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Introduction 

There is an email that reliably arrives in my school inbox a couple of weeks 

before the students arrive for the first day of the year: “Football players will be available 

next week from noon until 3:00 pm. Sign up for one in the teacher workroom.”  What, 

possibly, could high school teachers need with a group of strapping, 17-year-old males 

that necessitates a sign-up list and a mass email? Not remediation—school hasn’t started 

yet. Not detention—ditto. What they are needed for, though, is pack-mule services, 

moving hundreds of pounds of textbooks from their summer storage in huge, dusty 

bookrooms back into the classroom to be distributed on the first day of class. Literally 

unable to shoulder the weight themselves, most teachers employ these volunteers 

because, as anyone who attended a public school knows, textbooks are heavy, and there 

are a lot of them. 

The textbooks physical presence, though, is marginal compared to their 

theoretical presence, as textbooks can drive almost every decision a teacher makes when 

preparing for a day, a week, a month, the year. For example, in my 11th-grade English 

classes at Grafton High School in York County, Virginia, there are two levels of 

understanding. One is that I am teaching American literature, its development, 

importance, people, and purpose; the other is that everything I teach will, in some way, 

better prepare my students for their SOL test at the end of the year. The textbook has 

been laid out to accommodate these dual interests, and the ancillary materials like 

workbooks, test materials, vocabulary guides, and supplementary videos all follow suit. 

And therein lies a larger point—textbooks serve a distinct purpose, but it’s not 

necessarily to provide the best, most well-rounded, most useful education to the students 
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using them. Rather, their purpose is to help students pass the state Standards of Learning 

(SOL) test, and the materials are calibrated to that end. The test is the focus; the SOL is 

the goal. And the textbooks are produced as much for the Virginia Board of Education, 

who decides the SOL standards, as for the students who will spend ten months using 

them. This arrangement impacts a student’s education in multiple ways, few of them for 

the better. 

As of the 2014-2015 school year, students in Virginia schools need twenty-two 

credits to graduate from high school with a standard diploma, and twenty-six credits to 

graduate with an advanced diploma, with the extra credits coming from one additional 

year each in math, laboratory science, history, and foreign language or fine arts.  One 

credit is given for each year-long course a student completes with a passing grade. Of 

those twenty-two or twenty-six credits, six must be verified, meaning the student passed 

an SOL test at the end of the year. One verified credit must be from one each of the math, 

laboratory science, and history courses that a student takes, and two verified credits must 

come from the two 11th-grade English SOLs (the only year SOLs are offered for English). 

The final one comes from a course of the student’s choice, provided he/she received both 

a passing course grade and a passing SOL grade in the course.1 This means that students 

who cannot or do not pass at least six SOL tests cannot graduate. In math, science, and 

history classes, the students typically have two-to-three different SOLs to choose from; if 

they cannot pass the SOL for Geometry, then they can still get the verified credit from 

Algebra I. If the Chemistry SOL proves too difficult, then the Earth Science one will 

suffice.  If they cannot or do not pass the 11th-grade English SOL, however, they do not 

                                                        
1 Graduation requirement information comes from the Virginia Department of Education 
website listed under “Instruction.” 
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graduate. Period. Students who cannot earn the six verified credits can apply for a 

modified standard diploma, but these are usually only granted to special-needs students, 

and the modified status is noted on the transcript and the diploma itself. Students who 

cannot or do not receive a modified standard diploma will receive a certificate of 

completion and an application form for the GED exam. 

The inclusion of verified credits and requirement for passing SOLs is a relatively 

new hurdle in the graduation process. The Standards of Learning were first adopted in 

1995, and formal testing on the SOLs did not begin until the 1997-1998 school year. 

Those who graduated prior to 1998 would never have taken an SOL test.2 For those who 

graduated prior to 2004, the tests would have had no impact on their graduation status3.  

But since 2004, things have changed dramatically.  Because graduation rates go a long 

way toward determining accreditation for schools, getting students to pass the SOLs has 

become a fundamental part of the institutional mission of most high schools; the tests 

have become so important that in the weeks leading up to them, that students who are 

struggling are frequently pulled from other classes for remediation. In some Virginia 

counties, like York County, high schools stop holding classes at all during SOL testing 

and students come for the express purpose of taking the test. And students who can’t pass 

the test on the first try are given after-school remediation by teachers who are paid $22.00 

an hour to function essentially as SOL coaches.4  The time, effort, and resources 

                                                        
2 Implementation information and dates from VDOE press release 
3 Graduation requirement information from Christie’s Virginia Issues and Answers 
4 Students can retake SOL tests as many times as is necessary for the to pass, up until 
they finish the school year in which they reach 19 years old, the maximum age of 
attendance for Virginia schools. In my experience, most students who do not pass by the 
time their cohort graduates will drop out (and possibly attempt the GED) rather than 
return to school for the sole purpose of passing SOL tests. 
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dedicated to the SOLs might indicate that these tests are rigorous, challenging, thorough, 

and incredibly efficient indicators of what a student has learned. Unfortunately, as will be 

explored later, they are not. 

At most Virginia schools, students will receive at least four textbooks each 

academic year: literature, science, math, and history. Often there are more, either 

supplements for the core classes or additional ones for electives like drama, art, computer 

science, music theory, or psychology. Each book weighs around ten pounds. For a 

student who is assigned homework in each core class, he/she has two choices: lug 40 

pounds of books out of school, onto the bus or into their car, into the house, and then 

reverse the course the next day; or, don’t do the homework. If a large number of students 

opt for the latter option, the teacher’s plan is thrown off schedule and learning is 

impeded; time in class must be devoted to completing the work meant for home, which 

then means reworking the rest of the day (or week or unit) to accommodate the lost time. 

And while this may seem like a small example, it’s indicative of a larger problem—the 

textbook is so ingrained into the classroom atmosphere that much of the day is planned 

around it. In the English classrooms, most of the pieces of literature that are included in 

lessons are part of the textbook. Printing and copying multiple class sets of alternative 

texts is cost- and time- prohibitive and buying individual novels or collections is often not 

feasible due to budget constraints.  

