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copy results in an infringement of copyright.2 
The relative ease of using online tools to obtain 
non-copyright compliant (infringing) copies of 
textbooks is outlined in a recent review of the 
literature on “textbook piracy.”3   What I found 
myself wondering, though, is what proportion 
of the commercially published textbooks 
adopted for U of L courses are easily findable 
online.  I thought this was worth a look, so 
I used a list of Fall 2017 adopted textbooks 
kindly provided by the U of L Bookstore to see 
how many I could find online.
As this was a quick fact-finding exercise and my 
time was limited, I used only two search tools 
to look for a downloadable copy of each unique 
title that had an ISBN.  I started each search in 
Library Genesis (LibGen), a tool described by 
Wikipedia as “a search engine for articles and 
books on various topics . . . which allows free 
access to content that is otherwise paywalled 
or not digitized elsewhere.”  For each title not 
found in LibGen, I searched Google by ISBN or 
title for a PDF copy of the book.
What did I find?  Of 562 unique book titles 
searched, 65% appeared to be downloadable:  
61% as an infringing file and 4% as a non-
infringing file (the latter were in the public 
domain or were made available by the 
copyright owner as an open access work).  For 
2 Note that if a copyright owner wishes to 
assert copyright in a work that is downloaded 
without authorization, under the “notice and notice” 
regime in the Canadian Copyright Act, the owner 
can send a notice of alleged infringement to a user’s 
Internet service provider, who must forward that 
notice to the user.
3 Cusker, J. (2016, Spring). Online textbook 
piracy: A literature review. Issues in Science and 
Technology Librarianship, 84. Retrieved from http://
www.istl.org/16-spring/reviews.html.

Copyright and Course Textbooks
Over the Fall 2017 term, an issue that 
happened to come across my desk a couple 
of times was textbook downloading.  It seems 
safe to assume that price strongly influences 
whether students will buy a given textbook.  At 
the same time, we don’t have a lot of reliable 
facts on how students size up their course 
textbook options, as available information is 
often based on informal sources or is mainly 
about students in other countries like the U.S.
So I was glad to find a recently published 
Canadian study that surveyed post-secondary 
students regarding their views and use of 
textbooks.1  Distributed by BCcampus to 
students enrolled in courses that used an open 
textbook, the survey generated responses from 
320 undergraduates in 19 different courses at 
a total of 12 universities or colleges in British 
Columbia.  Among other things, the study 
found that more than 50% of respondents said 
they had not purchased a required textbook 
at least once, and 30% said they downloaded 
textbooks from the Internet.  
While some may view extortionate textbook 
pricing as a justification of sorts for using 
whatever can be found online, in Canadian 
copyright law, downloading a work means you 
now have a copy of the work. And if the work 
is copyrighted and was made available online 
without authorization of the copyright owner, 
your download is an infringing copy.  In other 
words, the act of downloading an infringing 
1 Rajiv Sunil, J., & Jhangiani, S. (2017). 
Investigating the perceptions, use, and impact 
of open textbooks: A survey of post-secondary 
students in British Columbia. International Review 
of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 18(4). 
Retrieved from http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/
irrodl/article/view/3012/4214
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6% of the titles, despite finding no match for the exact edition, I did note one or more variant 
editions were available via LibGen.  The remaining 29% were not found at all.  Someone with 
more file-sharing savvy or a more thorough search strategy, however, could perhaps locate a 
match for at least some of the titles I did not find.
Overall, it appears almost two-thirds of last term’s adopted textbooks were downloadable.  If we 
consider only the 345 titles for which I found infringing downloadable files, 55% were located 
via Google and 45% were found in LibGen.  Most of the files identified via Google required the 
creation of a free account in order to have access.  Since I did not set up any accounts to test 
this aspect, it’s possible that some of those files are not easy to access or use, or that creating 
an account involves risky or intrusive steps that could deter some students from pursuing a 
download.
I’m still pondering what these findings tell us, but a number of further questions come to mind. 
For example, does adoption of a textbook perceived by students to be unaffordable have the 
unintended effect of increasing the likelihood that students will seek downloadable alternatives?  
Do students generally appreciate the non-copyright compliant nature of such downloads?  Do our 
policies articulate with sufficient clarity the expectation that students will conduct themselves in 
accordance with all relevant laws, including the Copyright Act?
At minimum, I think it will be useful to provide more student-focused copyright guidance 
on the University’s Copyright website, which I’ll work on this term.  If you have comments 
or questions on textbook downloading, please send them along.  In the meantime, if you are 
considering moving away from commercial textbooks, please note that in previous columns I 
have outlined some copyright-compliant alternatives to commercial textbooks that may be viable 
for some courses, including openly licensed textbooks and copyright-cleared readings selected by 
instructors that are made available in print or digital form.4    
As always, if you have copyright questions or would like advice or information on copyright 
matters in your teaching, research or other U of L work, please feel free to contact me.

E-mail: copyright@uleth.ca

Phone: 403-332-4472

Website: www.uleth.ca/copyright 

4 For example, see the March/April 2014, October 2015, and November/December 2016 columns.

Rumi Graham,
University Copyright Advisor
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