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Who am I?

| recently graduated from Cal Poly— San Luis Obispo with a master’s degree
in Biomedical Engineering. While at Cal Poly | was able to maintain a part-time job,
classes and schoolwork, volunteering for the orientation program and a very
enjoyable social life. | say this not to be boastful but to make a point that you can
get an incredible amount done with good time management. Getting your
textbooks for free has little to do with time management; except that it forced me
to learn as much as | could in class, instead of zoning out thinking that I’ll learn
the material later from the book (since | sometimes wouldn’t buy one). They say
that only dead fish go with the flow and after seeing people waiting in an hour
plus line to spend around $300 on books my freshman year | decided to go
against the flow and spend my time figuring out a protocol for getting the
textbooks | needed for as little as possible. Note: | enjoy sticking it to “the man” as
much as | can, which also drove this fascination.

With a few dedicated hours before the start of each quarter | was able to
utilize a technique that enabled me to have any text book that | needed for free. |
was able to go through my years as an undergrad without buying a single text
book! In my remaining two years as a graduate student, | utilized techniques that

allowed me to spend less than $50 per quarter on text books. | was buying these



textbooks not because my techniques weren’t working anymore but because they
were textbooks that | could use as resources later when | was writing my thesis.
These techniques not only saved me money but they also helped me get
better grades. Sometimes, | was unable to get access to the most current edition,
and the easiest method to get around this was to pay attention and learn the
material in class the first time, while also utilizing older textbook editions. People
rarely believe | was able to do this because they have never actively thought
about how it could be done and just dismiss it as impossibility. It’s very possible
and not even that difficult to do. I've broken my procedures down so that
anybody can use these techniques and be successful at saving money on
textbooks. The next section breaks down the monetary aspect and how much

money you could be saving.



How much money is it possible to save?

For me, it was right in the ballpark of $4500 over 6 years. For you, it will
depend on the classes you are taking and your major, but if you want a good
estimate do the exercise that follows for your upcoming classes. For our example,
let’s use the college with the most students enrolled as of fall 2009: College of
Engineering with 5,187 students’. Let’s pretend like we’re a freshman Mechanical
Engineering student. Our flow chart suggests we take Math 141, IME 142, ME 151,
IME 143 ENGL 134 and a GE area D3 for our first guarter. Inserting these courses
(not including the GE area D3) into the bookstore course website® will show us all
of the textbooks that the professor requires and will show us how much it all
costs. In this example our total price is $375.95 (if we buy everything new) or
$297.20 (if we bought used when we could). We can extend this example further
and input all the classes for your entire freshman year as a Mechanical Engineer
and the total would be $1096.15 new and $898.40 if you bought used when you
could. The point that I’'m trying to illustrate is that you’ll average around $300 per
quarter for books, which you could save if you spent an extra 2 hours using my
technique instead of 2 hours fighting the bookstore crowds and waiting in lines.
Try this exercise with your major and your flow chart and see how much money

it’s possible for you to save.

! http://calpolynews.calpoly.edu/quickfacts.html

? http://eadvise.calpoly.edu/policy/forms/ME%202009-11%20Flow%20Chart.pdf

* http://www.elcorralbookstore.com/booksCourseware/shopCourseware_Stepl.aspx
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Is it worth it to use these techniques?

Definitely, S4500 over 6 years might not seem like a lot. But if you break it
down into time spent vs. money saved it’s a pretty nice payout. It took me about
2-3 hours of work per quarter to track down the books that | needed. We'll use 3
hours for the calculations. 3 hours of work per quarter for 3 quarters a year for a
total of 6 years equates to 54 total hours of work obtaining and maintaining the
books that | needed. 54 hours of work to save $4500 dollars means that you
made $83 per hour. That destroys minimum wage pay and it’s much better pay
than any job I've ever had. As an added side note, if you’re buying your books in
the bookstore the first week you will be waiting at least an hour in lines. Why not

use that hour to save yourself hundreds of dollars instead?



You DON’'T need the latest edition of a textbook

The common wisdom among students is that you not only need a textbook
but you need the most recent edition. Students just don’t question it, they get the
syllabus from class and they walk to the bookstore and buy the books, or worse,
they advance purchase every book that is “required” for their class. Just because
a teacher says the word “required” does not mean that it actually is. My
experience has been that, most of the time, “required” is more like a recommend.
Look at your syllabus! | have had teachers say a book is required and when | look
at the syllabus | see 3 homework assignments and 3-5 reading assignments for the
whole quarter! You want me to pay hundreds of dollars for the most recent
edition of a book I’'m going to use 8 times? I’'m here as an example, that you don’t
need the most recent edition and that you can get by without even having a book,
if you know what to look for and what to do. With a little extra effort you can be
successful using an older edition, especially if it’s only one or two editions away
from the current edition.