While this may seem like nothing more than a hassle, the need to plan weeks or 

months in advance, or to follow a division-approved and -paced curriculum, leads many 

teachers to simply give up because they have to know their lesson plan before they know 

if the books will ever arrive. In Virginia, teachers are required to submit yearly tracking 
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plans and pacing guides, as well as syllabi that list all material to be covered during the 

year to a supervisor before the start of school. If a teacher doesn’t know whether or not 

books will be ordered, he/she has to gamble on the whether the materials will arrive or 

just work with the textbook and materials on hand. This gives the textbooks enormous 

control over what is taught; the associated materials, everything from test banks to 

worksheets to reading guides to pre-written teacher discussion points and answers, extend 

that control into how the subject is taught.  

A new textbook is delivered with seven or eight of these additional materials for 

teacher use. If a teacher chose to do so, he/she would never have to create any piece of 

teaching material on his/her own—the publisher has already written the tests and quizzes, 

provided questions to ask the class and then given the expected answers, outlined the 

vocabulary to be taught, and provided summaries, explanations, analyses, and common 

connections for each text. The teacher’s version of a textbook, twice the size of the 

student version, is an amazing thing to behold for all that it offers. Again, though, 

whether or not what it offers is to the benefit or advantage of the students is an entirely 

different matter. 

It’s quite easy to demonize the SOLs and the textbooks, and perhaps not entirely 

difficult to demonize teachers who, following the path of least resistance, rely on them to 

do their jobs. But very real questions of educational accountability and responsibility 

brought the Standards of Learning and their textbook partners into the classroom, and 

these should not be forgotten. 

Writing for Virginia Tech’s Issues and Answers forum, Mark Christie details the 

inception of the SOLs was a response to the knowledge that “while many of our children 
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were doing quite well in our public schools, far too many were falling through the cracks 

and were left unprepared for success as adults in our economy and society” (Christie). 

When Virginia first administered the tests in 1998, only 2 percent of schools achieved 

scores that would qualify for accreditation. By the 2005 assessment, 90 percent did. 5 To 

be sure, achieving an 88% rise in passing scores over the course of seven years seems 

impressive. Upon digging deeper, however, something becomes apparent—there is very 

little scholastic difference between the 90 out of 100 of students who passed the SOL in 

2005 and the 98 out of 100 who failed it seven years prior.  

Looking at other objective data, the 88% gain seems far less inspirational, less an 

indicator that students are being taught better by stronger teachers using rigorous 

coursework to increase achievement, and more a sign that the SOL tests themselves were 

gamed in order to boost pass rates and keep graduation rates high. Most tellingly, in 

comparing the SAT scores of students throughout the years 1998-2005, there is little 

increase, some years of decrease, but generally no change.  In 1998, when 2% of VA 

students passed the SOL, the average SAT score for Virginia was 1017. In 2005, when 

90% of students passed the SOL, the average SAT score was 1028 (the highest it has 

been since the implementation of the SOL tests). In 2014, when SOL remediation efforts 

in the face of redesigned history and English tests were stronger than ever, the average 

SAT score was 1010.6 At best, then, the push for success on the SOLs netted a 

statistically meaningless 11-point gain on a national standardized test that only students 

who are college-bound even take. If the students who chose to enter into military service 

                                                        
5 Information from VDOE press release on 25 Oct. 2005 
6 SAT average yearly score data for Virginia provided by The College Board 
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or work force had taken the SAT, it’s likely that the averages would drop significantly 

across all years.  

It’s not just national standardized tests that throw cold water on the SOL pass 

rates. The yearly graduation rates for Virginia bear out that the SOLs have less of an 

impact on student achievement than the VDOE likes to trumpet.  If the 88% increase in 

the pass rate is meaningful, with so many students becoming more successful in the 

classroom, then a similar increase in graduation rate should accompany it; students who 

earn higher grades in school and experience success are more likely to complete their 

degree rather than drop out. In 1998, when there were only 2% of students passing the 

SOL, Virginia high schools had a graduation rate of 71% among 4-year cohorts. In 2005, 

when 90% of students passed the SOL, the graduation rate was 73%.7 

In all, the SOLs do not seem to have achieved their goals; neither the SAT scores 

of students have risen appreciably since their introduction, nor has the graduation rate. 

Why, then, are these tests used at all? How, to paraphrase Mark Christie’s statement, will 

the SOL help underserved Virginia students from falling through the cracks? How 

effectively do the hours of preparation for the SOLs, and the education dollars spent on 

writing, printing, distributing, scoring, and normalizing tests, to say nothing of the time 

spent preparing, tutoring, testing, and retesting the students who take them, effectively 

educate students? And beyond that, how are the textbooks, which are closely aligned to 

the Standards of Learning and the attendant tests, helping give students the critical 

thinking skills and world knowledge needed to lead productive lives? The answer, 

                                                        
7 Data obtained from the National Coalition of Education Statistics on Virginia public 
high school graduation rates. Private schools are not included because their students do 
not take SOL tests.  



 8 

unfortunately, is that they aren’t. The Standards of Learning criteria (which set the school 

curriculum), the SOL tests, and the textbooks are not doing their job; and, as I will show, 

students in Virginia public high schools who have matriculated under them are no better 

off than the students who graduated prior to their development. In fact, in many ways, 

they are worse off, leaving their schools with an education that has taught them, first and 

foremost, to perform well on a proscribed test.   
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Classrooms in Virginia are SOL 

 For many organizations, the acronym associated with its name is reflective of 

some part of the mission: MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving), PAWS (Progressive 

Animal Welfare Society), GLAAD (Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation). By 

organizing their acronym into a recognizable word, the group in question ties a natural 

association with it. Since 1998, Virginia schools have had a similar experience, but 

instead of feeling GLAAD or MADD, they are simply SOL.  

The Standards of Learning (SOL) and the tests associated with them might have 

an unfortunate acronym, but what they lack in nomenclature they make up for in 

pervasiveness and influence. The Standards of Learning guide the curriculum for all core 

classes in Virginia public schools and the yearly SOL tests serve as a gateway between 

grade levels, subject levels, and ultimately graduation. The connection between the 

Standards of Learning, the SOL tests, school accreditation, curricula, and ultimately, day-

to-day classroom operations is significant and (as current parents, students, and teachers 

well know) undeniable. What’s also significant and undeniable, however, is that this 

nexus of standards, tests, and teaching practices has done very little to help improve 

actual student learning and achievement (as opposed to the illusion of student learning 

and achievement) and instead has done much to hamper both the intellectual growth, and, 

perhaps more importantly, the curiosity of Virginia’s students. The very device that was 

supposed to improve and secure the education of Virginia’s students has proven to be 

demonstrably counter effective. 

