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Objective​: ​To address the high textbook costs that are negatively impacting students at 
the University of Washington.   
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Problem:  
“$300! For online homework? That’s not fair at all!” - A random student purchasing a book at the 
UW Bookstore.  
 
According to the College Board, college students spend over $1,200 on textbooks and materials 
for class each year. With the average cost of books rising four times faster than inflation, about 
65% of students skip buying required texts at some point in their career due to lack of 
affordability. A research done by VitalSource reports that students are opting not to purchase 
these textbooks result in negatively impacting their grade. New books are expensive, and most 
textbooks are only used for one quarter and tossed underneath their bed for the rest of their 
college career. Once students realize that textbooks are not worth the cost, students tend to not 
buy any more for the rest of their college career. The University of Michigan reported a 
nationwide trend of rising textbook prices. They report that its due to short revision cycles and 
packaged bundles with online homework or platforms.  
 
Through our research, we found that all students come from different financial backgrounds 
and some struggle to purchase textbooks at a fair price. Students also lack the time and ability 
to buy and sell used books on their own. So we explored through existing marketplaces that 
students can buy and sell used textbooks. 
 
There are many existing platforms, like Amazon, AbeBooks and Chegg that provide students 
with a place to buy and sell their textbooks. However, these businesses have to make money on 
each sale and will markup the book higher than the seller is willing to purchase for. Another 
advantage to our platform is that students will be dealing with other students at their university 
and will not be required to pay for shipping on top of the price of the textbook. Lastly, professors 
sometimes provide ISBNs, but when they do not, it is difficult to make sure that you are 
purchasing the correct edition of the textbook. Our platform will provide a means to connect 
with MyUW, and similar sites for other universities, so that students can enter the classes they 
are taking and get the correct textbook. Ultimately, the existing solutions are businesses first 
and do not place the needs of the students before higher margins.  
 
We want to prioritize students over businesses with our solutions in hopes that students do not 
have to worry about textbook costs. When we solve this problem, students will not have to 
report that their grades are negatively impacted due to the inability to buy textbooks. 
 

   



Page 3 

Solution: 
Starting out, we came up with multiple solutions that can cater to our problem of students 
lacking the finances and time to buy textbooks. The solution, that was feasible and in the realm 
of legality, was a used textbook trading platform. We explored through our platforms such as 
Chegg and Amazon but they were all business first models that did not take into account the 
students. The textbooks were not much cheaper than the bookstores and finding the right 
version and edition of the textbook became too vexing. We wanted to create a platform that was 
simple, straightforward, and easy to use. Ultimately, this platform should ease the financial 
burden for most of UW’s students. While allowing for an organized platform in buying and 
selling your textbooks for other students. 
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Font: Roboto 
We used this font because it's clean, neat, and modern. Google describes the font as “modern, 
yet approachable" and "emotional.” This is exactly what the product is trying to convey. We want 
to be modern in terms of buying and selling textbooks as well as being approachable.  
 
Color: #F18330   #EDEEF0              #FFFFFF 

 
When designing, the color was important in our design process. In the end, we chose an orange 
color for our main color. Orange combines the energy of red and happiness of yellow. We 
learned that orange is a very vibrant and energetic color that is considered more friendly and 
inviting, and less in-your-face. This fits into our message of wanting to create a platform that is 
user-friendly and inviting to allow more users to join our platform.  
 
Design Inspiration 
Most of the current solutions for the textbook problem already exist; however, they are all 
business focused that the company takes a cut. The other solutions also make sellers and 
buyers brunt the shipping costs as well. Since our solution is restricted only to University of 
Washington students, we eliminate the shipping costs and other fees associated with handling 
books elsewhere. We kept most wordings on the site limited to keep it simple and obtain what 
the user needs without having to read much of the website. 
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Evaluation: 
The cognitive walkthrough is the best evaluation method we could use for our website. This is 
because our solution is straightforward in terms of accomplishing their tasks and the cognitive 
walkthrough tests to see if there are any breakdowns and evaluate where the problem could be 
better designed. As a result, we carried out one cognitive walkthrough with another student. We 
came up with a list of tasks that we would ask throughout the evaluations. 

1. Log into your account 
2. Find a textbook 
3. View seller’s profile 
4. Message the seller 
5. Put a book up for sale 
6. View own profile 

 
Evaluation Results 

1. Log into your account 
Users were able to log into their account through the MyUW login. 

2. Find a textbook for the asked class 
User struggles, when they log in, they get to the “Edit Profile” Page and do not know 
where to click next to find where textbooks are available. 

3. View seller’s profile 
Users were able to get to seller’s profile intuitively. 

4. Message the seller 
Users were able to message the seller of a book. 

5. Put a book up for sale 
Users were able to get to the page to sell the book. 

6. View own profile and edit 
Users were able to view and edit their own profile. 
 

We discovered that the user struggled with one thing. When they first signed up, the website 
took them to the edit profile page. This page did not give an obvious path for the user to make 
to get to the homepage (the page where books are available). We’ve addressed this issue in our 
final prototype. During evaluations, users wanted a filtering feature to find textbooks by price or 
condition. 
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Limitations: 
Limitations with our design are since we are implementing the MyUW system, it is only built for 
University of Washington students. This platform could be extended to other campuses with 
their unique school ID system; however, for the scope of this solution, we limited it to solving for 
University of Washington students. 
 
Another flaw we found was that version of textbooks could become outdated and outdated 
books become obsolete for our solution. While one edition changes might not be too extreme; a 
course that has homework problems out of a textbook could cause issues with outdated books. 
If a textbook for a class becomes obsolete, the textbook is useless for other students. 
 
Another limitation is that most listings are equal and sellers stand out only through the rating 
system. This could be a problem if there are fraudulent or illegitimate reviews for others. There 
is nothing a seller can do advertise himself other than price and condition of the book.  
 
Also, if there aren’t enough users, the application won’t be practical. This application relies on 
our users using the product for other students to benefit.  
 
Professors not posting textbook requirements on MyUW are also a problem for this site. This 
relies on the MyUW system, so when a professor does not update the course requirements, the 
site would not know which textbooks to display for the user. 
 
This platform is also only limited to textbooks and not course material such as online 
homework, lab coats, and clickers. These materials are just as expensive in the bookstore. 
However, our product would become much more difficult to manage when including these other 
items on our website. We could not establish a clear line into what kinds of products could be 
sold on our site. So we limited it to textbooks. 
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