Why do students and parents think that you need the most recent edition?
Well, they think that an older edition isn’t the same book and that the material is
going to be different. For the most part, the content will stay the same but the
order that the content is presented will be switched around. Publishing
companies are coming out with a new edition every other semester or every

other quarter and if you are coming out with a new textbook that often, there is
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no way you could change things so drastically. There is nothing new being
discovered on calculus; the field has been set and calculus has been defined. As a
publishing company you can’t have your author come up with new ways on how
to find a derivative. So, what do you do? In order to make a new edition, you
change the order of things and maybe add another example problem or throw in
a “bonus” online CD. You’re not going to use these “bonus” materials for
anything. | never took a class where the professor told us that we needed to go
use our “bonus” CD for a homework assignment. It’s something to make it seem
like it’s a brand new edition when really, it’s just like that “bonus” director’s
commentary DVD that came with your copy of The Notebook.

If you get your hands on an older edition your goal will be to see how the
publisher switched up the material so you can successfully use your older edition,

while still learning effectively and absorbing all the content.

Top 5 differences between older and newer editions

1. Example problem order gets changed around

2. Homework problem order is switched up

w

. Chapter 3 gets moved to chapter 4
4. Grammatical errors get fixed

5. An online resource or other “bonus” material is added



Top 5 ways to succeed with an older edition or no edition:

1. Office hours
Not only do you have access to the most recent edition, you have access
to your teacher. You show them you’re putting in effort, you get to
know them better, and you get a good understanding of how they
grade/test. | would go into office hours to ask questions about the
homework and reading or the best way to prepare for the upcoming
exam/quiz. One of the best success tips | learned at college is that if the
teacher can put your face to your name—and it’s because you’re always
in office hours and not because you’re the one snoring in class—you will
do better in the class.

2. Borrow someone’s book during class or find someone that has a book
Start organizing a study/homework group within the first week of class.
When you start networking with people in your major, and age group,
you have the opportunity to study smarter. When you’re studying in an
organized group, you can have each individual study a certain topic and
then have everyone teach each other, instead of trying to learn
everything on your own. This saved me incredible amounts of time to
have a social life or pursue other interests. | would start talking to the
people around me on the first day of class and get and get their contact

information within the first two days. Now, when you need to do
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homework or study, you know exactly who to contact. You can
guarantee that someone will have a book at the study group and I'd use
it for what | needed. Do not be a mooch who just uses the group for the
book and doesn’t contribute anything! If | didn’t have a book and was
going to a study group | would make sure | had something else to bring
value to the table. A good idea is to bring high quality notes taken in
lecture or notes that you took for an upcoming quiz/challenging
homework problem from a professor’s office hours. When you make
yourself an indispensible part of the study group, you’ll always be
welcome.

3. Utilize Google books

Google books (www.books.google.com) has a huge inventory of books

online and they will let you preview a book that it has on file. Some
books are available in full to use, but most text books will only allow you
to browse the book on Google books (usually 10-20 pages per
computer). This is usually enough to find homework problems or
examples that you need. Feel free to get creative with this option...one
time | didn’t have a text book, | didn’t have an old edition or a new
edition. It was a class | was trying to get by without a book. |
remembered the assignment at the last minute and | didn’t have access

to office hours, someone else’s book or any of the other techniques in
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this guide—but | did have access to the library and | did have access to
Google Books. As | said, it will only allow you access to any 10 pages or
so, and | needed 30 pages for this particular assignment. Well, the
library has hundreds of computers. So | ended up finding the section
that | needed, and reading ten pages at a time on three different
computes. It sounds funny bouncing from computer to computer but it’s
a great resource to know about when you’re in a pinch and it was much
better than spending the hundreds of dollars for the book.

4. Use the books in the bookstore or textbook stores around town
Have you ever gone into Boarders or Barnes and Noble and seen the
people sitting on the ground reading a book that they haven’t bought?
That was me, textbook style. Don’t hesitate to walk into a textbook
store like you’re shopping, find the book you need, look up what you
need, and then leave.

5. Convince the professor to put a copy of the book on reserve in the library
This will allow you to check out the book from the library for 2 hours at a
time. Sometimes it works and sometimes doesn't, but it doesn’t hurt to
try. It really is a pain to lug around every book that you have for the
whole day. Tell them that you live off campus and that it would be nice
to have a copy of the textbook on reserve so that you don’t have to

worry about bringing it to school. Talk about how you need it for study

11



groups and how it’s a great resource to have it at the library. Be straight
up and tell them that they didn’t assign very much homework or reading
from the book and that you don’t feel it’s worth it to spend hundreds of
dollars for such little use. Most professors are teaching because they
have a passion for educating and enriching students, and so they have
no problem putting a book on reserve for legitimate reasons. You just
need to ask. Professors aren’t as intimidating as you might think, they
are human beings and they are committed to your success as much as

you are.

