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Introduction & Problem Statement

Throughout the course of this semester, we have been looking in depth into the realm of education, specifically the post modern era and its impact on curriculum. Our discussions have led us to the idea of currere, the latest State Senate Bill, and of course, No Child Left Behind. While all these are relevant to education and its curriculum, there is one area which I wanted to pursue further – textbooks. We use these books and resources everyday in the classroom, but we may never have asked ourselves: Who decides what is in and out of the textbook? How does this impact student learning? What are the ramifications of leaving race and culture out of the books? These are several of the questions I had as I began my research. 

During my time in undergrad, I read a fascinating article, “The Muddle Machine: Confessions of a Textbook Editor,” and it has always stuck with me as something to look further into. As a classroom teacher, I am faced with textbooks, student workbooks, and teacher manuals all day long. The amount of information and materials is overwhelming. Through my chosen topic, I hope to gain a better understanding of textbooks, the industry, and the current trends in both public and private sectors of schools. 

I am going into my fourth year as a teacher, and working in a private school has been a very rewarding experience. I have curriculum which I must follow and topics which my students must have knowledge of by the end of the year, but I do not follow all the textbooks as they are written. I add my own enrichment projects or work to a particular chapter, especially when the recommended ideas in the text are below the level of my students. 

Along with projects, I like to use games and hands on activities or manipulatives and add to what my students are learning. For example, in Social Studies, my students and I are discussing new countries each week, creating a travel diary; and each student has made a country project which I will discuss more later. In the private school, I have the luxury of adding these types of projects and moving away from teaching the textbook verbatim. Would I have been able to do this in a public school setting? Or would I have to stick to only what is printed in the text given me? I will return to these questions later on. 
A Look at the Textbook Industry

The textbook industry began booming in the 1980s and 1990s, when the competition between publishers was fierce. Small companies began to be bought out and larger corporations began to take over like Pearson and McGraw-Hill. This exchange of power and money lead to the decrease in the amount of basal readers and choices in texts along with editing staff (Ansary, 2004). Freelance writers are hired to produce books quicker and cheaper than historians and authors – it has become an “assembly line system.” 

Here is the ever present thought of education being run as a business. It seems as if education is focusing more attention on capital and productivity than the students in the classroom.  Publishers are following financial capital strategies in order to make a profit. This is starting to become the trend these days in education – and its affects are rippling down into our textbooks. As Apple suggests, these and other factors including politics and economics are just some of the deciding factors when it comes to what is in textbooks. Apple calls it “a complicated situation in which biographical and local factors involving authors, publishers, school systems, and classroom reality” (Apple, 1989). 
The Voices of the Textbook Industry

There are also those who are in power – “these are the people that represent the status quo and call themselves Universalists. The curriculum is being controlled by groups with a parochial view of what the curriculum should and should not include” (Anaya, 1992). This includes those “who hold narrow views of what should be included, publishers who control what is printed, and politicians who defend their particular social and political interests” (Anaya, 1992). 

Lord suggests each side of the textbook industry has their own “pet peeves.” “Traditionalists want democracy and free enterprise presented more favorably, while progressives lobby for more representation of minorities and women. Lastly, creationists object to passages about how the Earth was formed” (Lord, 2002). 

With all this being said, who decides what is in or out of textbooks? The textbook industry is a billion plus market and there are many who feel they need a say or have some input as to what textbooks look like. California and Texas are the two states at the front of most of these debates. Texas accounts for a large percent of the textbook market in our country and what is decided there can usually be found in classrooms all over because to reprint or change textbooks for only a small percent of states is deemed too expensive. Twenty two states in the United States follow the adoption system. Textbooks are approved statewide rather than on a local basis, i.e. each city district chooses their own curriculum. For example, the curriculum that I use may be different than what is being used down the street at the nearest elementary school or in the next city over. 

Conservatives and fundamentalists, including the well known Gabler family are a force to be reckoned with when it comes to publishing new editions of textbooks; especially science and history books. In 1982, the Gabler family was concerned over material that offended religious ideals and political views rather than the educational content. Not only did the Gablers’ become involved, the People for the American Way started to publicize the inadequacy of the textbooks. As a result, Texas made changes to the selection of textbooks and limited the amount of say the Gabler family had. 
Fundamentalists including Pat Robertson and others used their religious talk shows to bring these issues to the masses. Prayer in schools, creationism, and intelligent design are examples of some of the issues which are brought into question during the publishing process. 
Apple discusses this in chapters five and six of his book – as textbooks are being written, there is the issue of separating church and state. In chapter four of his book, Slattery believes we must “find an appropriate way to teach theology, cultural diversity, and critical analysis without crossing the line of separation between religion and government” (Slattery, 2006). 
These groups also spark outcries to pieces of literature and novels which are used in English/Reading courses. Rather than put up a battle and risk losing their jobs, many teachers succumb to authority and teach books that are deemed “safe.” While these books may seem “safe,” are we shielding students from topics which should be talked about openly? Are these “glitzy” textbooks just a front for unreadable material? The ultimate question is: what should be left in and out of textbooks? Perhaps this question may never be answered, but it does bring up the topic of censorship, one that goes hand in hand with textbooks. 
Censorship in Textbooks

At a recent Christian Educators’ Conference, Gary Schmidt lectured on literary works suggested for classroom use. The biggest question asked at that conference was, “Which books are safe for my classroom?” Many of the books in question had won awards like the Newberry Medal and were understood to be excellent pieces of literature with meaningful themes. 