The goals of the Standards of Learning are to “establish minimum expectations 

for what students should know and be able to do at the end of each grade or course in 
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English, mathematics, science, history/social science and other subjects.”1 The purpose of 

the tests  themselves is straightforward enough: “SOL tests in reading, writing, 

mathematics, science and history/social science measure the success of students in 

meeting the Board of Education’s expectations for learning and achievement.”2 Starting 

in the third grade, Virginia students are SOL tested at least every second year in their 

core classes; in some subjects, they are tested every year.3 Student performance on SOL 

tests has direct, significant impact on the schools themselves, most notably as the primary 

determinant for accreditation. The criteria for accreditation, laid out by the VBOE, states 

that  

Each school shall be accredited based, primarily, on achievement of the criteria 

established…as specified. The percentage of students passing the Virginia 

assessment program tests in the four core academic areas administered in the 

school with the accreditation rating calculated on a trailing three-year average that 

includes the current year scores and the scores from the two most recent years in 

each applicable academic area, or on the current year's scores, whichever is 

higher. 2. The percentage of students graduating from or completing high school 

based on a graduation and completion index prescribed by the Board of 

Education. The accreditation rating of any school with a twelfth grade shall be 

                                                        
1 Taken from the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) website, Standards of 
Learning & Testing section. 
2 Taken from the VDOE website, Standards of Learning & Testing section. 
3 Within this paper, the term “students” refers only to students in Virginia public schools. 
Students in private, religious, or home schools are not required to take SOL tests. 
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determined based on achievement of required SOL pass rates and percentage 

points on the board's graduation and completion index.4 

And while there are slightly different measures for non-traditional public schools (like the 

Governor’s school or an alternative school), the vast majority of Virginia schools become 

accredited based either solely on SOL scores (if it is an elementary, middle, or junior 

high school) or on a combination of SOL scores and the graduation rate (for high 

schools). Thus, for the schools, accreditation depends on getting their students to pass the 

SOL tests; that means placing a not insignificant burden on the shoulders of eight-year-

olds—and on those responsible for preparing them to test well. 

The goal for any school is to be fully accredited, and that means students must 

score at particular levels in particular subjects. The Virginia Department of Education 

(VDOE) sets the accreditation standards as follows: “With tests administered beginning 

in the academic year 2012-2013 for the accreditation ratings awarded for school year 

2013-2014 and beyond, a school will be rated Fully Accredited when its eligible students 

meet the pass rate of 75% in English and the pass rate of 70% in mathematics, science, 

and history and social science.”5 Schools that do not meet the requirements can be 

assigned to one of several categories, depending on the severity and length of the 

deficiency, with consequences ranging from something as minimal as having to design 

and implement a School Improvement Plan under the guidance of state officials, all the 

way to the school being forcibly closed or combined with another school. Since schools 

                                                        
4 Accreditation standards found on the VDOE website as cited. 
5  Prior to the 2013-2014 accreditation cycle, the pass rate requirements was 70% in all 
four core classes; new standards increased by 5% in English only. Information available 
on the VDOE website as cited. 
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are reviewed for accreditation each year, there is no “grace” period for a school that 

achieves high pass rates—the testing continues unabated the following year.6 

 And the term “unabated” can be used to describe not only the year-to-year testing 

and accreditation requirement, but also the pace of SOL testing within a single school 

year. The SOL testing window for the year opens for the first time in October, for 

students who either did not pass a test the previous year and need to retake it, or for “term 

graduates,” who are able to graduate before the traditional May date and need to test early 

(or who were scheduled to graduate the previous May and did not, because they either 

failed required classes or SOL tests).7 Testing windows exist in all months after that 

through the end of the year, meaning that schools are in a perpetual state of test-

anticipation; there is always an SOL test to be given, or a result to be waited for. A 

student who has a particularly difficult time passing one or more SOL tests may be tested 

in every window throughout the entire year, until he/she either passes, drops out, or 

receives permission for a waiver or alternative assessment if he/she is classified as special 

needs.8 When the spring testing season arrives, the pace becomes increasingly relentless. 

At Prince Edward County High School, spring 2015 SOL testing begins on May 5th and 

ends on May 29th (the day before graduation) and includes nine school days where the 

                                                        
6 All accreditation information can be found on the VDOE website as cited. 
7 SOL tests can only be administered during certain weeks of the year, called “testing 
windows,” and the windows are dictated by the VDOE. Testing window information and 
dates are for the 2014-2015 school year and can be found at the VDOE website as cited. 
8 In some cases, “The Virginia schools administer alternative and alternate assessments to 
measure the achievement and progress of students with special needs,” and they can also 
substitute various Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, or SAT II tests for 
the SOLs if the student achieves a certain score. The full list can be found on the VDOE 
website as cited. 
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entire day is arranged around the SOL test.9 The end result of this is a constant awareness 

of, and exposure to, the looming high-stakes tests—and, of course, of the potentially 

disastrous results if students perform poorly. 

 The consistency of testing pressure is not just apparent because of the cycle of 

testing, though; it is rooted in the layout of the classroom and the evaluation of the 

teacher. In Virginia school districts, teachers are required to display the SOL number and 

text that corresponds to each activity occurring in the classroom that day; accordingly, 

part of a teacher’s evaluation is based on whether or not this information is displayed 

clearly (can students see the SOL information easily when facing the board?) and 

accurately (are the SOLs displayed the ones actually being taught that day?).10 In lesson 

planning, all activities and assessments have to be tied back to the SOLs and using 

released SOL test items as models for creating assessments is widely seen as a “best 

practice.11 The VDOE website offers a section called Instructional Resources for all core 

subjects; the content is pegged exclusively to SOLs. The SOLs, rather than helping focus 

instruction and content, have thus become the focus and content. 

