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THE APPARENT PROBLEM:

Most college courses require the use of specific
textbooks. While most students have little difficulty
finding printed versionsof theappropriatetextbook for
a class they wish to take, it is another matter entirely
for peoplewho areunabl eto read standard printed text.
Studentswho areblind or otherwisevisually-impaired,
as well as those who suffer from certain learning
disahilities such as dysexia, often find it difficult to
find college textbooks in a media that they are able to
use. Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic (RFB&D),
agroupthat provideseducational materialsinrecorded
and computerized formats, expects the number of
peopleusing their servicesto exceed 80,000 by theyear
2001. However, even though RFB&D has 77,000
bookson tapeandin computerized form availablefrom
itslibrary, agreat many textbooksare still unavailable
for college and university students. Although some
expensive technologies exist that allow students who
areunabletoread printed text to scan printed material
and have it “read aloud” by a digitized voice; many
studentsmust rely on others(paid or volunteers) toread
the text to them either face to face or on audio tape.
Legidlation has been introduced to allow colleges and
universities to request that publishers provide an
electronic version of those textbooks that are adopted
for instructional use.

THE CONTENT OF THE BILL:

The bill would create a new act, the College and
University Electronic Textbook Act. Upon request, a
publisher of a textbook adopted by a college or
university would berequired to furnish the school with
an electronic version of the textbook, if the textbook
was for a literary subject. For a textbook for a
nonliterary subject, the publisher would berequired to
convert the textbook directly to a format compatible
with brailletrand ation software, if the technology was
available. A publisher could not chargeapricefor this
electronic version exceeding the price for the print or
electronic media version of the textbook.
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FISCAL IMPLICATIONS:
Fiscal information is not available.
ARGUMENTS:

For:

The bill is needed to make certain that students with
certain visual or learning disabilities are able to find
textbooks that they can use. Given that most printed
books, in this electronic age, begin in some form of
electronicformat beforebeing printed, it should not be
too difficult for a publisher to supply such aversion of
thetext. The course textbooksthat a publisher makes
available to college and university students should no
longer belimited to printedformats. Whiletechnology
exists that allows a textbook to be scanned into a
computer and then “read aloud” by a digitized voice,
thistechnology isexpensiveand it can till takealong
time to scan an entire textbook into a computer one
pageat atime. If thisisnot available, a student must
find someone elseto read thetext to him or her. If the
student cannot find taped versionsof thetext, heor she
is left with less freedom to decide when to study,
because the student must rely on someone else to read
the material to him or her.

Having an eectronic version of a book available will
allow studentsto use different programs to trandate a
textbook into a more useful medium. For example,
some visually impaired people have programs that
expand the print size on a computer screen to amuch
larger sizeor that can trand ate an el ectronic version of
a book into braille or into an audible version. In the
end this will provide a blind or otherwise “print
impaired” individual with the same opportunity to buy
textbooks that other students have.

Against:

Questions have been raised about the potential costs
that this requirement could impose upon textbook
publishers. An eectronic version of atextbook could
be significantly more costly than a print version;
limiting the publishers to charging only the amount
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charged for aprint version, asthe bill would do, could
impose a significant burden on such publishers.
Furthermore, there is the risk that requiring the
provision of eectronic versions of a hill could raise
intellectual property issues.

Response:

According to a representative from RFB&D, similar
legidation already existsin Californiaand hasnot has
not lead to significant protests from publishing
companies there. Further, it should be noted that
although the hill requires publishers to provide
electronicversions, it containsno penalty for thosethat
do not. Providing eectronic versions of textbooks for
people with "print disabilities® (which include
blindness, visual impairments, learning disabilities or
other physical disahilities) issimply the right thing to
do. People with disabilities should not have their
access to textbooks limited when simple ways to
improve their access already exist.

POSITIONS:

Recording for the Blind and Dydexic (a non-profit
volunteer service organization that provides
educational materials in recorded and computerized
formats) supports the hill. (6-6-00)

Analyst: W. Flory

mThis analysis was prepared by nonpartisan House staff for use by
House members in their deliberations, and does not congtitute an
official statement of legidative intent.
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