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Abstract: This paper presents some preliminary reflections on the emergent field of e-textbooks. It seeks to raise awareness to relevant areas of research as different countries make policy transition to replace a pedagogical tool which can be considered to have been one of the driving forces of the classroom experience: the textbook. It is argued pedagogical practices, engagement of key stakeholders and empirically based study of e-textbooks are priority areas of enquiry in the field. The educational sector has been progressively developing strategies to encourage innovation aimed at the development of e-literacy and digital learning in schools. It will be an exciting intellectual adventure to observe the role e-textbooks will play in this rapidly changing educational landscape.

Introduction


Many educators, motivated by European policies, social change, new pedagogical tendencies or their students’ new communication styles, have now taken initiatives to incorporate computer mediated communication tools that enhance social networking and knowledge sharing on a global scale. There is now an infinite variety of resources instantly available to educators on internet. In this context, educational publishers seem to have realized if textbooks are to maintain their long acknowledged role as a driver of the classroom experience, they will have to be redesigned. In the United States, State laws, many of which have been rewritten to include digital content as an acceptable use of state textbook funding, will serve as catalysts that spur the transition to e-textbooks. In Europe, Member States have invested billions in large digital literacy programmes over the last ten years as part of their Lisbon priorities for information society. In fact the European Parliament and European Council listed the Digital Competence as one of the eight essential skills in its Recommendation on Key Competences for Lifelong Learning, of 18 December 2006. As a consequence, educational institutions across Europe have developed an interest in the adoption and use of digital resources. 
According to the 2009 report commissioned by the European Commission, Indicators of ICT use in Primary and Secondary Education, in some countries the intention is explicitly formulated that ICT should be a daily part of students learning activities, which is an example of an explicit educational policy objective dealing with promoting the opportunities of students to learn with and/or about ICT. Nevertheless, explicit mention to e-textbooks is rare or absent. The widespread use of Information Communication Technologies (ICT) in all areas has a direct effect upon the way in which the world is perceived. It is now undeniable that technology is an essential part of the educational landscape and it is now not possible to conceptualize education any longer based exclusively on the relatively stable technologies used until a few years ago, like books, chalk and chalkboard. It is increasingly necessary for researchers and educators committed to the improvement of pedagogical methods or to the understanding of text production, consumption and distribution to consider social relations and knowledge construction processes under the new conditions of the digital age. 
The way knowledge is represented, the modes and media chosen, is a crucial aspect of knowledge construction, which makes the form of representation integral to meaning and more generally to learning. This has profound consequences for the processes of reading and writing, whether we consider learning stages or the way these activities are now performed. The former constellation of book as medium and writing as mode is progressively including the new constellation of screen as medium and image as mode (Kress, 2003). Even if the traditional textbook does not play a role in this new educational landscape, we should ask, will e-textbooks?
Mapping the field
In the present moment, there is no unified body of information that can tell which European countries use e-textbooks, how they finance them, what policies are used in the decision making processes, how many students have already replaced paper textbooks for the electronic ones or will do it soon, what differences there are between paper and e-textbooks or what changes in the learning process when educators use e-textbooks. These are all questions that need to be addressed by educational researchers.

Given the novelty of this theme, the Florida State University PALM Center’s white paper is one of the few current research initiatives specifically dedicated to e-textbooks. It explores the different types of e-textbooks and weighs the benefits and drawbacks of each format for schools. The researchers examine the advantages and challenges of the growing use of e-textbooks and make recommendations for school librarians’ roles in the e-textbook implementation process. While specifically applying to the North American context, no differences between traditional textbooks and digital ones or how e-textbooks change the learning experience are accounted for.
According to the 2011 Horizon Report, electronic books are moving closer to mainstream adoption for educational institutions. The report identifies the entrance of electronic books into mainstream use for teaching, learning, or creative inquiry in a near-term horizon - that is, within the next 12 months. Rather than making predictions, the report intends to highlight emerging technologies with considerable potential for our focus areas of teaching, learning, and creative inquiry. What make electronic books a potentially transformative technology are the new kinds of reading experiences that they make possible. One obvious application is its potential to be useful for people who were otherwise marginalized in terms of reading, like students with special needs. For example, turning pages without losing your place can be difficult for someone who lacks fine motor control and standard font sizes make it difficult for some people to view the text. Electronic books are expected to have, however, a far more reaching pedagogical potential.

Electronic books have the potential to transform the way we interact with reading material of all kinds, from popular titles to scholarly works. The multimedia computer network can integrate linguistic information, pictorial, auditory, kinesics, tactile information in ways that are impossible in the traditional textbook. Language, both written and spoken, as well as the relationship between these two modes, is radically transformed by technology in multimedia networks. It is vital researchers explore the possible consequences of these changes. One thing seems certain: it will have implications for learning and the way we represent the world, as different semiotic modalities can produce different cognitive outputs. Though European Member States have invested billions in research into the uses of ICT in education, for example digital competence development and multimedia learning, less attention has been paid to the emergent field of e-books, and more specifically, quality and pedagogical implementation criteria for new e-textbooks. Educational institutions still lack coherent strategies and criteria for evaluating the potential of multimedia textbooks in their educational contexts. New analytical tools and new theoretical frameworks are needed to help us understand the ways in which e-books can transform human perception, cognition, action, language and pedagogical practices, individually and collectively. Without endeavoring that aim, no reflective polices can be adopted.

