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Summary:

With the constant rise in the costs of producing textbooks in the current hardcover or softcover formats (and therefore the price), and with the concomitant increase in the availability of current electronic digital media in all forms (text, audio, and video) it seems that we are at a turning point in terms of how we approach the “teaching and learning” aspects of the future college student.

What I am suggesting is a return to the simple, straighfoward, textbooks of old (the 1920’s) where the textbook contained only the essential theory and limited illustrations of that theory, and then the Instructor, with the help of the publishing community, would include all manner of current articles, charts, statistical data, and other material that is easily available on the Internet and at the publisher’s sites and that would make the theory relevant to today’s student.

I would propose this as an approach that particularly applies to the social sciences, but can also apply to the hard sciences as well.

This presentation would illustrate the application of this approach to a current course in economics, which I have taught as a traditional classroom course, as a hybrid course, and as a totally online course.  What I have found is that in the hybrid and online courses I have been able to include current video segments from CNN, MSNBC, Fox, and CNBC, as well as audio and video from NPR and Public Television, the New York Times, Business Week, and other main stream publications that directly relates to the application of various economic theories to current situations.  This has even led to some “real” discussions, also online, on such subjects as the current economic crisis, the reactions to the crisis by our government, and other issues, such as healthcare reform.

What is missing in all this is an appropriate textbook.   All current editions of all the basic economics textbooks today from the publishers cost anywhere between $130 and $190 in soft or hard cover.  When the bookstore mark-up of 30% or so is added, you can see the issue.  This is particularly a hardship for the community college student where the typical tuition cost of one course is $150 for in-state students.   No wonder we have had a strong reaction from the students.  

Although I have considered E-books as an option, I find that there are two issues: 1) while the initial cost is half the cost of the published edition – once the value of selling the Used Textbook is taken into consideration, there is little savings incentive and 2) many students have yet to adjust to the concept of “reading” their textbook online, even though there are some advantages, such as the ability to make notes, to highlight, and to search.

The few students (less than 10% of a class) who have purchased E-books, have found them to be useful and efficient, but these students were already quite computer literate and, of course, had their own laptop.

I have wondered whether or not a Kindle-type reading machine that is hand-held would do the trick.  So far, however, there are no takers from the publishing world and the basic Kindle is about $350.

Obviously there will be more than one answer to this issue, but an answer is needed and soon.  This is one proposal that I think would work.
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