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From Paper to Pixel: Digital Textbooks and Florida’s Schools  

Digital textbooks will soon be part of every classroom in the United States. This trend accompanies an imperative for schools to 

facilitate 21st century learning in which educators prepare students to learn and live productively in a global society where accurate 

and current information is a meaningful part of everyday learning. School librarians, especially those in Florida, can be key players in 

the successful implementation of digital textbooks to foster a sensible, balanced solution for educators and learners.

What is a Digital Textbook?  

Digital textbooks come in many forms ranging from: 

  

and 

digital applications.   

of each format for schools. We examine the advantages and challenges of the growing use of digital 

Textbooks and U.S. Public Education

the early years of public education when children used the books available in their own homes.  

standard practice in public schools, teachers and parents demanded uniform instructional materials. 



selected. While historically, this process tended to result in disjointed curriculum at odds with state curriculum goals, effective 

 

In public schools in the United States, textbooks are important supports for a number of teaching and learning activities. Textbooks 

Momentum is Growing for Digital Textbooks

As technology and Internet have gained presence in classrooms, instructional materials and activities have become digitally rich and 

steadily, into using digital textbooks. 

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 digital textbooks.  Already, major advancements in–and support for–digital textbooks have 

(SEDTA) is currently surveying their members in attempt to form a coalition that will identify and work to overcome policy 

and practice barriers to pursue the use open digital content  as as part of a broader strategy to rethink textbook and traditional 

instructional materials policies and practices in a digital age (State Educational Technology Directors Association [SETDA], 2010).

Digital Textbooks: A Boon to Learning?
The interest in and growth of digital textbooks can be attributed to several perceived advantages for learners. Some possible 

anytime, anywhere. Digital textbooks are also appealing for the ways in which they support learning, teaching, and technology 

integration as well as their potential to enhance the health and welfare of children.

Digital Textbooks Support 21st Century Learners 

of instruction demands that teachers adopt a more interactive approach to delivering content through the use of multimedia and 

collaboration. This approach to delivering content will help to keep students motivated and engaged in learning.

Kids are wired differently these days...They’re digitally nimble. They multitask, transpose and extrapolate. And they think of knowledge as 



Digital textbooks increase opportunities to learn. The use of digital textbooks can help teachers avoid wasted instruction time due to 

the distribution and collection of textbooks, students with forgotten or lost textbooks and incomplete homework. The convenience of 

the online format means that the student textbook is always at hand.

 

Digital textbooks can provide access to a wealth of information that is readily retrievable from the 

Internet.  Digital texts can make access to information expeditious and mobile, and convenient for 

students who have been absent. The appeal of this convenience can be seen in higher education where 

many universities have provided digital textbooks to students. Princeton University began selling 

children to read their books, often offer companion Web sites that are graphically rich and able to engage readers in numerous ways. 

(Lowman, 2010).

Digital Textbooks Promote Good Teaching

outdated in print textbooks, students using digital textbooks can access news about current events and link to information and media 

that enriches a learning encounter. And, teachers are encouraged to collaborate with one another to select complementary online 

  

Digital textbooks enable differentiation. All teachers have an imperative to differentiate their instruction 

distracted can take advantage of the multimedia capabilities of the digital textbook to stay active and 

focused. This variety of supports is particularly helpful to English Language Learner (ELL) students, a 

nearly every assignment because of online encyclopedias/databases, online texts, blogs and other Web sites and search engines. 

--Hayley H., posted on the Room for Debate blog

The students in my general chemistry class almost never open their textbook. My reason: The less I use the book, the more they learn...

Lessons become clearer when I link the topic to an issue that affects them personally.
--Geoff Ruth, chemistry and biology teacher, Leadership High School, San Francisco 

 



likelihood they will grasp concepts.

Digital Textbooks Promote Improved Technology Integration

Connection, 2008) and part of the vision of almost all school administrators (Project Tomorrow, 2010).

