Answers #6

Let's look at the answers to the questions, and then offer some speculative comments about the results.

1. Gibbs and Lawson (1992) reported "real bad," answer b, in judging biology texts at high school and college.  The textbooks were out-of-date, to begin with, and they presented hypotheses as if they were facts; they simplified theories; they ignored qualifications and exceptions to "laws"; and they presented the principles of Biology as if they were immutable and unchanging, in sharp contrast to the more tentative and exploratory principles held by practicing biologists.

Right at hand is Lloyd (1993), an observational study of how a heavy emphasis on such texts works out in practice, as compared to what they call a "constructivist" approach.

2. The Dister program expected less of students. The investigators remark that this might lead teachers, as well, to expect less of students.

(We haven't taken the time to hunt down this reference--it's in the three-volume anthology on elementary reading edited by Lauren B. Resnick and Phyllis A. Weaver, published by Lawrence Erlbaum in 1979.)

3. Jeanne Chall and Sue Conrad (1991) strongly endorsed answer b--American textbooks are too easy.

4. The most common reason high school dropouts give for dropping out is boredom.  This is widely reported, so we won't give a specific reference.  (Yes, yes, we know, that may of course not be the real reason--we're just reporting the facts, ma'am.)

Now, some speculative comments (references not provided, or, what did Dorothy Parker say when importuned by a bore at a party?)

· so, in general, the criticism of writing textbooks, offered, for example, by Janet Emig (1971, ch. 1), and still broadly true today--that these textbooks radically simplify and misstate for students the writing processes of skilled adults--is broadly true of textbooks in general.  We would argue that the textbook tradition in English composition is even more seriously distorted--for example, by offering "static abstractions" (Connors, Freshman English News, 1982?) that hinder rather than help students' development.

· these results are in line with Roger W. Shuy's general criticism of skills approaches to language learning--consistently, these approaches underestimate the capabilities of learners (Shuy, Research in the Teaching of English, 1981).

· Chall and Conrad (1992) note the Pogo theme in their study--"we have met the enemy and he is us."  American children do not perform as well as we would like them to on standardized tests because our textbooks don't teach them very much. (Doctoral studies excepted).

· Let's say that you simplify learning for students--teach them "the basics," as it were.  Now, one effect is that they won't all learn "the basics"--just listen to conversation in a faculty coffee lounge--and so you simplify the basics even more, regressively.  (All this comes under the heading, "What's wrong with being wrong?" from Labov, 1969/1972.)

The more serious effect is that teaching one thing--"the basics" may well deny students access to the deeper knowledges that make real learning possible.

· two parenthetical references, just for fun.

In a delightful hatchet job, Robert Connors works through the best-selling college writing textbook, James McCrimmon's Writing with a Purpose, edition by edition (Rhetoric Society Quarterly, 1984).  His conclusion is that each time McCrimmon tries something new, it comes out the next edition.  The first edition, for example, questioned the invariant topic sentence, and the second edition questioned the utility of the so-called "methods of development"--both became mainstays of subsequent editions.

Journalist Francis Fitzgerald looked at high school history textbooks over time.  It's fun to watch "history" change--Native Americans were "bad guys" in 1900, "good guys" in 1930, "bad guys" in 1950, and "good guys" again in 1970. More interesting is his discussion of the failure of "discovery learning" textbooks of the 1960s and 1970s (students learn about, say, the Mexican-American War by reading first-hand accounts from the United States and from Mexico).  These were popular with students and practitioners saw them as effective ways to teach history.  But everyone else, from teachers to administrators to state textbook committees, found them troublesome (for differing reasons), and what Fitzgerald sees as a powerful learning tool was dropped.
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