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For some teachers, school textbooks are like old friends. For others, they are stockroom pariahs which encourage passivity and deadly conformity from students. But at their best, textbooks provide resources and strategies that few hard-pressed teachers could ever consistently muster lesson by lesson.

In an age of greater curriculum control, a tighter testing regime, and new developments in electronic publishing, what is the future of the traditional school textbook?

When I started writing English coursebooks around ten years ago, I hammered out ideas on an old-fangled Amstrad, sent off the dot-matrix printout, and waited eighteen months to see the result. They were often motley compendiums of ideas and approaches, relatively unaffected by syllabus needs.

Suddenly all that has changed. Textbooks have to match national curriculum requirements in order to sell. Syllabus relevance has become paramount. And increasingly they need to provide something more than words and images on the page. 

One new trend is to provide a wider range of accompanying resources, aimed at more closely matching students’ individual needs. For example, last year I worked on three projects, all to be published this year. Between them, they show the way the school textbook has developed. One will provide free additional resources on the publisher’s website, including email support. The next includes five CD-roms of student-friendly resources. The last – again on CD-ROM - starts by testing students’ current strengths and weaknesses, maps out an individual study programme, and then presents a tailor-made revision plan for each student. 

The writing process itself has changed too from those early Amstrad days. My latest project was managed by a freelance telecommuter in London, the manuscript emailed back and forth between London, Suffolk and Moscow, with occasional queries from the marketing director in Massachusetts.

As the old certainties of teachers, blackboards and desks fade away, so school textbooks are responding to the individual needs of students. 

The textbook isn’t dead. It has been reinvented.

Geoff Barton has written and edited more than 30 English textbooks.

The changing face of school textbooks. Comments from three publishers:

Kay Symons, Managing Director of Secondary Publishing, Heinemann:

“The coursebook has become more responsive to curriculum needs. Sometimes this is done within the same course, such as the Core and Foundation editions of most of our history, geography and RE titles, where the same book has text at different levels, or as parallel books (up to 3 for maths). These books are designed so that they follow the same content, but are pitched at different levels and move at a different pace for thorough differentiation.”
Andrew Thraves, Publishing Manager for Secondary Humanities at Longman:

“There is some evidence that the impact of the primary literacy and numeracy frameworks means that teachers are questioning the relevancy of the all-embracing scheme, and instead prefer to pick and mix. However, at secondary level the core course is still king. This is down to two things: first, when budgets are tight (as they always are!) the core text still offers the most practical and cost-effective way for teachers to teach whole class groups/year groups the key requirements of the syllabus; second, at times of significant curriculum change the coursebook acts as a 'security blanket'”

Brenda Stones, Editorial Director at Oxford University Press:

“Funding is the major influence. If there's money for literacy or numeracy, it affects sales hugely. Secondly, syllabus developments have a major impact and publishers need to be able to give a very fast-footed response. Our whole life is devoted to A Levels at the moment: should we split AS/A2, should we go for board-specific texts, will discount influence teachers' ultimate choice? Then as soon as A-level is won or lost, the next looming development is KS3 Schemes of Work. These were a real side-swipe, just when we thought the revised national curriculum was not too significant. So we've had to change all our current KS3 projects to fit the latest trends.”