 This was not always the case. The centrality of high-stakes testing, where 

standardized tests have a critical impact in the life of a student, teacher, or school, is a 

relatively recent development. The origin for high-stakes tests like the SOL can be traced 

back to the 1983 report written by Ronald Regan’s Commission on Excellence in 

                                                        
9 See Appendix III for the master testing schedule for PECHS in Spring 2015. 
10 See Appendix IV for samples of various district teacher evaluation sheets that include 
this as a marker of teacher proficiency. 
11 See Appendix V for examples of lesson plan templates from various districts and 
Appendix VI for emails detailing SOL tutoring requests, teacher training seminars geared 
to SOL test achievement, and other correspondence that relates to the importance of 
SOLs tests. 
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Education. A Nation at Risk, as it was alarmingly titled, found a “need to make American 

education more rigorous and demanding” and called for the introduction of accountability 

measures “guided by experts who understand the requirements of business and the 

economy” (Johnson xvii).  This approach was solidified with the passage of the bi-

partisan No Child Left Behind Act in 2001 under George W. Bush.  From this point 

forward, “Since No Child Left Behind became federal law, every state has been required 

to test every child every year in third through eighth grade in math and reading, plus once 

in high school” (Kamenetz).  In between those bookend years, though, Virginia 

introduced its own high-stakes tests, before the national requirement. While the term 

“Standard of Learning” had been used in Virginia since “the early 1980’s,”  in the mid-

1990’s a sharp decline in 4th-grade reading tests and SAT scores prompted the state to 

formalize the concept of distinct, common, standard requirements for all students. 

(VDOE) In 1995 a broad revision of state standards was completed, and beginning in 

1998, the state adopted the SOL tests as their state-mandated graduation assessments.12 

And while the tests were initially a reaction to low reading and SAT scores in Virginia 

schools, the SOLs have morphed over time from a guiding framework to the determining 

factor in promotion and graduation for students and accreditation for schools.  

It would not be fair to suggest that that standardized testing as a nationwide 

experiment has been a complete failure. Indeed, by several important measures 

standardized testing have succeeded.  R. Murray Thomas, in his 2005 book High Stakes 

Testing, includes as examples of standardized testing’s success the following: “improved 

test scores…. schools [that] shed the ‘failing’ label… more time [that] is dedicated to 

                                                        
12 Information from the VDOE document Historical Overview of the Standards of Learning 
Program.  
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reading and math… students from disadvantaged minorities improve[ing] at a growing 

pace” (3). Those benefits, however, don’t come without trade-offs.  

 Like most standardized tests, the SOLs were designed to increase learning and 

post-secondary education achievement. Additionally, they were intended to address a 

perceived problem with instructors not being either thorough or rigorous enough in their 

teaching and assessment, leaving students without necessary knowledge and skills. 

Jonathon Supovitz, an associate professor at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate 

School of Education, explains that 

 Motivational theory is the predominant theory underlying test-based 

accountability. According to this concept, the extrinsic rewards and sanctions 

associated with the high-stakes test serve to motivate teachers to improve their 

performance. This presumes that educators require external pressure to improve 

their teaching. For those educators who already have a strong internal sense of 

responsibility to their profession, the research is inconclusive about the effects of 

external pressure. Some researchers have found that reward does not decrease 

intrinsic motivation (Cameron and Pierce, 1994), while others have concluded 

that tangible rewards often undermine internal motivations. (Deci et al.1999) 

In essence, if the primary purpose of standardized tests is to improve student learning, the 

(largely unstated) secondary purpose is to improve teacher performance. If a teacher has 

students who perform poorly on standardized tests, he or she will receive instruction on 

how to become a better teacher, either through mentoring, professional development, or 

an action plan involving monitoring by administrators and department chairs. However, 

even if a teacher receives additional instruction, materials, and training to raise his/her 
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students’ tests scores and is then successful in doing so, he or she has not necessarily 

become a more effective educator; that teacher may instead have become better in 

instructing students in a way that achieves higher test scores. And as High Stakes Testing 

reveals, the two outcomes are decidedly not the same. 

Since instructors (for logically self-interested reasons) do not teach what is not 

likely to be tested, schools are also developing gaping curricular holes; courses in music, 

arts, theatre, and physical education and health, as well as unencumbered time for student 

reflection and self-directed study, are increasingly being reduced or eliminated in favor of 

test-emphasized subjects. One need only consider the diminishing time allowed lunch 

period in high schools. A December 2013 NPR story highlighted the problem: 

Julia Bauscher, who is president of a national advocacy group called the School 

Nutrition Association, says administrators are under intense pressure to increase 

instruction time and boost standardized test scores. The lunch period is often the 

first place they look to steal time. ‘[They've] got to get in this many instructional 

minutes, and this is our expected annual yearly progress on the test,’ she says. 

‘You've got two important and competing priorities there.’13 

 In most Virginia schools, students are given somewhere between 25 and 30 minutes for 

lunch, bell-to-bell, meaning that when their lunch bell rings they have that much time to 

leave class, get to the cafeteria, buy or unpack their food, eat, clean their area, and return 

to class.  

                                                        
13 Eric Westervelt via All Things Considered.  
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As unstructured time for students (like lunch and recess) becomes shorter, so does 

the time devoted to non-tested subjects. According to the 2011 National Educators 

Association (NEA) survey of teachers 

two-thirds of teachers said many academic subjects had been crowded out by an 

increased focus on math and language arts. About half said art and music were 

being marginalized, while 40 percent said the same for foreign language; 36 

percent for social studies; and 24 percent for science. The results were particularly 

striking at the elementary level, where 81 percent of teachers reported that extra 

time devoted to math or language arts meant less time for other subjects. Over 60 

percent of middle school teachers and 54 percent of high school teachers reported 

the same in their schools.14 

Math, literature, and reading, where most of the testing occurs, have usurped other 

subjects, giving students an incomplete education. 

It’s not just in Virginia that teachers feel the impact of testing; the implementation 

of NCLB has had similar effects nationwide. Slate magazine interviewed three teachers 

from Connecticut, Idaho, and New York on the impact of standardized testing on their 

classroom practices, and the answers were remarkable similar.15  Matt Dicks, a teacher in 

West Hartford, Conn., saw clearly that standardized tests functioned as a means of 

assessing a teacher as much as a student. He explained, "It's not unreasonable for teachers 

to think 'This is my profession... I want to demonstrate my effectiveness through data, 

through the way my students perform, so I'm going to teach more to the test.’ I certainly 

think that argument is out there and it's probably the majority of teachers." Teaching to 

