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Schoolbooks Are Given F’s in Originality

Brendan Smialowski  for The New York Times
“A History  of the United States” and “America: Pathways to the Present,” by different authors, use substantially identical  language to cover
several  subjects.

By DIANA JEAN SCHEMO
Published:  July  13, 2006

This is how the 2005 edition of “A History of the United States,” a high school history

textbook by the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Daniel J. Boorstin and Brooks Mather

Kelley, relates the cataclysmic attacks of 9/11 for a new generation of young adults:

“In New York City, the impact of the fully fueled

jets caused the twin towers to burst into flames.

The fires led to the catastrophic collapse of both

110-story buildings as well as other buildings in the

area. The numbers of people missing and

presumed dead after this assault was estimated to

be 2,750.”

The language is virtually identical to that in the 2005 edition of another

textbook, “America: Pathways to the Present,” by different authors. The

books use substantially identical language to cover other subjects as well,

including the disputed presidential election of 2000, the Persian Gulf

war, the war in Afghanistan and the creation of the Department of

Homeland Security.

Just how similar passages showed up in two books is a tale of how the

largely obscure $4 billion a year world of elementary and high school

textbook publishing often works, for these passages were not written by

the named authors but by one or more uncredited writers. And while it is

rare that the same language is used in different books, it is common for

noted scholars to give their names to elementary and high school texts,

lending prestige and marketing power, while lesser known writers have a

hand in the books and their frequent revisions.

As editions pass, the names on the spine of a book may have only a

distant or dated relation to the words between the covers, diluted with

each successive edition, people in the industry, and even authors, say.

In the case of the two history texts, the authors appeared mortified by the

similarities and said they had had nothing to do with the changes.

“They were not my words,” said Allan Winkler, a historian at Miami

University of Ohio, who wrote the “Pathways” book with Andrew Cayton,
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Monica Almeida/The New York Times
James W. Loewen found similarities  in  high
school  textbooks while updating his own book
about inaccuracies in  history texts.
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University of Ohio, who wrote the “Pathways” book with Andrew Cayton,

Elisabeth I. Perry and Linda Reed. “It’s embarrassing. It’s inexcusable.”

Wendy Spiegel, a spokeswoman for Pearson Prentice Hall, which

published both books and is one of the nation’s largest textbook

publishers, called the similarities “absolutely an aberration.”

She said that after Sept. 11, 2001, her company, like other publishers, hastily pulled textbooks that had already

been revised and were lined up for printing so that the terror attacks could be accounted for. The material on

the attacks, as well as on the other subjects, was added by in-house editors or outside writers, she said.

She added that it was “unfortunate” that the books had identical passages, but said that there were only “eight

or nine” in volumes that each ran about 1,000 pages.

Gilbert T. Sewall, director of the American Textbook Council, a nonprofit group that monitors history

textbooks, said he was not familiar with this particular incident. But Mr. Sewall said the publishing industry

had a tendency to see authors’ names as marketing tools.

“The publishers have a brand name and that name sells textbooks,” he said. “That’s why you have well-

established authorities who put their names on the spine, but really have nothing to do with the actual writing

process, which is all done in-house or by hired writers.”

The industry is replete with examples of the phenomenon. One of the most frequently used high school history

texts is “Holt the American Nation,” first published in 1950 as “Rise of the American Nation” and written by

Lewis Paul Todd and Merle Curti. For each edition, the book appeared with new material, long after one author

had died and the other was in a nursing home. Eventually, the text was reissued as the work of another

historian, Paul S. Boyer.

Professor Boyer, emeritus professor of history at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, acknowledged that

the original authors had supplied the structure of the book that carries his name. But he said that as he revises

the text, he adds new scholarship, themes and interpretations. He defended the disappearance of the original

authors’ names from the book, saying it would be more misleading to carry their names when they had no say

in current editions.

“Textbooks are hardly the same as the Iliad or Beowulf,” he added.

Richard Blake, a spokesman for Harcourt Education, a division of Holt, said none of the editors involved in the

extended use of the Todd and Curti names were still with the company. But he said that now “all contributors

and reviewers on each edition are listed in the front of the book,” and that naming new principal authors

depended largely on the extent of their contributions.

The similarities in the Prentice Hall books were discovered by James W. Loewen, who is updating his 1995 best

seller, “Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong.”
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