Digital Textbooks Make Financial Sense 

Billions of dollars are spent on print textbooks every year. Florida, California and Texas, accounted for more that $1.1 billion in 

close to $200. As textbooks become more readily available in multiple formats, the difference in cost between the various formats can 

Schools  using digital textbooks can receive updated information by the publisher, without having to replace the entire textbook 

Digital Textbooks Improve Local Control Over Curriculum 

The textbook industry currently functions as an oligopoly in which a few companies control the market. In some instances, these 

companies are not operating in the best interests of the school districts and work to perpetuate the perception that their content 

is superior to any open content that may be available. They offer different pricing to different districts and force districts into 

encounter at school (paper, pencil, and print texts), and those they practice in their daily lives outside the school environment (Web 
2.0). One way to bridge such incongruity is to expand the types of texts students are exposed to and engaged with at school by turning 
attention to electronic books.

e-Reading and e-Responding: New tools for the next generation of readers - Lorretta Larson

We spend about $81 per student each year on textbooks but only $19 per student on all of the digital content we subscribe to—and that 
includes a broad collection of multimedia resources, databases, and interactive lessons.



are the ways in which textbooks are actually used in the classroom studied or linked to student outcomes. So, in many ways, the 

of rigorous instructional materials have been blamed for constraining learning and narrowing curriculum. Even when curriculum 

in favor of local control or no control, threatens to leave educational resources subject to the vagaries of community funding, local 

have the ability to create custom textbooks in which they add chapters from a variety of selected books, other relevant articles and 

resources, and even their own materials (Fiorello, 2010).

Digital Textbooks Protect Children’s Health and Safety 

too heavy or are worn incorrectly can cause physical harm for children and teenagers. In addition 

to poor posture, damage can be done to muscles and joints, leading to back, neck and shoulder 

also accessible to students online at home or at school, eliminating the need to transport heavy print textbooks in their backpacks for 

use to do homework assignments.

  

Digital Textbooks Protect The Environment

energy use and pollution related to printing and transporting books, deforestation, and other costs related to textbook production, 

disposal, and recycling.  



The Hidden Costs of Digital Textbooks
Despite possible advantages, a move to digital textbooks poses many challenges. The cost of hardware and software licenses as well 

as updating the technology infrastructure and bandwidth capacity of schools is costly. Putting a laptop or other reader device in 

the hands of every student could cost millions of dollars. The executive director of the Association of American Publishers, Stephen 

hidden costs for learning, teaching, and implementation.

Digital Textbooks Compromise Comprehension And Engagement

like verifying facts. 

textbooks. The methods for calculating comprehension in digital reading are evolving and cannot be accurately calculated for 

As one elementary school principal pointed out, there is a need to make adoption decisions based on learning improvement data. She 

Digital Textbooks Exclude Visually-Impaired Learners

that singlemindedness. Our attention is scattered by all the distractions and interruptions that pour through our computers and digital 
networks. The result, a raft of psychological and neurological studies show, is cursory reading, weak comprehension and shallow 
learning...We may not want to admit it, but the medium matters. When we tell ourselves that reading is the same whether done from a 
screen or a book, we’re kidding ourselves — and cheating our kids.

---America’s Digital Schools 2008--Nicholas Carr  



and bookmarking features are inaccessible to visually impaired users. Images are excluded from screen readers, thus obscuring a 

Disabilities Act (ADA) (United States Department of Justice, 2010). In June 2010, the United States Department of Education 

Digital Textbooks Perpetuate Socioeconomic Gaps In Education

entire texts (Allen, 2008). Printers, paper, and ink can be added to the list of hidden costs, that may, by necessity, shift to the school 

Ancillary costs of digital textbooks erode savings. School administrators cite cost savings as the main reason to select digital 

For many schools, investing in digital textbooks results in duplicate expenditures. Learning management systems (e.g., Blackboard 

and Moodle) are used by an increasing number of districts. They come populated with digital resources which are as comprehensive 

teaching and may be reluctant to revise current pedagogy to switch to digital textbooks. Until a standard format for digital text is 

learners and educators.

