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technological, ecological, geographical, nutritional, creative, consumerism, and
business and industry.

A total of 94 documents was examined. Fifty-two of them were short student
booklets from reading and social studies series at the primary level; the others,
longer literary anthologies as well as mathematics, science, and social studies
textbooks, were intended mainly for grades three to six. For ease of referencing,
each book was designated by an abbreviation; for example, HM5 represents the
Houghton Mifflin Mathematics 5 text intended for use in grade 5; J43 is the
third booklet for the fourth reading level in the Journeys in Reading series. (See
the book referencing designations in the Textbook References on pages 219-
221). Supplementary resources and teachers’ manuals were not included for
analysis.

As the books were perused, notes on the verbal and pictorial content were
made in each of the 28 categories. Comments summarized the knowledge, skills,
attitudes, values, and dispositions described in the textbooks — those,
presumably, that the textbook authors deemed worthy of consideration as
children become encultured. The bulk of notations consisted of notes on all
written and pictorial content. From the notes in each category, recurring or
prominent themes were determined. The resulting descriptions revealed the
common conceptions, attitudes, and values portrayed in the books. Specific
quotes from the textbooks were used to illustrate the motifs thus identified.
Frequency counts were also made for specific quantifiable items within some of
the categories: for example, the different types of families and homes portrayed;
the number of situations shown involving adults, children, or both; and the
number of portrayals of members of diverse minorities. These were used to
verify, where possible and applicable, the prevalence of the identified themes.
Quantitative results are provided only when they clarify a point being made (see
Van Brummelen & Ahsan, 1985).

Related themes were combined and grouped together under a broader
heading. A consideration of these groupings in terms of the frame questions
provided earlier as well as of those topics that authors seemed to disregard or
minimize led to the categories being reduced to four broad clusters: technology
and consumerism, the social world of children, being a Canadian, and morality
and religion. In the next four sections of this paper I deal, in turn, with each of
these clusters, describing and analyzing what the authors regard as significant
content for children (or for their teachers). To a certain extent, the scope of the
descriptions is bounded by the frame questions and the identification of the four
major categories. Data in some subcategories (e.g., biological and nutritional)
contributed relatively little to the common motifs and, while given due
consideration, are not reported in depth. In the last two sections of the paper 1
provide my interpretation of and conclusions about the findings in terms of what
I consider desirable textbook content. Finally, I raise some questions about the
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potential influence of textbooks on how students view themselves, their roles in
Canadian society and culture, and their values and beliefs.

Technology and Consumerism

The authors of the grades one through six textbooks chosen for this study
promote, first of all, a Whig conception of progress. In other words, the writers
support the view that long-term positive change, rooted in science and
technology as well as in our economic system, is inevitable despite minor
setbacks: “Nothing is certain but all is possible” (IM61, p. 165; DMS5, p. 10).
Technology, especially as exemplified by the ubiquitous computer and other
progressive inventions, enables students to look forward to comfortable and
exciting futures (e.g., Q4, p.74; Q6, p. 89; I3, p. 319; ST6, p. 81; DMS, pp. 122,
161, 192). The authors posit that people control technology and economic life
for their own benefit. New technology in the lumber industry, for example, is
beneficial because it leads to improved efficiency and a greater lumber harvest
(DMS5, pp. 42-43). Similarly, technological change has led to good health care
and big and modern hospitals (DM31, p. 39). Accounts of gold rush Barkerville
and other settlements mention technical improvements (e.g., the telegraph,
transportation, photography) but not social problems nor the fact that technology
can cause economic and social dislocation (DM31, pp. 52ff., 71, 78). In general,
the view promoted is that change, fueled by economic and technological
progress, eventually will prove salutary for everyone.

Mathematics and science textbooks most often present factual material about
the physical and biological world in isolation, without an everyday context. The
authors present scientific facts and processes but seldom do they discuss their
purpose or meaning or implications for society. The overwhelming proportion of
science content focuses on factually-based knowledge and observation skills
rather than on students’ own experiential knowledge or insight. Knowledge is
broken into manageable parts that can be used to control our environment
efficiently (ST6, pp. 81, 102-31; EXS, pp. 48-95).

Rather than emphasizing the special nature of life, the authors of one science
text use a physical analogy to explain the meaning of life: “Just as a house is
made of bricks or pieces of wood, a living thing is made of cells” (ST4, p. 91).
The introductory pages of each unit of the Exploring Science series have
photographs of human-made mural appliques rather than of actual phenomena in
everyday life, even in life science units. Particularly, the authors of mathematics
and science textbooks persistently and without hesitation acclaim new
inventions and technologies. The compilers of readers and social studies texts
also laud technological progress, but do stress the need to use inventions wisely.
They do also laud the importance of loving animals and the singular significance
of human life (e.g., DMS5, pp. 107ff.; J5, pp. 245ff.). Yet technology, according
to one selection in a reading series, will probably prevail: “Someday it may be
possible for factories to operate without any humans at all” (IM42, p. 181).


















