Why do instructors insist on using the latest textbooks?

| used to think that it was just because the bookstore was stocking the new
edition and that’s what was the most available so that’s what the professor
required. However, one night when | was bartending | started talking with a
patron who works in the publishing and used book industry. | was very curious
about all this and after a few drinks she was more than happy to tell me anything |
wanted to know. This is what | learned...

To answer this question of why professors insist on using the latest
textbooks we need to go back a few steps in the textbook industry. Why are

publishers coming out with new editions every other semester or every other
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qguarter? In order for a publisher to make money they need to sell books. All the
money made from used book sales don’t go back to the publisher, they go back to
the person/used bookstore that sold them, and the publishers don’t want that.
Therefore, the publishing companies need to come out with new editions and
figure out a way to require the students to get those new editions so that the
publisher makes the money and not the used book seller.

The majority of instructors get some kind of a reward or incentive from the
publisher for using their new edition and requiring it in their classes. This reward
takes many forms, sometimes it’s a kickback from the publisher of the book
depending on how many of the books are sold because of their classes. Now, not
all professors do this and if you ask them you’ll most likely offend them. In my
experience, professors have been nothing but helpful and are out there to make
sure that every student that wants to be successful is successful. However, there
are also non-monetary incentives that the publisher can offer, like access to pre-
prepared lectures and banks of test questions. These are very attractive to a
professor who is teaching multiple classes and doesn’t have time to prepare a
lecture for each of them. The test question bank is a huge benefit; it’s very
challenging for professors to write questions that aren’t too hard or too easy and
that aren’t biased. On top of this, many professors feel the need to write multiple

versions of a test because of the influx of cheating, which is where this test
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guestion bank comes in very handy, but they only get access to these resources if
they have the bookstore order the latest edition.

According to my imbibing buddy at the bar, the professors who teach a
class with a book they have written are the most incessant on you having the
most recent edition, because now it’s money in their pocket that they are missing
out on. | never had to deal with this but if | had, I'd share a book with someone in
the class.

The best professors to have are the ones who don’t take advantage of the
system that publishers use. They are passionate about their subject matter and
make their own lectures and refuse to teach from the book. These are the types
of professors that you want to take classes from as the material is always
presented passionately, which makes it easier to learn. These professors normally
just recommend a textbook for added support if you need another vantage point
on a topic. They don’t care if you have the latest edition, or if you have the book,
since all of the material you need to know will be coming from their lectures and
supplemental material that they provide for you, so take good notes and show up

to class.

14



How to get your textbooks for free

Utilizing the library

This is the main technique | used to get the textbooks | needed for free.
Most people are unaware that every library in the nation is connected through
interlibrary loan, which means that you have access to just about any book. The
CSU system connects all libraries through a resource called Link +, which will get
you books quicker than interlibrary loan. Only if this technique failed would |
move onto the other techniques outlined in this guide. Here is the step by step
process that | used at Cal Poly, check with your library to find out your system if

you go to a different school:

1. Log onto my.calpoly.edu portal and click “Library Services” at the top.

Library Services
]

2. Look for the “Library Quick Links” window

Library Quick Links o x

Kennedy Library Web Site

PolyCat (Library Catalog)
Link+ (Consortium Catalog)
f # books f )
Interlibrary Loan

f w books/a
Course Reserves

] ind pr
Learning Commons




3. Click “PolyCat (Library Catalog)” and search the Cal Poly library for your
book, if they don’t have it (and they probably won’t, but try just in case),
return to the Library Quick Links window and proceed to step 4.

4. Click the “Link+ (Consortium Catalog)” link to search for your book.

5. Once you have found an available copy that works for you, you should
see a screen that looks like the picture on the next page. Click “Request

this item” at the bottom of the page.

H e | New Search | Help | What is Link+
O + Mediz

N [N [ e . e

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv JARC

(Search History)

Title v | Textbook of medical physiology System Sorted v

Record 1 of 18
Result page: | & Previous ] ( Next & ]

Title Guyton & Hall physiology review / edited by John E. Hall.
Imprint " Philadelphia : Elsevier Saunders, c2006.
Persistent link to this title

ssssssssss Find Similar Items More Details

REQUEST THIS ITEM

6. The new page will ask you “with which institution are you affiliated?”
Select “Cal Poly San Luis Obispo” from the drop down menu and click
“Submit above information”.