If we don’t consider individuals with disabilities when we integrate new technologies into the educational environment, students with 

advances. This result would be inconsistent with our civil rights laws. 
---Russlynn Ali, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education



Current Internet Connectivity Cannot Support Digital Textbook Use

technology infrastructures were ready to handle the demands of digital materials and the accompanying growth in devices 

experience is essential when students do not have printed textbooks to rely upon, schools cannot afford to absorb this cost for 

Although some research has suggested that issues of broadband accessibility have been circumvented by the use of mobile devices 

Teachers Are Not Prepared To Make Best Use Of Digital Content

At about $100 per student per year, districts often do not plan for the substantial time and investment in professional development 

of technology into everyday classroom practices must be sustained by ongoing professional development. The investment in 

infrastructure enhancements, hardware upgrades, and mobile learning initiatives, has yet to be matched with an investment in human 

Digital Textbooks Will Not Resolve Flaws In Traditional Curricula

The growth in machines and the changing mix of applications are driving dramatic growth in required Internet bandwidth that most 
school districts and states have not yet predicted. 

---America’s Digital Schools 2008--Nicholas Carr 



of mathematics and science, declining student motivation, and even lack of high school completion. Before digital textbooks can 

be credited with enhancing learning, curricula must be reformed to focus in depth on key topics and give students a common set of 

educational concepts upon which to build. In the pressure of daily instruction in a high stakes environment, textbooks become an 

essential tool of enacted curriculum and, as a result, teachers cover numerous topics shallowly in an effort to complete the range of 

material contained in the textbook. Splintered adoptions of digital textbooks without national or even statewide agreement upon the 

uses for and content in digital textbooks may only exacerbate this issue further. 

Florida: The Next Digital Textbook Frontier?

to take the lead.  Currently, in many districts across the state, students and teachers access digital versions of their current textbooks 

often attracted to the perceived cost savings that are linked to their adoption. Each year, Florida adopts instructional materials for 

resources like workbooks and kits. Selected subject areas are called for adoption each year on a rotating basis, usually for a period 

those materials are expected to meet. 

Although the textbook adoption process in Florida has a long tradition, digital textbooks are coming to the fore. A new state initiative 

download and print the books, or they can buy bound volumes at about half the cost of normal textbooks. As an example, students 

(Catalanello, 2010).



  

Teacher Instructional Partner

Access

textbooks and relevant resouces available in 
the school and school library

textbooks and other relevant resources 
available in the school and school library  

effective use of digital textbooks and relevant resources 

with disabilities) and teachers via logon and password 
information,and effective ways for printing needed 
information

curriculum mapping and sharing connections and overlap 
with teachers  

Skill

digital textbooks

which teachers participate in online learning 
experiences 

textbooks, relevant resources, and 21st Century Skills

use of  digital textbooks and relevant resources

instruction   

Teacher Instructional Partner

Policy

limitations, copyright and safety implications 
of digital textbook applications to promote reports to administration and school board

Motivation

learners 
relevant resources with other teachers

 
Set up stations in the library for individual and small group 
training   



Program Leader Even Further

from home and other locations

that enhance digital textbooks and 

   

for hardware platforms

free resources that enhance digital textbook 
lessons 

the use of digital textbooks
  

impact of digital textbooks on them and their 
children

online learning options that enhance 
digital textbooks

interactions with student, faculty and 
experts in remote locations

 

with access for further program 
development

that enhance the digital textbook 
curriculum  

needs

administration and new applications use

use of digital textbooks 

learning digital videos and resources 
relevant to digital textbooks

textbook activities into school 
television production 

 

digital textbooks 

Program Leader Even Further

to collecting and describing resources 
relevant to digital textbooks

include digital textbooks  

application needs and communicate those to 
district personnel 

adjust on an ongoing basis
 

committees and legislative initiatives 
dealing with digital textbooks

lessons and teacher feedback digital textbooks

using digital textbooks
  

encourage a postive transition to digital 
textbooks

student learners to share ideas and 
projects as a result of using digital 
textbooks



Digital Textbooks Can Extend School Librarians’ Reach

Digital textbooks represent another opportunity for school librarians to enhance their vital leadership in teaching and learning. 

resources may even free up funds to create stronger digital collections. In an age when many school librarians are not sure about the 

continued relevance of their promotion of reading and love of books, ebooks and digital textbooks may represent a fresh way to con

of Education has urged the district to seek technical assistance in their plan for deployment to remain  in compliance with the ADA 

(Schaffhauser, 2010a).

the state of Florida and external resources can create licensing issues for our clients (i.e. the client would have to purchase a license to 

use the external resource in addition to purchasing the course)...We do have a former [school librarian] on our team who works with 