Schmidt had many concerns with this. “The teachers who asked did not ask if the books were well conceived, had powerful messages, would challenge students, or would make readers think about issues in new and fruitful ways. They did not ask if they were good reads. They asked if they were safe. Safe books mean no growth through reading. Such books will not challenge, inspire or motivate” (Schmidt, 1994). 

This is a very powerful quote – not just for Christian school teachers as myself, but for all of us, regardless of our beliefs and culture. How are children supposed to be exposed to life issues when teachers are not willing to incorporate it into their daily lessons and readings? Reading materials and textbooks should not be chosen out of fear. 
However, there are tips for avoiding censorship problems. It is suggested that school policies be reviewed pertaining to book selections and there should be knowledge of community watch dogs that are ready to challenge “censorship of books in the courts” (Hartz, 1967). Even though there are tips and suggestions out there for educators, “there is no research evidence supporting the notion that wise book selections will prevent censorship difficulties” (Hartz, 1967). 
Elizabeth Noll raised two big questions for me in her article as I reflected on this hot topic of censorship, specifically that of textbooks. “How do publicized incidents of censorship influence classroom teachers and their choices of literature and instructional methods? Does the threat of challenge and conflict, even dismissal, impel teachers to engage in self censorship?” (Noll, 1994). 

English teachers across several states were surveyed and the majority of them used self censorship techniques when it came time to use pieces of literature. Noll shares many examples and cases of teachers and the issues they themselves faced, many from fundamentalist religious groups and fellow colleagues. When teachers come face to face with criticism, are they decreasing the amount of opportunities for students? Feelings of isolation and vulnerability are seen when teachers have few opportunities to discuss their challenges and concerns with others. (Noll, 1994). Teachers who challenge the “status quo,” are labeled as “troublemakers.” Being a “good” teacher is not challenging authority. 

I have mixed view points on this statement. If a teacher is challenging the “status quo,” then obviously there are very strong beliefs which he or she holds and wants to make a point of. It also demonstrates advocacy for the students – i.e. that they have the best interest of the students at heart and firmly believe that whatever book or issue they are fighting for, needs to be addressed and taught. 
I could visualize myself perhaps doing this – challenging the “status quo.” If it came to putting my job on the line, I honestly may back off despite my strong beliefs. Perhaps this is because I am still a newer teacher with not many years of experience who is not ready to face the risk of being fired. Am I right to think this? Or am I wrong? It seems that teachers, including myself have varying opinions on censorship within schools – just like the human rights/fundamentalists groups, politicians, and publishers. 

While protests and demonstrations have been done by educators and activists against censorship, it really has not amounted to much. It has been proved the censorship is indeed a problem and that a solution needs to be found and/or something needs to be done. (Symula, 1971).

However, many fail to mention the student as an ally to the teacher. By pointing out censorship to a student, things can be accomplished. “First, education becomes meaningful by applying classroom discussions and studies to a practical situation. Second, students are encouraged to participate in school and community affairs. Third, it demonstrates that education is not abstract – it is in fact a preparation for life” (Symula, 1971).

Current Issues of the Textbook Industry

In March 2010, the Texas Board of Education passed and approved a Social Studies curriculum, one that all Republican members voted for, that will “be conservative, stressing the superiority of American capitalism, question our Founding Fathers’ belief of a secular government and present Republican philosophies positively” (McKinely, 2010). 

The Board has been debating over ideological matters for many years now and they believe they are adding balance to history. Despite their short victory, the new version of the curriculum standards will be made public until a final vote is taken. We will probably see little changes made to it due to the majority of the voting members on the board who are Republican (McKinely, 2010). The ironic thing is that no historians, economists, or any other experts were a part of this decision. 


The Texas Board of Education feels that they are righting the liberal bias by creating this so called “balance to skewed history” (McKinely, 2010). Is it going to create balance? Is this new way of teaching history going to be beneficial at all? Is the conservative way of history leaving things out? Here is the question and notion again of what is in and what is out. However, since Texas is one of the textbook conglomerates, it is likely that these new and “improved”  books will be in classrooms here in Ohio and elsewhere. 

Social Studies curriculum is the hot subject of debates recently as seen by the example above. In the Milwaukee Public School district, teachers were opposed to Social Studies curriculum and the accompanying textbooks. After reviewing them, it was found that many social justices were left out. Committees were formed to address this issue and alternate resources and textbooks were used instead (Alter, 2009). 


Anti-Semitism, labor and women’s movements, racism, and slavery are a few items that were left out of the textbooks. If these issues are left out of school textbooks, how are students ever going to learn and gain knowledge they need to make informed decisions? 