                                                        
14 Survey results from neaToday. 
15 From the Slate.com Ask A Teacher podcast; originally published 29 May 2015. 
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the test isn’t where the impact of standardized testing stops, though. Valerie Lake, who 

teaches at the Lower Manhattan Community School, described how she arranges her 

classroom planning around the test, explaining that “Well, I'm not going to do a narrative 

piece of writing in March… the test is in April… and they are not going to need to write 

a narrative on the state exam... it does affect the decisions that I make." And Zach Parker, 

who teaches at an International Baccalaureate school in Boise, Idaho, concluded "when 

you put so much emphasis on a test, like a vampire it sucks the life out of it and sucks the 

life out of trying to become a lifelong learner.” Taken together, these three examples give 

an overview of how testing shapes the school year—teachers know the tests will be used 

to assess their effectiveness as a professional, so they adjust planning and curriculum to 

maximize test scores, which then reinforces to students that the only learning that matters 

is learning that earns a high score on a test. These three teachers are not alone; a 2014 

survey asked 1500 K-12 teachers about their opinions on standardized testing, and the 

findings are similarly bleak: 30% of work time is spent on “testing related tasks, 

including preparing students, proctoring, and reviewing results of standardized 

tests”;72% responded that there is moderate or extreme pressure to improve test scores; 

42% reported that the emphasis has had a negative effect on their classroom.16  Past 

research also shows that an emphasis on testing leads to a narrow, test-focused 

curriculum and poor student engagement and preparation. In 1991, Joan Herman and 

Shari Golan, writing for the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and 

Student Testing (CRESST) and the UCLA Graduate School of Education, reviewed 

various studies on the effects of standardized testing and found that when high-stakes test 

                                                        
16 Survey results from neaToday. 
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scores influence teacher recognition and reward or student promotion, it leads to a 

narrowing of curriculum, a rise in teaching to the test, and an inclination of teachers to 

neglect materials that are not tested. They also found that most studies support the belief 

that teachers spend an excessive amount of time preparing for tests, and that “60% of 

teachers stressed test content over a long period of time.” They also report that most 

research found “fewer than 20% of teachers believe standardized tests reflect what has 

been learned over the year.” Perhaps most interestingly, they cite a 1988 study that 

determined “even teachers who viewed standardized tests as poor measures of student 

achievement still felt the need to spend a great deal of time on test preparation.”17 Taken 

together, their findings reflect that even as early as 1988, teachers felt that standardized 

testing was a poor indicator of student learning and teacher achievement, but that it 

doesn’t stop teachers from spending large amounts of time on preparation and 

administration. These problems continue today; In October 2014, Arne Duncan, the U.S. 

Secretary of Education, said that “tests—and preparation for them— are dominating the 

calendar and culture of schools and causing undue stress for students and educators,”18 

while the NEA found that “Despite the high level of overall satisfaction, nearly half (45 

percent) of surveyed member teachers have considered quitting because of standardized 

testing.”19 

In essence, the culture of schools is becoming a culture of testing, where, from the 

first day of the year, teachers are preparing for, thinking about, and emphasizing to the 

                                                        
17 Information from Effects of Standardized Testing on Teachers and Learners—Another 
Look.  
18 Full statement can be found online per citation. 
19 Data from neaToday survey. 
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students that the real significance of the year is what happens in May, and not in the eight 

months leading up to it. 

 Teachers are not alone in feeling the weight of standardized tests as an 

accountability measure, though. As Anya Kamenetz, writing for NPR, emphasizes, “the 

state tests are tied to consequences for districts, schools and teachers as well as students. 

Districts are adding on benchmark, practice and interim tests, and that's how they get 

these multiplying and ballooning requirements. That's why the Council of the Great City 

Schools found that students are taking 113 standardized tests in grades K through 12.” 

The NEA reports “some districts have more than 30 tests a year in one grade. Pittsburgh 

has 35 tests in grade four, with nearly as many in some other grades. Chicago had 14 

mandated tests for kindergarteners, and nearly as many in grades one and two.”20 

Kamenetz  recounts her surprise at walking “into lower-income schools where the 

students' test scores are posted right in the front entryway. And the message is very, very 

clear that, you know, we care about you as a person and everything, but what really 

matters is the score that you post in April.”21  

The belief that a multiple-choice test, given once at the end of the year, provides a 

meaningful measurement of student learning is fraught with problematic assumptions: 

that students take the tests seriously because they are told to; that it is possible to ask 

questions that are free from bias; that a year of learning can be adequately covered in 60 

questions; that students all test equally well; that a three- or four- hour testing session is 

appropriate for children. Illustrating the last of these concerns is a study published by The 

                                                        
20 NEA figures from High-Stakes Testing: How We Got Here and How We Get Out. 
21 Quoted material from The Past, Present, and Future of Standardized Testing, aired 
originally on NPR 22 Jan 2015. 

http://www.cgcs.org/site/default.aspx?PageID=1
http://www.cgcs.org/site/default.aspx?PageID=1
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American Institutes of Research (AIR), which examined the results when 30,000 students 

in total took the same test with the items in different position; the study found that “the 

correlation analyses for all tests except for Grade 3 Reading showed statistically 

significant results, indicating that there was a relationship between item repositioning on 

the tests and item difficulty” (Davis and Ferdous 7). In other words, as items appeared 

later in the test, they become harder for students to answer correctly, demonstrating that 

there is “support [for] the concerns of many educators who are apprehensive about 

whether there are fatigue effects on their state assessments due to the length of the tests” 

(7). Bias, unlike test fatigue, can be more difficult to prove. Daniel Korezt says in his 

book Measuring Up: What Education Testing Really Tells Us (2008) that “our 

information about bias is often incomplete…Techniques for identifying are limited, and 

evaluations of potential bias are often imperfect. And lack of bias for one group… need 

not imply a lack of bias for another” (279). What is clear, he notes, is that “Most people 

who use the scores from high-stakes tests—educators, policymakers, writers, parents, 

realtors—believe that they are unbiased indicators of improved learning” (279). There is 

good reason, he concludes, for skepticism on this point.   

As a high school teacher who regularly engages with SOL testing, I can point to 

three recent examples that caught my eye as indicative of the types of problems that 

should give educators, parents, and politicians pause. On the 2015 Reading End-of-

Course SOL, one of the questions asked about the meaning of the root of a certain 

word.22 If a student already knows the meaning of that word, they will likely answer 

                                                        
22 SOL test security measures prevent giving the word or more specifics about the 
question, but such questions are frequently seen in the test, both practice versions and 
released actual versions. 
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correctly regardless of their knowledge of the concept of roots, prefixes, or suffixes. 