Again, Florida is leading educational trends with the growth of FLVS and the challenges virtual school educators and learners face in 

accessing digital content. The results of a 2010 survey conducted by Blackboard, Inc., and Project Tomorrow suggested that demand 

for online learning for credit forward, credit recovery, and curriculum supplementation is skyrocketing in all secondary grades 

Alabama Kentucky North Dakota

Arkansas Louisiana Oregon

Florida Maryland South Dakota

Georgia Michigan Texas

Hawaii Mississippi Utah

Idaho Missouri Virginia

Illinois New Mexico West Virginia

North Carolina Wisconsin

Our good and passionate teachers have long deviated from the standard textbook to add or include additional info they felt was 
necessary. I have watched them skip over chapter after chapter of expensive textbooks because the content is not presented in a way that 
was conducive to teaching and learning in their classrooms...I can even see in the future where our high school teachers will be creating 
their own textbooks from the digital resources they have collected over the years just as many college professors have already done.  

the learning process. 
---Cana Nudi, NBCT school librarian, Chiles High School, Tallahassee, FL 



intensive reading class would demonstrate an increased interest in reading when using electronic readers as opposed to traditional 

teachers, reading coach, school librarian, and principal monitored the progress of the program, discussed challenges that arose, and 

brainstormed solutions.  

traditional book and it helped to concentrate or raise their comprehension level (McTigue, 2010).  Teachers were also positive.  

that they could each put their own bookmarks for where they left off whereas sometimes in class with the traditional books, some of 

For school librarians who currently manage physical textbook circulation, digital textbooks will not eliminate this important duty or 

cause a shift to classroom resource collections over library collections. Digital textbooks will represent an important transformation 

in the way school librarians are involved with the resource base of the school. As School Library Journal 

Challenge Solution

the school account 

hold down the power button or take out the battery and plug 

into a power source. 

print editions



Studies who studies how school librarians can successfully integrate open content into their collections and services maintains, 

Two leaders in the digital book movement for schools, the aforementioned Forney Independent School District and Cushing Academy, 

Just So Stories, 

 The Confessions of Nat Turner

by the school showed students were not turning to printed materials for research, instead they were going online. So, instead of a 

20,000 volume collection of print books, Cushing will now have a database of millions of digital textbooks from which students will 

been reported in Florida where broadband connectivity has been upgraded and school librarians provide tech coordination, support, 

--Scott, commenter on Room for Debate blog 



(Springen, 2010).

  

Recommendations 

For Educational Policymakers 

 

 

 

 

  Support the creation of a national or statewide clearinghouse of digital educational material. Many states already have 

digital libraries for educators. Support continued funding for these resources and development of tools that allow school 

librarians and teachers to access them more readily.  

  Pilot the use of digital textbooks in a limited number of districts. Measure the kinds of learning that results from print 

 

 

home access to the Internet or computer.  

For School Administrators 

  Provide professional development to teachers to ease the transition to digital textbooks and ameliorate classroom manage

ment, instructional design, and technology implementation burdens that may result from the shift.  

  Upgrade the district bandwidth to the maximum possible to ensure that content remains readily accessible, even in peak use 

 

  Integrate school libraries into the local adoption and distribution process. School librarians have the expertise to develop cir

culation strategies for digital textbooks and, in many cases, already support the devices that will be used to interact with the 

 

 

 



For School Librarians 
 

ideas for you to use digital textbooks to enhance your leadership activities. 

 

text can work together to promote understanding of a concept. Think of how you can assemble from songs, audiobooks, 

 

 

get the teachers and students to try out your cataloging system.  
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About the PALM Center

The PALM Center offers an array of services to support school librarians and other educators in Florida, throughout the United States, 

assist with your research and evaluation needs in school and informal educational settings.

Current Projects
Leadership in Action

 is an initiative composed of two projects that resulted in a leadership curriculum for school library media specialists 

Digital Libraries to School Libraries (DL2SL) – A three year study of the development, deployment, and implementation of push 

technology and professional development for the integration of digital learning objects into online catalog software and learning 

DLConnect focuses on dissemination of National STEM Education Digital Library (NSDL) resources within school settings through 

The PALM Center
008 Louis Shores Building

Contact

www.palmcenter.fsu.edu
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