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Abstract 

This study aims to explore the quality of Malaysian history textbooks from the perspectives of teachers and 
students as well as to identify the skills of using history textbooks among teachers and students. The survey 
respondents comprised of one hundred teachers and one hundred students that were randomly selected from 
national secondary schools in Malaysia. The survey used questionnaire as an instrument to collect data. Data 
analysis involves descriptive and inferential statistics. The results show that Malaysian history textbooks are not 
only used as a reference, but also as teaching aids. Although the majority of teachers and students are satisfied 
with the quality of textbooks, the following aspects have become an issue: quality of language, illustrations and 
repetition of topics. The skills of using textbooks among teachers and students are average. Overall, this study 
showed that teachers are not fully proficient in using the history textbooks especially in creativity and integrating 
the content of the textbooks with the information and communication technology (ICT). Results also showed that 
there was no significant difference between genders in using textbooks. This study recommends that the Ministry 
of Education of Malaysia should organise special training for enhancing the skills of using history textbooks for 
both teachers and students. This will guarantee that the history textbooks are used effectively.  
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1. Introduction 

History is related to the past. Throughout history, one can learn about the success of the nation. This allows the 
remembrance of past glories, instilling patriotism and subsequently honouring and preserving the independence 
and sovereignty of the country. This can be seen through the syllabus of the subject in 2000, which stated that the 
lesson is to promote and strengthen the spirit of national loyalty and identity as a Malaysian citizen. Teaching 
history can create a reminiscence of historical events as the frame of reference of national awareness and 
international understanding (Ministry of Education, 2001). Malaysian history textbooks are used as a tool to 
achieve that goal. Achievement of these goals is reflected in the content of history textbooks. For instance, 
history textbook for upper secondary school, in Malaysia, contains nine chapters in which the first three chapters 
are related to nationalism in the Southeast Asia and Malaysia. It is then followed by five chapters covering the 
struggles in relation to the formation of Malaysia and the development of this country, whilst the final chapter 
entails the global issues related to Malaysia. 

History textbook is one of the important teaching and learning aids. It is often used as a resource in the teaching 
and learning history. Yet the book invites few debating issues. Among them is the dull presentation of the book 
(Abdul Razaq Ahmad & Isjoni, 2009). At the same time the topics and contents are separated and it is difficult 
for students and teachers to relate these facts to the subject as a whole (Abdul Rahim Rashid, 2000).  

In Malaysian context, the textbook is used as the main raw materials and sources of information about the 
subject in the implementation of the Integrated Curriculum for Primary Schools (ICSS) in school. Textbooks also 
reflect society’s values and hopes as well as aspirations of a nation. In Malaysia, the history textbook includes 
national principles, loving community and Vision 2020 in order to achieve the developed country status 
according to the Malaysian framework. Textbook mirrors the government’s capability. Historical development of 
Malaysian education has shown that changes in policy have always been followed by the formulation of new 
curriculum and new syllabus as well as the preparation of new textbooks. For example, the Old Curriculum of 
History subject has been replaced by the new Integrated Curriculum for secondary schools that is known as ICSS 
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since 1989. This new history curriculum emphasises the importance of critical thinking, patriotism, nationalism 
and history thinking.  

Textbooks play an important role in Malaysian education system. According to the circular distributed by the 
Ministry of Education of Malaysia (in 2001), teachers and students are required to use the textbook as the main 
source in teaching and learning history. This situation is supported by research that shows there is a positive 
correlation between the use of textbooks and academic achievement when the majority of the teachers recognize 
the importance of textbooks as teaching and learning resources (Marohaini Yusoff Abd Murad Salleh & Shahrir 
Jamaluddin, 2005). However, there are some issues with regards to the use of textbooks where most of the 
teachers and students are not skilful and creative in using the textbooks. In addition, previous research showed 
that the textbook itself does not meet the needs of students’ academic achievement at various levels. That 
research also suggests that there is no special training in the use of textbooks as subject matter in the school 
textbooks to become more important than exercises and illustrations (Marohaini Yusoff, Salleh & Abdul Murad 
Shahrir Jamaluddin, 2005).  