Alternately, a student who has never seen the word before is at a significant disadvantage, 

regardless of whether or not he/she has a strong grasp of roots, prefixes, and suffixes. 

What this reveals is that students can receive points towards passing the SOL if they 

happen to know the meaning of a particular word tested on a particular day, and not 

necessarily if they know the concept being assessed. In another test (since released and 

thus able to be discussed specifically) a question on the concept of simile refers to a line 

that referenced the high-end jeweler Cartier. For a student who has no experience with or 

knowledge of Cartier, this question is likely difficult, perhaps impossible, to answer 

without the necessary frame of reference. Finally, a teacher at Prince Edward County 

Elementary School related a story that, during the elementary math SOL, a student fell 

asleep several times during the test, each time being woken up and forced to resume 

work; the student was not asked why he was unable to stay awake, and the need to finish 

the test overrode how the frequent stops and starts may affect his ability to pass.  

While these incidents perhaps are not enough to indict the testing process as a 

whole, they hint at several of the problems that beleaguer high-stakes testing and should 

call into question its usefulness as a means of measuring learning. Moreover, the tests are 

intertwined with the texts used in the classroom, each dependent on the other to maintain 

relevancy.  
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Textual Evidence 

Allow me to present two seemingly disconnected observations. The first is that 

when I was in middle school, one of my favorite short stories was “The Most Dangerous 

Game.” I loved the adventure, the wild setting, the descriptions, the unprecedented (to a 

12-year-old) idea that someone could enjoy killing people for fun. It stayed with me for 

years, through college, stuck in the back of my mind as something I could recall, but 

never really expected to encounter again. And I didn’t, until I sat down with my own, 

very first, teacher’s edition of a textbook in my own, very first, high school English 

classroom in 2003. Opening to the table of contents, the very first work listed was “The 

Most Dangerous Game.” Initially, I was thrilled to re-read it, but about halfway though 

several thoughts dawned on me: I had read this story in my own English class 10 years 

earlier. It was written in 1924, almost 80 years prior. Thousands of other short stories had 

been written in the intervening time. Why are students still reading this? 

And the second: Literature, like history, never ends. There will always be people 

putting pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) to record their lives, their experiences, their 

fears and concerns and triumphs, either in non-fictional accounts or through the actions 

and words of fictional personae. For teachers, the inexhaustible human drive to produce 

new works of art presents a practical problem: how are we possibly going to cover all of 

this in 40 weeks? The answer, of course, is that we won’t—choices will have to be made 

about what gets included and what gets excluded.  

These two seemingly unconnected facts—that there is an ever-expanding body of 

literature that teacher must winnow down, and that the same short story I read in 1992 

was still being taught in 2002—are actually a cause and its effect. The classroom teacher 
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lacks any real control in what gets read. The control is, rather, in the hands of textbook 

publishers; the publishers, who are beholden to standardized tests and focused primarily 

on sales (not students), are why ninth-graders are still reading “The Most Dangerous 

Game.” 

A textbook, perhaps the most ubiquitous part of the American education 

experience, has a storied past itself. Unlike other types of texts, which may begin with the 

author’s ideas, an editor’s brainstorm, or the public’s request, the process of creating a 

textbook begins with a publisher; and while there are numerous houses--large and small--

for trade publishing, for textbooks, the three largest publishers, McGraw-Hill, Pearson, 

and Houghton/Harcourt, account for 75% of all instructional material published in the 

United States.1 While all three of these companies existed in the first wave of educational 

publishing the late 1800’s to early 1900s, they have grown in size and influence over the 

last 100 years, absorbing smaller regional and subject-specific publishing houses.2 While 

these smaller houses may remain active in name, “the big three” largely control the 

publishing content of their subsidiaries as well.    

With regard to the consolidation of textbook publishing, the impact of the arrival 

of state-wide curricula and state standardized tests like the Virginia SOL cannot be 

overstated. As states began to seek conformity and uniformity in their school systems, the 

                                                        
1 In her 2012 book Tyranny of the Textbook, Beverlee Jobrack cites this figure as a result 
of consolidation of companies. Textbooks may be published under other names, but these 
three companies own the smaller houses, having acquired them through consolidation. 
See Appendix I. 
2 Jobrak traces the start of education publishing to “the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries… Longman... in 1724… now an imprint of Pearson… Houghton Mifflin… in 
1832… Harcourt Publishing… in 1905… McGraw-Hill… in 1888” (26-27). 
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need for a common textbook, or common standards within the textbook, became clear.3 It 

would be difficult to establish and maintain state standards when dozens of different 

textbooks, each with different content, were in use. Where individual curriculum 

materials and specialized books had once been an advantage, now they were a 

disadvantage. Based on her research, Jobrack states that the development of educational 

standards, as well as the requirement that publishers meet those standards, has caused a 

“dramatic effect” on the educational publishing industry. These smaller regional and 

subject-specific publishing houses could develop different textbooks and supplementary 

materials based on the needs of individual learning communities to fit the demands of the 

area. Because of this specialization, these smaller publishing houses had stronger control 

over what was included, greater ability to find and hire writers with the necessary subject 

knowledge, and greater ability to add, delete, or change content as needed. Jobrack 

argues that  

With increased focus on all these different areas, publishers developed 

instructional materials to respond to the needs of projects what would receive 

federal funding… as educational theories… were promoted… textbooks began to 

reflect new instructional practices… publishers responded with a completely 

different series to fit the desires of a school district… Within a subject area, 

curriculum materials were created to address different philosophies and teaching 

                                                        
3 According Michael Watt’s article published by the International Association for 
Research on Textbooks and Educational Material (IARTEM) in 2009, “Legislation 
standardising (sic) procedures adopting textbooks arose during the mid-nineteenth 
century in each state in response to the development of graded organisation (sic) 
requiring uniform textbooks for formal schooling in classes.” 
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methods. Educational publishers were able to find niche markets for a wide 

variety of materials. 28 

The increasing demand for standardized state curricula, which only grew further 

once state standardized tests became de riguer with the passage of No Child Left Behind, 

reduced the demand for regional requirements, and publishing houses had to overhaul 

their texts to stay competitive. When this proved too expensive, the smaller houses sold 

out to larger publishers that had the means to create new, more expansive, and more 

detailed, but less specialized or adaptable, lines of textbooks. Additionally, “because 

most state standards are based on some version of national standards…all publishers must 

include much of the same content in their programs; as a result, there is little difference 

between textbooks from different companies, and little incentive for a smaller house to 

attempt to compete with one of the big three” (Jobrak 33).4 Thus, what schools have been 

left with is a small selection of books for each grade level and subject, and little variation 

between them. 

