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Debate

Boundless Learning’s Alternative Textbook
Offerings
ISSUE: Is it fair to offer a reconstruction of an original textbook?
It is no secret that pursuing an education is a costly endeavor. Not only do students have to pay the increasing
costs of tuition, but they must also purchase expensive textbooks for each of their classes. Since 1978 the
percentage change in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) of textbooks has risen to 812 percent. Some students are
opting not to buy textbooks because of the high price tag and are underperforming in class, while others are
making the purchases and increasing their total student debt. The Internet has allowed publishers to offer their
educational products at a lower price, making them more accessible and flexible to adapt for courses. However,
this new digital content comes with an expiration date, so students are unable to resell their books and, if digital,
there is no used version of the textbook.
Boundless Learning is a small startup that aims at solving this issue of expensive textbooks for students. They offer
free content to students as a substitute for traditional textbooks. The content is sourced from Open Educational
Resources (OER), which is publicly available information, and is arranged according to the outline of the textbook
the student has been assigned. The student can go to the Boundless website, search for their assigned text, and be
given a table of contents that mirrors the text. The links on the table of contents offer the content of the chapters
and sections, which is compiled from public sources. Boundless is then able to offer this content for free to
students. In addition to offering the content for free, Boundless aims to tailor the way students consume
textbooks. Rather than having a long textbook to read, students can access and consume the information in a way
that is similar to how they consume other information on the Internet and social media – in a concise, digestible
format. But the content often consists of definitions and short discussions, and some of the content in the original
book is not available.
While the company was still privately testing their product with approximately 1,000 universities, they were sued
for copyright infringement, false advertising, and unfair competition. Pearson Education, Cengage Learning, and
Bedford, Freeman, and Worth Publishing Group (MacMillian Higher Education) are among the publishers filing the
lawsuit. They claim that Boundless, while they may not be copying their content word-for-word, is stealing the
substance of their work found in the layout of the material. The publishers also claim that the work that goes into
publishing a textbook is not finished once it is published. Developing the content and websites to support student
learning is work that occurs over a period of many years. Additionally, money is invested in the expert authors who
write the books as well as in the development of support materials for instructors. Another argument publishers
make against Boundless is that the firm is taking the results of a deliberate creative thought process of the authors
and the publishing company when they decompose their layout and reduce it to a few concepts. The publishers
also take issue with the fact that the original covers of the textbooks are displayed on the website, which misleads
students into thinking that they are getting the exact information from the original book. Boundless, on the other
hand, maintains that they are using only the facts and ideas of the topics, which cannot be copyrighted. However,
they are promoting that their book is a replacement for the original book.
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Joshua Kim of Inside Higher Ed analyzed the content of Boundless’ products and estimated that 80 percent of the
content they offer is as good as that of the original texts. He also stated that the content of introductory textbooks
is not copyrightable, but the layout of the content is. However, he ponders the strength of copyright infringement
in the textbook industry, as most introductory textbooks of the same topic all look very much alike. Leaving the
copyright issue aside, there is another issue that concerns the quality of Boundless’ content. Upon examining a
reconstruction of a leading marketing textbook, the author felt that the reconstruction was so bad that the student
using the source could be misled into believing that they could pass a test on the original content. In reality, many
of the definitions and concepts were different and, in some cases, additional content was provided beyond the
original text. The student could fail to master the required concepts in the original book.
In spite of their early legal dealings and many critics, Boundless Learning continues to fight against the allegations.
Most recently, they have made a request for a jury trial on this issue. Boundless has also recently rewritten their
material so there is less resemblance to the original texts, which could make their books less useful for the student
who has to pass a test. Boundless Learning is associated with Creative Commons, a licensing company lending
them some credibility, and they have $10 million in investor funds to continue their work. From a business
perspective, many wonder how long a company like Boundless Learning can stay in business if it does not have
revenue. While the company plans to sell supplemental materials for a nominal fee, the experience of Flat World
Knowledge, for example, has shown that students are not likely to purchase this extra material after offering
online books for free. In the end Flat World Knowledge had to start charging for all of their products in order to
survive.

There are two sides to every issue:
1. Boundless Learning should have the right to reconstruct existing textbooks and
promote that the books are a good substitute for the original text.
2. Boundless Learning should not be allowed to reconstruct copyrighted textbooks
because it violates fair competition and could mislead students into thinking they are
sufficient and accurate content for their courses.
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