According to the Textbook Division, Ministry of Education of Malaysia (2001), there are certain characteristics 
concerning the quality textbooks. First, textbooks convey information about the knowledge, concepts, ideas, 
facts and principles to students. Second, they provide materials for students to master the skills. Third, they instil 
and embrace the values and attitudes which are ultimately adopted by the students. Fourth, textbooks present the 
content in a clear, systematic and logical way. Fifth, they contain an element of assessment such as activities and 
practices. Finally, they use relevant and interesting graphical material, serving to support the text. Marohaini 
Yusoff Abd Murad Salleh and Shahrir Jamaluddin (2005) have emphasized the importance of the quality 
textbooks for effective teaching and learning history. The aspects of quality textbooks that include the use of 
language, illustration, design, and questions are very important in influencing the teachers and students to use a 
textbook. Thus, evaluations of the quality aspect are closely related to the study of the use of textbooks.  

In a related study, Ping (2006) found that students' perceptions of the content of textbooks showed that only few 
respondents agreed with the suitability of the content in history textbook, while 20% of the respondents did not 
understand and were not interested in the textbook contents. However, it is difficult to make a correlation 
between the qualities of textbooks with students' interest, because there are other factors that affect students’ 
interests and attitudes towards their studies.  

A study conducted by Kamarul Azmi (2010) on Excellent Teacher of Islamic Education (ETIE) through a case 
study of eight secondary schools throughout Malaysia showed that textbooks, computers and projector are 
among the teaching aids used frequently. Data from the study showed the importance of mastering teaching aids 
including textbooks in making teaching and learning more effective and successful. Farrant (1977) emphasizes 
the importance of using teaching aids effectively as it will help students to understand the lesson. He also 
recommended that textbooks should have the quality of presentation, content, size, colour and usability.  

2. Issues and Problems 

Malaysia is a country with a centralised education system. All government schools use a standardized curriculum 
and all students are required to attend at least three national examinations namely Primary School Assessment 
Test, Lower Secondary Assessment, and Malaysian Certificate of Education examination. History subject is a 
compulsory subject for all government schools and all students must pass the history subject. To ensure that 
students learn the history of Malaysia based on accurate and authentic sources, the Ministry of Education of 
Malaysia has standardized textbooks for all subjects including history. Although there are some improvements in 
the textbooks as an initiative to enhance the interest of students, reports and past studies show that students are 
not interested in learning the subject (Ministry of Education, 2003; Rohana Zubir, 1987). Past studies on the 
quality of Malaysian history textbooks have focused on the aspects of content, but not on the aspects of quality 
of illustrations and usability aspects of reference materials and teaching aids (Centre for Policy Initiatives, 2011). 
Although past studies highlight that teaching aids such as textbooks attract and motivate the students to give full 
attention to the class (Kamarul Azmi, 2011), very few studies, if any, have been carried out to explore the skills 
of using history textbooks among teachers and students. In fact, until now, there is no specific study undertaken 
to identify the skills of using history textbook. Thus, this study fills the gap.  

3. The Purpose of Study 

This study aims to identify the use of Malaysian history text books for the secondary schools from both teachers 
and the students’ perspectives. Regarding the teachers, the study focuses on their perceptions of the skills of 
using history textbooks, suggestions to improve and modify the quality of history textbook, while concerning the 
students, the study involves their perceptions of the quality of textbooks and the teachers’ skills of using 
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textbooks. Moreover, the study also differentiates the above mentioned issues based on genders. 

4. Methodology 

This study used survey approach as it enables the collection of data for the purpose of description, comparison or 
explanation regarding knowledge, attitudes, practices and behaviour (Fink, 1995). Two sets of questionnaires 
were used to collect data. The first set of the questionnaires entails the skills of using the history text books from 
the teacher’s perspectives and teachers’ recommendations in terms of improvement in the quality of history 
textbooks. The second set of questionnaires consists of sections related to students’ attitudes and interests in 
history textbooks, their perceptions of the quality of textbooks and teachers’ skills of using textbooks from 
students’ perspectives. The questionnaire was adapted from Abdul Rahim Rashid (1993). Then, a panel of 
experts was recruited to validate the questionnaires in terms of face validity and content validity. In addition, the 
result of the pilot study revealed that Cronbach Alpha was between 7.8 and 7.9, that is, all the items in the 
constructs are at acceptable level regarding reliability and internal consistency. The samples consisting 100 
teachers and 100 students were selected randomly from ten secondary schools in the state of Pahang in Malaysia. 
The rationale for selecting the samples from the state of Pahang is that compared to the other states, the result of 
the students’ examination in history subject is average. Accordingly, they could make an appropriate sample for 
the current study. Furthermore, as the selected teachers have taught the students from the same schools, thus they 
can also be a suitable sample for this study. The obtained data was analysed using descriptive and inferential 
statistics using SPSS 11.5. 

