 
students.

Flat-fee/ 
“Equitable 
Access” 
programs



•Make these programs opt-in rather 
than opt-out. If it’s a good deal, 
students will choose it.

• Ensure opt-out is clearly and 
proactively communicated, and that 
it is as streamlined as possible.

• Educate faculty about the differences 
with OER and the implications of 
assigning courseware.

Course-
by-course 
programs



• Student pushback / mobilization

• Calls for more rigorous studies to 
ensure equity/savings

•Questions about overhead and 
margins

•Questions about fee authorization or 
policy compliance

•Questions about student data privacy 
and how publishers use data

How to 
promote 
careful 
consider- 
ation



Contact:

Nicole Allen
Director of Open Education, SPARC
nicole@sparcopen.org