In my opinion, the idea of having a Board of Education for example, pick and choose a curriculum without any input from educators, experts, etc can lead to problems. Educators in the classroom should be able to review and have some input as to what should be in the curriculum and even the textbooks themselves. 
This idea of “creating balance,” can not happen if one party is doing the deciding. Everyone has biases and objections which are going to create a stir. I do not believe balance can be restored until items such as racism, labor movements, and other historical events are put back into textbooks. With such a diverse group of children that enter schools today, there needs to be a multicultural viewpoint or wide array of issues that are put into textbooks. Not only should it be in print within the curriculum, but teachers should have basic knowledge and understanding of these things. Having a “skewed history” or misrepresentation of the events/facts is not going to help student achievement. Instead, they will be forced to gain their information from naïve, misinformed people in society. This question of who is responsible for voting and deciding on what is in textbooks is still a little unclear to me. I hope that as a professional teacher, my viewpoints will be better developed as I continue to read and learn more about the current issues within schools and the textbook industry itself. 
Currere and My Lived Experiences

I mentioned earlier that twenty two states follow the textbook adoption system. Historian, Diane Ravitch believes this needs to stop. It is her belief that teachers should choose their own books (Lord, 2002). Are teachers capable of selecting their own books? Do they have enough knowledge to do so or should we stick to this system of being told what to use? More importantly, if teachers are not qualified to choose a textbook are they qualified to teach? With the current debate over teacher accountability, this question may continue to be seen and asked. 
Other critics say students are being “short changed” and not learning the whole picture (Lord, 2002). “Students should be given the opportunity to read and be exposed to cultures other than their own” (Anaya, 1992). 
I agree completely with Anaya. I am currently doing a Social Studies unit where each week my students and I are reading about and discovering a new country, many which my students have heard about but are not familiar with. We read about the culture, the life style, and holidays celebrated in those countries before completing a travel log about that particular country. Student also got to make a file folder “suitcase” to put copies of the countries flags in, etc. As a culmination of the unit, each student received a tri-fold board and created a project about their assigned country. Some may say this is way too advanced for a first grader. I disagree. They learned about the country at their level and they were so eager to learn how to say new words in other languages, learn about new cultures, etc. Everyday my students would come in telling me about their project and what they were learning. 
I took that very short unit in my Social Studies curriculum and turned it into a two month long study of the world. As I asked back in my introduction, would I have been able to do this a as a public school teacher? Or would I have had to stick with what was written in the textbook? 
Looking back on my experiences in teaching, I would have to say no, I would not have been able to. I say this because during my time student teaching in Beachwood, the last half of the school year was all about teaching to the test. My third graders had practice tests, review packets and we would spend class time completing and going over all the questions. Where were the book reports, the projects, and the fun? My cooperating teacher said she had to cut all that out in order to prepare for the standardized tests.

Is this what schooling and teaching is all about? Creating students (products) the same by giving out and assessing with tests? Are schools being run like a business – are we thinking of textbooks like manuals, making them standardized, and handing them out to schools in order to create that perfect product? Is schooling becoming a multi million dollar profit making machine? 
I know I raise a lot of questions, but as I have read and learned more about the textbook industry, I am beginning to develop a sense of my beliefs about these topics at hand and I can seem some common links to our class readings. 
As Slattery suggests in chapter twelve, we need to make a distinction between the process and the product or as Dr. Shutkin says, “We need to bust up this dualism.” Curriculum is derived from the textbooks being produced by publishing companies. All sorts of groups are putting their opinions in and voicing a concern of what should and should not be in those books. But where will that really lead us? To a national curriculum? What lies ahead in the world of education? 
My Final Thoughts/Conclusion

I do not have all the answers to these questions, but I have discovered what it means to have agency or passion as an educator – this may prove to be more valuable than any of the information I find in my class textbooks or teacher manuals. Is what is in the textbooks important? Yes, I believe to a certain extent it is. Do students need to learn and gain knowledge of ideas and issues written about in textbooks? Yes, again I believe to a certain extent it is. But it is also my values and currere which I reflect upon my students – thus their knowledge and learning hopefully come full circle. Not all lessons are written in textbooks. There are always teachable moments and they are not necessarily written down in the table of contents or in the chapter summary of a book. 
I have a vision of being a teacher and what I hope to build.  In class we wrote a brief reflection on this very topic and I hope that these things not only empower my students, but also make me a stronger teacher. And so, to conclude this look into the textbook industry, I will conclude with my agency and thoughts. It is what I strive for everyday in my classroom and a publishing company did not write it. 
I want to build a classroom environment for my students that meet a number of criteria and expectations. This includes the following:
1. A caring, warm acceptable room where students are encouraged to take risks, feel comfortable, etc with the aid of positive reinforcement and motivation. 

2. Not only are standards met with the use materials such as textbooks – I want to encourage and promote hands on activities, projects, and other supplemental ways of enriching the curriculum.

3. I want to promote various ways of learning and teaching – NOT just teaching to the test!

4. I want to help students achieve and reach levels of success regardless of what academic level they are at. 

And with that, in the words of Slattery, “let me recognize the importance of each contribution to the tapestry that curriculum development has become in the postmodern era” (Slattery, 2006). 
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