5. Teachers’ Perceptions 

Overall results suggest that the teachers’ skills in using textbooks is quite high (mean=3.67). However, there are 
some elements regarding creativity (item 2), innovation (item 4), attractive leaning (item 8) which are still 
average. The contents and facts in history textbooks also become alive through teachers’ effort to associate them 
with daily life. However, the teachers' creativity can be enhanced when students reported that teachers rarely 
integrate historical content into the history textbooks with the latest technology of ICT (mean = 3.04). Data also 
showed that the students admit that teachers often use history textbooks (mean=4.13) and also guide students 
regularly (mean = 4.07). It is proven that the teachers make history textbooks as reference materials and teaching 
aids without letting students examine the facts contained therein. In fact, the students stated that teachers succeed 
in making history textbooks as an interesting media.  

Regarding the teacher's perspectives, they admit that they have quite high skills in using history textbooks 
(mean=3.68). Data shows that teachers often guide the students to understand history by using textbooks 
(mean=4.38), and often take the initiative to simplify the content of history textbooks. The teachers admitted that 
they rarely integrate ICT (mean = 3.25) with history textbooks. This shows that creativity is an issue that requires 
in-depth study in future research. Isjoni and Abdul Razaq Ahmad (2009) recommend that teacher’s creativity is 
the pillar for effective teaching history. Farrant (1977) states that a misrepresentation occurs in defining the 
function of teaching aids which stems from the practice and the decrease in frequency of use during the process 
of teaching and learning. However, this deficiency should be addressed through modification and creativity of a 
teacher.  

 

Table 1. The skills of using history textbooks from the teacher’s perspectives 

 Item (n=100) Mean Frequency 
Deviation 

Level 

1 I use the textbook merely as a teaching aid without consulting other 
books. 

2.38 0.74 Low 

2 I always simplify their subject matter / text found in textbooks.  4.38 0.52 High 

3 I always associate the content of textbooks with the latest issues.  4.13 0.64 High 

4 I always modify the subject matter contained in the textbook with the 
aid of ICT. 

3.25 0.71 Medium

5 I always guide students to understand the text in the textbook.  4.38 0.74 High 

6 I use the textbooks as a Medium effectively.  3.38 1.19 Medium

7 I prefer to refer other reference material and not rely solely on history 
textbooks.  

4.25 1.17 High 
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8 I manage to make teaching and learning more interesting even if only 
using history textbooks as reference material.  

3.25 1.04 Medium

 Average 3.68 0.84  

 

Table 2. Teachers’ skills of using textbooks from students’ perspectives 

 Item (n=100) Mean Deviation 

Frequency 

Level 

1 My history teacher uses appropriate texts in his teaching. 4.13 0.87 High 

2 My history teacher uses textbooks only as teaching aid 

without other books. 

3.07 0.99 Medium 

3 My history teacher can relate contents in textbooks with latest 

issues. 

3.98 1.03 High 

4 My history teacher always modifies the contents of textbooks 

in relation to ICT 

3.04 0.88 Medium 

5  My History teacher always guides me to understand the text 

in the textbooks. 

4.07 0.74 High 

6 During the learning of history my teacher always makes the 

books as good teaching aids. 

3.89 0.92 High 

7  I prefer that my history teacher does not refer to textbooks 

alone, but uses various sources.  

3.73 1.21 High 

8  I feel happy learning history with teacher who uses textbook 

alone in the class. 

3.16 1.13 Medium 

 

The teachers claim that they can make teaching and learning interesting and effective by using history textbooks 
as reference materials. Nevertheless, it does not mean that history teachers rely on purely historical texts. Data 
shows that teachers do not merely rely on history textbooks (mean = 2.38). Initiatives taken in diversifying 
learning resources help to make teaching and learning more relevant to the current situation and might promote 
students to become active. 

 

Table 3. The skills of using textbooks among teachers based on gender 

Dependent Variables Gender n Mean Mean Difference t Sig 

Students’ Attitudes towards textbooks Male 

Female 

47 

53 

3.6383 

3.6297 

.0086 .097 .055 

Total  100     

 

The analysis of t-test indicated that there was a significant difference between male and female teachers with 
regards to the skills of using textbook. This might be due to the standard of teachers’ training courses organised 
by the Ministry of Education. A study by Nurliah Jair (2009) showed that there is no significant difference 
between genders in teaching history.  