The transition and the improvement of learning through electronic media involves partnerships and collaborations between police makers, educators, educational publishers, the IT sector, and development of commercially viable business models for e-learning resources to meet the needs of students and parents. For example, it is widely assumed that traditional and electronic textbooks offer the same essential information or content in two different media. It is assumed that the re-presentation of information, concepts or content in the new digital format simply helps students learn more efficiently and enjoyably. This viewpoint does not take into consideration that the nature of information, content, concepts, and language and how they are processed is still a challenge to researchers.

It is interesting to notice that, beyond Educational Science field of research, there seems to be a negative image of textbooks, which are generally mentioned to highlight dynamic updates made to its apparently still image of knowledge (Chem, 2011; Gulder et al, 2011; Maurelli, 2011), to acknowledge the need educators face to go beyond this restricted source of information (Pense and Losoff, 2011) or to argue against theoretical-only approaches to learning (Wiegtant, 2010; Chan, 2010). Within the Educational Science scenery, there seems to be consensus that  the textbook selection decision affects teachers, students and the overall classroom dynamic, being probably one of the most important decisions facing educators, but researchers have highlighted  textbook choice is often made in haste, based on personal preference, and affected by factors unrelated to pedagogy including limited awareness of available texts, budget restrictions, and limited availability (Garinger, 2002; Miekley, 2005).
E-textbooks, on the other hand, seem to boost a positive image among researchers, educators and students. E-textbooks are apparently more appropriate for a new generation of students which has enjoyed a technology rich environment that has socialized them towards expectations of rapid information exchange, instant gratification, and a tendency towards reduced or non-textbook reading. There is some evidence of increasing student satisfaction and higher learning efficacy levels related to e-textbooks among young and college students (Jao et al, 2005; Maynard, 2005; Nicholas et al, 2010; Seyit, 2010). However, researchers have not yet addressed e-textbook selection process or quality criteria. 
From a more theoretical perspective, e-textbooks can be approached as semiotic resources created and used at the intersection of three types of knowledge: pedagogical, technological and content knowledge (Koehler & Mishra, 2008; Mishra & Koehler, 2006). Semiotic resources may be defined as “the actions and artefacts we use to communicate, whether they are produced physiologically (...) or by means of technologies” (van Leeuwen, 2005: 3). Semiotic resources are assembled and used with communicative purposes, within broader discursive and social practices. They are produced in the course of social/cultural/political histories, which continuously evolve, thus influencing the production of new semiotic resources. In other words, in a given cultural and historical moment, social actors will be cognitively and technologically able to produce a certain range of semiotic resources. Their production generates social cultural change as people begin to interact with and through new semiotic resources. The social cultural changes produced by the existence of new semiotic resources create new cultural demands, which will eventually lead to the production of new semiotic resources. These resources extend the semiotic landscape of a given society, just like the e-books and e-textbooks are doing now. In other words, social and semiotic changes are intrinsically connected: “new social/cultural/political needs lead to new ways of communicating and to new communication technologies – as well as to new communication theories” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001: 113). One could say the limits of social change are the limits of the semiotic landscape available to a given society, in a given time and space. Obviously enough, such limits are in continuous expansion, as technological knowledge progresses and human kind develops. E-textbooks may be taken as semiotics resources in this sense, cultural artefacts produced to communicate by means of technology. They are of a specific kind, though, since they are purposefully assembled to communicate and teach: they have explicit pedagogical objectives.
Conclusions

The world is undergoing a digital revolution that will produce profound changes in the way people read in the near future, and changes in the creation and provision of content. The publishing industry has been rapidly reacting by embracing electronic publishing (e-publishing) and while the e-book market is still in its growth stage, schools have begun to use digital content as a complement to, or in some cases as a replacement for traditional paper textbooks. 

We believe future research in the field should address the following priority areas of inquiry:

1) Show what is happening out there: where and how electronic-textbooks are being used, what its impact is in the learning processes and environment, and how considerate of the characteristics of people with special needs policy makers and educational content designers and publishers have been. Changes are never isolated. Technologies, pedagogical practices and representation are all interconnected in recursive ways.

2) Engage educators, educational content publishers and designers, policy makers and parents in the discussion of the implications and consequences of e-textbook use in education - too often, educational research remains limited to the academic field.

3) And inform critical design, selection and use of e-textbooks, raising awareness across different social actors of main issues relevant for their day to day practice, based on empirical evidence.

Effective use of ICT is now considered crucial for the competitiveness in the information society. Despite the heterogeneity in the levels of ICT take-up across the educational systems, digital literacy is now regarded as vital for the development of any economy competitiveness and innovation capability. This is how digital literacy has become a basic skill in the national curriculum of many countries and educational institutions of all levels have become committed to the adoption and use of digital content. It will be an exciting intellectual adventure to observe the role e-textbooks will play in this rapidly changing educational landscape. 
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