Textbook Production and Use in French-speaking Belgium: An Overview from the Wallonia-Brussels Federation

Ingrid MAYEUR (ULiège, UR DIDACTIfen/Traverses)

In French-speaking Belgium, education is a competence under the responsibility of the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, i.e. a community authority within a federal state[footnoteRef:1]. This paper aims to provide an overview of textbook production and use in this area, within a national context. It draws primarily on a survey conducted in August 2024 by the Belgian daily Le Soir, supplemented by a consultation of institutional literature and publishers’ resources. From this corpus, a picture emerges that highlights the issues and tensions surrounding the role of textbook in French-speaking Belgium, such as pedagogical freedom vs. compliance with institutional requirements, the principle of free education vs. the recovery of publishing costs and expected vs. actual uses. [1:  To put it briefly, Belgium is a federal state divided into three regions corresponding to territories (regional competences thus relate to infrastructure, the environment, etc.) and three communities corresponding to linguistic groups (Dutch-, German- and French-speaking citizens: community competences thus relate to culture, education, personal assistance, etc.).] 

***
Who publishes the textbooks (government, private sector, teachers)?
Although education remains a public competence in Belgium, school textbooks are generally produced by publishers from the private sector. It should be noted that the Belgian market is very specific, as it is characterized by (i) its small size and fragmentation among linguistic communities as well as school systems, and (ii) a concentration of educational publishers following a series of acquisitions: De Boeck was absorbed by Van In in 2016, and Plantyn acquired Erasme/Averbode in 2022 (Bialas 2024a; 2024c; Éditions Plantyn 2022). As a result, Plantyn and Van In together hold 85% of the Belgian market[footnoteRef:2]. These two players, originally Belgian, are now owned by foreign groups[footnoteRef:3] (ibid.).  [2:  According to the estimations of Benoît Dubois, Director of the Association of Belgian French-Language Publishers (Adeb) and former head of Averbode Publishing (Bialas 2024c).]  [3:  Van In is part of the Finnish group SANOMA (see https://www.sanomalearning.com/en/who-we-are/our-learning-companies/van-in/) while Plantyn is part of the Dutch publisher Infinitas Learning (https://www.infinitaslearning.com/company/plantyn/). ] 

National selection or approval committee (with grids specifying what is expected)
In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, curriculum standards are defined by public policy, while each school system (official, free/publicly funded religious or not, etc.) defines its own program, which is intended to achieve the expected learning outcomes. Editorial teams thus design textbooks based on these programs — which sometimes poses a challenge due to the variations between them (Bialas 2024c) —, even if freedom of conception prevails. Prior to their release, textbooks are evaluated by a panel of teachers and students (regarding, for instance, their alignment with the programs or suitability for the target audience) (ibid.). Unlike in the past, when textbooks were submitted for approval by a steering committee after publication, the educational institution no longer issues external certification. However, the publisher sign a charter in which it undertakes to respect certain values in order to be included on a list that allows schools to request funding to purchase them (Bialas 2024a; Communauté française [2019] 2024). More precisely, the Decree of February 7th, 2019 (updated on September 19th, 2024) on the acquisition of textbooks, digital resources, teaching tools and materials, and literary books in schools, specifies the principles that must be guaranteed by the school authorities when purchasing their learning materials: (i) respect for fundamental rights (equality, non-discrimination, etc.); (ii) compliance with the knowledge, know-how, and skills set out in the reference frameworks; (iii) consideration of the priority missions of education[footnoteRef:4] and (iv) the prevention of any political propaganda, commercial activity, or disloyal competition between schools (Communauté française [2019] 2024, art. 3, §1). Textbooks that comply with these requirements are labeled by the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, so that their acquisition by schools can be funded (see below, “Who buys the textbooks?”). [4:  These missions are defined in the “Missions” Decree and reiterated in the “Education Code” (Communauté française 1997; 2019). They are based on (i) promoting students’ personal development; (ii) acquiring a range of competencies that prepare them for lifelong learning and active participation in social, cultural, and economic life; (iii) preparing them to become active citizens contributing to a democratic society; and (iv) ensuring equal opportunities for social emancipation (Communauté française 2019, art. 1.4.1-1.).] 