6. Suggestion to Improve the Quality of Using History Textbooks  

Overall, the data show that the quality of history textbooks can be improved in line with students’ expectation. 
Students want history textbooks to be modified in line with their interests. This is important as it serves as the 
main reference textbook thus modifications are necessary in order to attract students to the subject. Marohaini 
Yusoff Abd Murad Salleh & Shahrir Jamaluddin, 2005) stressed the importance of the assessment of the quality 
or standard textbooks as one of the aspects of the studies. Quality textbooks are supposed to have a simple 
language, illustration, design, and relevant questions. They are very important in influencing teachers and 
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students in using history textbooks effectively. This finding is consistent with Garinger (2001), who stated that 
textbooks should be modified including the contents of history textbooks and exercises. They should be 
presented in a clear and user-friendly way.  

 

Table 4. Suggestions to improve the quality Malaysian history textbook 

 Item (n=100) Mean Frequency 

Deviation 

Interpretation

1 Wording should be modified to be understandable language. 4.14 1.16 High 

2 The content should be reduced. 3.06 1.25 Medium 

3 Illustration for each event should be added to help me imagine 

about certain events. 

4.44 0.91 High 

4 Wordy texts should be changed into mind map. 4.41 1.02 High 

5 History textbooks should not contain repeated subject matter. 3.74 0.94 High 

6 Change the colour of illustrations to more attractive and 

cheerful colour 

4.59 0.82 High 

 Average 4.061   

 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the quality of textbooks should contain interesting illustrations, 
colourful and simple sentences easy to understand, non-recurring, and can help the process of imagination. On 
the other hand, teachers insisted that the content in the history textbooks should be transformed into a more 
concise method, and also topics need to be reduced to enhance students' understanding when studying history. 
The teachers also agreed that history facts should be summarized and multiplied with beautiful photos, and be 
synthesized in the form of themes. 

 

Table 5. Teachers’ perceptions of modification of history textbooks 

 Item (n=100) Mean Frequency 

Deviation 

Interpretation

33 The use of verse / language should be modified to a more 

understandable language.  

4.63 1.06 High 

34 The content available in textbooks should be reduced.  3.50 1.19 High 

35 Illustrations should be added to help students to imagine about 

certain historical events. 

4.75 0.46 High 

36 Wordy texts should be changed to mind map. 4.39 0.52 High 

37 History textbooks should not contain repeated contents.  4.50 0.76 High 

38 The colours in the text should be changed to more attractive 

and cheerful colours. 

4.63 0.74 High 

 

The findings from this study highlight the need to improve history textbooks to a better quality that are able to 
attract students and assist the process of thinking for historical imagination. This is in line with the 
recommendations of previous researchers stressing that the use of textbooks is more important than the e-book if 
integrated with graphics and colours (Kamarul Azmi, 2010).  

7. Students’ Perceptions 

7.1 Quality History Textbook 

The overall findings showed that the students are satisfied with the quality of textbooks (average mean = 3.63). 
This finding is consistent with the results of the previous study carried out by Ping (2006) who found that the 
subject content is appropriate to the needs of students. Similarly, the findings from the study conducted by Mohd 
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Izham et.al, (2007) indicates that the teaching aids such as textbooks attract and motivate the students to give full 
attention to the teacher. This is because they are attractive and full of fun. Detailed analysis showed that five 
items recorded higher mean values, while the rest are average. The majority of students reported that the current 
history textbooks are interesting and providing many resources (mean=3.72). Most students also indicated that 
they used textbooks as a main reference for answering the questions. This means that the history textbooks are 
suitable and relevant to students’ needs. 

 

Table 6. Perceptions of students towards the quality of textbooks 

Item (n=100) Mean Frequency 

Deviation 

Level 

1   I feel that history textbooks are interesting and contain many resources 3.72 0.94 High 

2  I consider history textbooks as the primary source for answering the 

questions 

3.83 0.78 High 

3.  Textbooks that I read help me to earn good grades in exam.  3.72 0.92 High  

4   Texts, sentences and languages in textbooks are easy to understand,   3.33 1.02 Medium

5   I feel bored when reading history textbooks because the contents are 

too much and a lot of facts need to be memorised. 

3.44 1.23 Medium

6   When reading textbooks, I can portray a historical event based on the 

text and the illustrations shown.   

3.56 0.91 Medium

7   The contents in the textbooks instil good values and positive attitudes 

into students.  