 While on the one hand state-wide curriculum standards influence textbook 

development, on the other are state textbook adoption cycles. An adoption cycle is the 

multi-year schedule on which schools, districts, or states purchase textbooks. While 

twenty-eight states let their individual districts set their own adoption cycles, twenty-two 

states maintain that cycle on the state level, and every district in the state gets new 

textbooks based on it. Textbooks are usually cycled in three-to-five year periods, with 

                                                        
4 As noted in Watt’s Research on the Texbook Publshing Industry, “Sewall (2005) argues 
that the increasing concentration over the last 15 years… of the textbook publishing 
industry in the hands of four large companies has reduced the quality of textbooks… The 
attempt to satisfy the preferences of pressure groups, thereby homogen[ized] the content 
of textbooks” (14-15).  
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each subject cycling on a different year; for example, one year will cycle in new math 

books, the next year will bring new science books, the next, English and literature, and so 

on. Most significantly, though, of the twenty-two states that work on a state-wide 

adoption schedule (meaning every school in every district gets new books for every 

student in the designated subject that year), three of them are Texas, Florida, and 

California. If Pearson, McGraw-Hill, and Harcourt/Brace are the big three of the textbook 

publishing industry, then these states are the big three of the textbook adoption process.  

Because these states contain millions of school-age students, the textbook 

industry aggressively competes for their business. The Center for Digital Education found 

that the states of Texas, Florida, and California “are the largest source of profits for 

publishers” so if McGraw-Hill loses out to Pearson in all three of the big states, their 

earnings are reduced considerably (Saetern).5 Michael Watt also found that to be true, 

and found “publishers generally coordinated the development of textbooks to the cycles 

of state-level adoption states, especially Texas and California, as success in these states 

was likely to pay for development costs” (11). It would be difficult to create enough sales 

in other states to make up for the loss of even one of the big three, let alone all of them; 

thus, the big three states have considerable leverage in shaping the content of the books 

                                                        
5 Using the tools located on the Texas Transparency website, I was able to locate a $52 
million dollar payment from the Texas BOE to Pearson Education, titled Textbooks for 
Public Free Schools in October of 2015. The total payments under the same title sent to 
Pearson alone from Sept. 2014 through June 2016 were over $61 million. In her article, 
Lai Saetern also found that “California, Texas and Florida represent about 30 percent of 
the total national book publishing market, according to the Center for Education 
Reform…California spends approximately $400 million per year on textbooks, according 
to the California Open Source Textbook Project, while Texas spends approximately $500 
million per year, according to the Texas Education Agency. Florida's spending is closer 
to $260 million per year, according to the Office of Program Policy Analysis and 
Government Accountability.” 

http://www.opensourcetext.org/
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that are developed by the big three publishers.6 As consolidation proved, it is not 

economically viable to produce numerous versions of the same textbook to fit the 

individual needs of individual states or regions, so the standards and curricula demands of 

the big three states drive the content of the big three publishers, which then makes its way 

into the smaller states as they purchase the same books produced for Texas, California, 

and Florida.7 The big three states also influence when, and with what  

regularity, textbooks were published, meaning that if important information, 

developments, or events occur outside of the standard cycle, all states have to wait for the 

information to become incorporated into their textbooks.8   

The adoption cycles of Texas, California, and Florida aren’t the only element 

from those states that influence textbook creation; the dominant religious, political, and 

                                                        
6 According to the NEA Rankings and Estimates report published in December 2010, for 
the 2010-2011 school year, Florida, California, and Texas had an estimated total of 
13,665,512 students enrolled in K-12 schools, or more than 25% of the estimated total for 
all states plus D.C (49,162,463 students). 
7 This effect has a long history, in fact, as documented in Barbara Crane’s The 
“California Effect” on Textbook Adoptions (1975); she states that as California made 
changes to their textbooks to suit desires by the State Board of Education “when 
publishers felt these changes would increase their national sales, the California 
modifications eventually became incorporated into national editions.” The IARTEM also 
documents in its research summary that “research suggests that populous state-level 
adoption states influence the content of textbooks used across the USA” (13). Beverlee 
Jobrack found that “Publishers strategize based on the AAP (American Association of 
Publishers School Division) schedule…a publisher will plan on publishing a brand-new 
Texas edition of a science program targeted for the deadline for the Texas adoption. The 
publisher will incorporate the other states guidelines and then produce a national 
edition…It would be cost prohibitive to create a completely different program for each 
state. The following year, the publisher will revise its Texas/national edition and 
‘Californiaorize’ it to submit in the California adoption…each state may gave a state-
specific cover and other elements, but the program is basically the same as that created 
for Texas or California” (13). 
8 Tulley’s research indicates that “the periodic review and purchase of textbooks is 
achieved through prescribed “cycles,” or periods of textbook usage…most often these 
states have established 4- to 6-year cycles, with different subject area textbooks adopted 
each year, on a rotating basis” (304). 
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personal beliefs of those states impact them as well. Sherry Keith notes “book publishers 

are the gatekeepers of ideas and knowledge”;9 Lee Cronbach furthers the sentiment by 

noting that “banned books are still rare in our society; banned textbooks, on the contrary 

are numerous” (120). The sheer number of challenges to controversial textbook material, 

from the Scopes trial in 1925 to the Rugg textbook in the 1930s and 1940s to Kanawha 

County, WV, in 1974, to current, continuous debates over evolution, the Big Bang, 

American history, and sex education, indicate broad awareness of, and anxiety over, the 

influence of textbooks in shaping public knowledge and public discourse.10  In his essay 

“Dilemmas of a Textbook Writer” (1969), William Bragdon notes, “It is an inescapable 

function of an American history text that it affects student’s attitudes towards their 

society. A traditional method of doing this is to get across the idea that everything 

American is better” (298).  And even though “the public is unlikely to question 

instructional materials…when students do complain…there is a flurry of consternation 