Who writes the textbooks (teachers, inspectors, non-fiction authors, etc.)?
In-service teachers make up the large majority of textbook authors (Bialas 2024a)[footnoteRef:5]. Writing textbooks is therefore a complementary activity: the royalties are insufficient to constitute a main source of income. Authors design textbooks within the supervision of editors and taking into account the feedback of the evaluation panel (ibid.). [5:  On Plantyn’s website, it is stated that each textbook is produced by a teacher’s team (https://www.plantyn.com/fr-BE/auteurs). On a promotional video displayed on its website (https://www.vanin.be/auteurs/), Van In indicates: “Our learning materials are developed by teachers” (https://youtu.be/EGvUfuPiRMc [0:31]) ] 

Who chooses the textbooks used in a school?
Given the pedagogical freedom that prevails in French-speaking Belgian education, in principle no constraints can be imposed for or against the use of textbooks in the classroom (Bialas 2024b). In fact, teachers play a major role, by promoting or advising against certain textbooks (ibid.). In addition, governmental policy for funding (as explained in the next section) also influences this selection. 
Who buys the textbooks (parents, government, etc.)?
As schooling is supposed to be constitutionally guaranteed free in Belgium, the use of textbooks also raises the question of the cost of materials. For basic and primary schools, textbooks should be bought by the institutions, while for secondary schools they are considered as “optional fees” (Bialas 2024c). Some secondary schools therefore offer the option of renting books for the year. The government provides a subsidy called Manolo to help primary and secondary schools purchase textbooks and educational equipment[footnoteRef:6]. As already explained in a previous section, this funding is governed by the Decree of February 7th, 2019 (updated on September 19th, 2024) on the acquisition of textbooks, digital resources, teaching tools and materials, and literary books in schools. [6:  Condition for funding as well as legal basis are stated under the link http://www.enseignement.be/index.php?page=28586 ] 

Data on use by pupils and teachers?
Actual uses remains dependent on the culture of the school but also largely vary among pedagogical teams or disciplines (Bialas 2024a; Hutin 2024). Few data are available that would provide information on the actual place in French-speaking Belgian classrooms, as well as their impact: from this point of view, there’s a lack of recent study but also difficulty to separate variables to specify the effectiveness on the learning process (ibid.). Despite this, textbooks uses seems to be back in force, according to the minister in charge, V. Glatigny, basing her comments on feedback from those working in the field (Bialas 2024c). A recent survey shows that 31% among French-speaking teachers considers that the use of textbooks with their digital extensions is about to increase. This trend is more pronounced than in Flanders, where the use of textbooks is more commonplace (Hutin 2024). 
Paper/digital debate? AI and textbooks
Digital technology for education is seen as a challenge by publishers active in the Belgian French-speaking education field, with potential opportunities for creating and adapting existing content. It’s also perceived as a tool for differentiation, allowing exercises to be diversified according to student profiles, where pedagogical differentiation is positioned as a major issue in current school policies (Hutin 2024). As it stands, hybrid approaches are favored by publishers[footnoteRef:7]; however, the publication of digital materials involves significant costs and the publishing model currently remains that of the printed textbook (Bialas 2024c). Besides, difficulties may arise when it comes to coordinating paper textbooks and digital extensions; however, updating digital content is possible by relying on feedback on actual textbook use in the classroom (Bialas 2024a).  [7:  Van In offers digital platforms to complement to paper textbooks — Wazzou for primary schools, Udiddit and iDiddit for secondary schools (https://www.vanin.be/fr/fondamental/wazzou/; https://www.vanin.be/fr/secondaire/outils-numeriques/udiddit/; https://www.vanin.be/fr/secondaire/outils-numeriques/ididdit/). Plantyn runs the Scoodle platform with dedicated sections for primary and secondary schools (https://www.plantyn.com/fr-BE/home). ] 

In the context of the Pact for Excellence in Education[footnoteRef:8] was edicted in 2019 a Digital Strategy for Education in Wallonia-Brussels Federation (Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles 2019) involving infrastructures creation; among others the e-classe platform making available learning materials to the educative community. Although this is not really about textbooks, it provides additional learning materials coming from a wide range of producers (including institutional one) and having been validated (by institution or peers)[footnoteRef:9]; in particular, resources produced by audiovisual media that can be used as “opportunity resources” (Puimatto 2014, paragr. 22) in complement of other learning materials.   [8:  Implemented since 2017 and involving, among other things, a rewriting of programs (see http://www.enseignement.be/index.php?page=28280).  ]  [9:  The functioning of the e-classe platform is explained in particular under its webpages “À propos” (https://www.e-classe.be/apropos) and “Aide” (https://www.e-classe.be/aide). ] 
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