7. Enter your name and your barcode (the barcode is what’s circled in

orange on the picture below) and click submit.
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8. You will get an email when your book arrives and you can pick it up from
the circulation desk at the library

9. You will need to recheck the book out at least once to make it through
the full quarter but you can do that online through the “Library Services”
tab as well. There is a section entitled “Your Library Account” that has a
link to renew items that have been checked out.

10. If you can’t find your book through Link + then return to step 2 and click
the “Interlibrary loan” link and follow the instructions (I have only had to
use Interlibrary loan to get journal articles when | was writing my thesis

as Link + never failed at finding me textbooks)

Note: If you need books longer than the library will allow you to check

out, use this system with a friend or roommate. When the time comes to
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return the books, have your roommate check out your books and vice-

versa.

Ask a friend who already took the class to use their book

| rarely took this route because | always felt like | was using them (since |
never bought books and could never return the favor), so if | did use this

technique | would always take my friend out to dinner as a thank you.

How I used this system: The first week of class

| would go into each of my classes without a book and get the syllabus
(you’ll be ok without a book for the first week, trust me). For every class I'd
determine what books | needed and what books | could get by without a
hardcopy. | just used the syllabus to decide, but you could also talk to the teacher
at their first available office hour. Get a sense of how necessary the book is going
to be for the course by asking them about their teaching style and finding out the
best way to succeed in their class. Here are great questions to ask if you're still
uncertain:

* “How would you describe your teaching style? Do you focus your efforts in
your lectures and board work or do you focus on homework problems to
flush out problematic areas and then address those in class by working
examples?”

e “How have students been successful in your class in the past?”

18



Do this by the end of the first two days of the week. | would decide what
books were necessary and check them out through the library and they would be
in my possession before the second week of classes.

But what if homework or reading assignments gets assigned in the first two
days, you say? Well go check out Chapter 2: Top 5 ways to succeed with an older

edition or no edition).

Top 5 ways to buy textbooks for cheap

Sometimes you are left with no other option but to spend your money on a
textbook. If this happens then here are the top 5 ways to make sure you spend
the least amount of money possible. Using these techniques | was able to spend
around $50 per quarter on text books and sometimes even purchase a book for so
cheap that | could sell it back to the bookstore at the end of the quarter and make

money.

1. Buy Used

Amazon.com
Has one of the best selections of used books and prices. | would start my
search here to find good used prices. They also often have international
editions (which are fractions of the cost of US editions, look for these as much
as you can). One time, | found a book that the bookstore was selling for $110

and | found it on Amazon for $15. | bought it, obviously, and at the end of the
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year when | was selling it back to the bookstore, they were taking it for $40 or
$50, so | ended up making money selling my book back to the bookstore and

beating them at their own game. It was awesome.

2. Split the cost with someone else

At this point in my education, | had done my undergrad as a biomedical
engineer and was now a graduate student in biomedical engineering so | knew
just about everyone. Since | knew everyone | had an advantage that you’re not
going to have has an incoming freshman. But once you progress through your
coursework you’re going to meet all the people in your major through your
classes and projects, so you’ll be able leverage this when it comes time for
textbooks. Everyone wants to save money on their books so it’s really easy to
find someone to go half and half with; split the price and use it between two
or three of you. If you want to keep the textbook yourself, I'd split the price
60-40, that way you can have the textbook in your possession, and if they need

it they’ll be coming to you.

3. Buy from comparison sites

Google books (books.google.com)
Will give you previews of books as well as listing the top sites selling the book
and their prices

Bigwords.com
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Search your book (has search by ISBN) and find everywhere that’s selling it and

for what price.

4. Rent your textbook

Chegg.com
Haven’t actually used this resource but it’s a site that lets you rent out your
textbooks. You don’t actually get to keep the book but it will still be cheaper

than buying it.

5. Buy Locally

Uloop.com
Search for people selling books in the area, also helps if you need to sell a book
in your area
Screwthebookstores.com
Another method to search for people selling your book in the area
Note: If you find someone to buy from the best way to make a sale is to offer a
price more then what the bookstore will buy it back for, but less than the used

price, make it win-win for both parties.

You can do it!
My goal for writing this guide was to let the readers know that that it’s an easy
protocol to follow if you want to put in the effort. I've given you all of the

resources that | used to make it happen. Just think of all the money that you have
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the opportunity to keep in your pocket and save during your own college career. |
am super pumped about making this information available for you so leave any
guestions, comments or other lifehacks that | should know about in the

comments section at www.thequestforawesome.com/freetextbooks/ and I'd be

more than happy to respond to you and help in any way that | can.
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