3.89 0.98 High 

 

8   After reading the history textbooks, I found that the exercises provided 

in the textbooks encourage me to think critically and creatively. 

3.56 0.82 Medium

9   History textbook also contains information about website that can be 

accessed for additional information  

4.11 0.90 High 

10 I feel good when studying textbooks  3.27 1.10 Medium

Average 3.63 0.97  

 

Students are aware that more information can be obtained from the internet through the websites that were 
clearly stated in the textbooks. This shows that history textbooks have been integrated with the latest technology 
that can help students to get more information on the history of the country. Topics in the history textbooks are 
recognized by students as beneficial when they create positive attitudes through promoting good values. 
However, Malaysia's history textbooks could be further improved through increasing the quality of presentation 
of facts and exercises. For example, students reported that the structure and content of history textbooks contain 
wordy sentences which are boring for students. 

7.2 The Skills of Using History Textbooks  

The total mean value is at high level (mean = 3.63) and this shows that students believe that history teachers 
have high skills in the use of textbooks in teaching and learning. However, the teachers are lacking in creativity 
to use the content of history textbooks in improving the students’ critical and historical thinking. This indicates 
that the skills of using textbooks are necessary to make teaching and learning effective. Likewise, the findings 
supported by the past studies recommends that creativity in using textbooks is the main factor to determine the 
students’ motivation and achievement in learning history (Awang, 2012). 

7.3 Quality and the Skills of Using Textbook Based on Gender 

The findings of the t-test showed that there was no significant difference concerning interest in learning history 
textbooks based on gender. This finding is contradicted with the past findings where there is significant 
difference between genders in learning other academic subjects (Sharifah Alwiah, 1983). This shows that the use 
of history textbooks is appropriate in terms of content and suitable for both genders. 
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Table 7. Interest in learning history through textbooks based on gender from students perspectives 

Dependent Variables Gender N Mean Mean Difference t Sig 

Student interest in history textbooks Male 

Female 

47 

53 

3.5455 

3.3957 

0.1498 1.569 .123 

Total  100     

 

This finding is in line with Shahril’s study indicating that students' attitudes towards teaching and learning tool 
are not dependent on gender, but on the effectiveness of teaching. Furthermore, a study conducted by Anuar 
Ahmad et al. (2009) showed that boys and girls have the same perspective of the teaching methods used by 
history teachers. 

8. Implications and Recommendations  

These findings can have impact on policy makers, including the Textbook Division and Ministry of Education to 
be more sensitive to the views of teachers and students regarding the quality of textbooks, because the history 
textbooks are mostly used by teachers and students. This study also has implications for writers of history 
textbooks in order to figure out a method of writing history text to be more attractive, simple, compact and 
non-repetitive. Creative illustrations in textbooks and the elements of integration with the environment and 
additional information via the website are the important issues in determining the quality of textbooks.  

In addition, the design and questions in the textbooks are very important as a guide and a simple instrument to 
measure the level of student’s achievement. This study also highlighted the importance of teachers to master the 
skill of using textbooks. As the creativity of history teachers are still at a moderate level, an initiative must be 
taken so that history teachers will use textbooks regularly as the primary instructional materials to make teaching 
and learning effective. Among the activities that can be applied is changing the way of using textbooks such as 
adapting the textbook content into a more attractive method, for example exploring the proposed web-site in the 
textbook for additional information. Activities must be carried out during the process of teaching and learning by 
involving students.  

Improvement and enhancement of the content in the existing textbooks are vital since it is a reference book with 
high value of authenticity. In fact, it is the text of national exam. It makes Malaysian history textbooks as an 
official document that can be used to understand the history of the region. Therefore, a more detailed and 
in-depth study should be conducted especially in terms of quality and knowledge among teachers and students in 
schools. Further study should take into account the participation of respondents from all races, types of schools, 
locations of schools, levels of education, age groups and socio-economic towards the issue of quality of 
Malaysian history textbooks and mastery skills in school.  

9. Conclusion 

The current study found that the history textbooks are not only useful for reference and teaching aids, but also 
they can be used for attracting students’ interest and stimulating students’ historical thinking. The most important 
thing that has been found out from this study is associated with teachers’ and students’ creativities in using 
history textbooks. This makes the learning of history interesting and meaningful. This includes the use of ICT, 
the illustrations, portraits, photos, maps and diagrams. As a result, students’ critical thinking in learning history 
will be improved. The effective use of history textbooks can improve the students’ academic achievement and 
the goals of history education in Malaysia.  
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