                                                        
9 Discussed in her article The Determinants of Textbook Content and published in 
Textbooks in American Society. 
10 John Scopes, a high-school science teacher, faced a trial in Tennessee for teaching his 
students about evolution; at the time, he was using a state-approved textbook. The trial 
and subsequent appeals drove the writing of a new law that forbids teaching evolution 
without a “qualifying statement that evolution is a theory and not a scientific fact” that 
still exists today (Farrell 7). Harold Rugg wrote a series of history and social studies 
textbooks for high school students that were immensely popular in the 1930s and 40s; 
Rugg outlined several “pervasive social problems and issues” in his books as he 
discussed the development of America, but the groups like “the National Association of 
Manufacturers, the Advertising Federation of America, the Hearst Press, the American 
Legion, and other ultra-right-wing groups and individuals… viewed any study of 
unsettling ideas and problems in American life as anti-American” (Farrell 7-8). The 
rewrite of the Advanced Placement US History standards to reveal a more problematic 
view of historical events like colonization, slavery, immigration, and social policy has 
prompted several states, including Virginia, to set up independent review boards to 
challenge the changes. Evolution, the elements of sex education, and scientific theory as 
it conflicts with Christian creationism are consistent places of conflict for teachers and 
schools. 
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and the district administration defends the materials or abandons them” (Jobrak 7). As a 

result, “these controversies result in a reversion to older materials that do not inspire any 

controversy,” and instead rely on the same content, authors, materials, and excerpts that 

have served in the past; this is why, again, works like “The Most Dangerous Game” 

persist.  Teachers know that it functions well as an introduction to a core literary concept 

(plot) and is unlikely to cause problems with parents or administrators.11 In point of fact, 

when a book (trade or textbook) is challenged, “Due to the commitment of librarians, 

teachers, parents, students and other concerned citizens, most challenges are unsuccessful 

and most materials are retained in the school curriculum or library collection” where 

students and teachers remain free to use it (ALA). However, with standardized tests 

looming, teachers and administrators are loathe to lose teaching time to challenged 

materials, or take the risk of using a work that students may not understand or that 

teachers may not be as initially effective teaching. When a school’s accreditation, and 

perhaps a teacher’s job, rests on test scores, there is little incentive to experiment. 

There is nothing inherently bad about “The Most Dangerous Game,” of course.  

But there are also thousands of other short stories available to teach children the basics of 

plot, setting, and characters, and thereby provide some diversity among what students 

learn, as well as some exposure to other authors, points of view, and experiences. Yet the 

desire to stick with what is safe, what has worked in the past, what teachers have already 

                                                        
11 The American Library Association (ALA) releases yearly lists, as well as a “Top 100” 
list of challenged and banned books used in the classroom and in school libraries. The list 
for 2000-2009 includes many classic and popular teaching titles like The Kite Runner, 
Black Boy, Fahrenheit 451, Beloved, The Things They Carried, The Giver, To Kill a 
Mockingbird, Of Mice and Men, and I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. These, along 
with most of the other titles on the list, are generally not included in the textbooks that 
were I reviewed. They are available for purchase from the publishers as paperbacks. 
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prepared for, and what parents and administrators remember themselves, outweighs any 

benefits that might accrue from substituting authors that are less well known, more 

modern, more racially and ethnically diverse, and perhaps more attuned to students in 

school today. Older ideas about what students “should” learn, based largely on what 

current teachers and administrators themselves learned, and what the textbooks offer, 

stifles the adoption of other materials that, in time, might themselves be seen as works 

everyone ought to have read. As it stands, because they were taught that Romeo and 

Juliet or The Scarlet Letter or The Odyssey are canonical works needed in every 

educational experience, teachers have no compelling reason to find room for much else. 

As Jobrak puts it, “As a teacher, once you have figured out how to survive and have a 

bank of lesson plans, you are very reluctant to change and will select new material that 

requires the least amount of change” (20). Though she notes, “there is no intentional 

malice in this process,” she also adds that even if some new material is adopted, “the 

status quo is maintained” (21). A teacher’s time in the classroom is necessarily limited by 

factors beyond his/her control, and with only 40 weeks, and a list of “must teach” works, 

any variant is either ignored or left until after the standardized tests, when the year is 

winding to a close and students have begun to check out; after all, the stuff that really 

matters would be part of SOL preparations. 

This trend was noted as early as 1967, when, in his book The American 

Schoolbook, Hillel Black explained that “to provide the mass cultural education that it 

seems the majority of educators demand, the textbook publisher frequently makes sure 

that the intellectual content of schoolbooks does not surpass the broadest… lowest, level 

of… interest and ability” (58). To illustrate the direct impact of a state’s preferences on 
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textbooks, Black relates an incident involving an elementary-level science textbook. In a 

unit on animal reproduction, the author had included references to sperm and egg cells; 

though “an elementary-school principal… and a science teacher… okayed the 

inclusion… the [Florida] salesman said we had gone a little too far to be safe” (21). 

Because the book might not be adopted in conservative Florida due to this, the textbook 

(which would be marketed to all states) went to press discussing animal reproduction 

without ever mentioning that sperm and eggs are involved. Less than 10 years later, Myra 

Sadker, then-dean of the school of education at American University, noted that “the 

twelve most popular secondary history texts…. allocated to the women’s suffrage 

movement… two sentences. . . . [T]ypically there is more space given to the six 

shooter… than to the experiences and struggles of frontier women.”12 In a 2012 article, 

Christina Agiro, in her study of textbooks used in Christian classrooms, noted that a 

biography on John Winthrop and his development of the British colonies “omits women’s 

presence or contributions” to the establishment of the colonies and that “his only account 

of a women is of a negative behavior” (224). She argues that these omissions and 

contextualizations are due to the Christian audience that the textbook was geared towards, 

who would want to see men and women in traditional (and sexist) roles.  

To illustrate the problems associated with (to borrow Jobrak’s phrasing) 

“reversion to older materials that do not inspire any controversy,” I examined five 

American Literature textbooks published between 1965 and 2013 as well as one general 

literature book from 1964, which are shown below. 

 

                                                        
12 From the essay Diversity, Pluralism, and Texbooks by Myra Sadker, published in The 
Textbook and American Society. 
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Title Publisher Year of Publication 
Exploring Life Through 
Literature 

Scott, Foresman and 
Company 

1964 

American Literature Houghton Mifflin 1965 
The American Experience Prentice Hall 1991 
Elements: Literature of 
the United States 

Holt, Reinhart and 
Winston (Harcourt 
Brace) 

2000 

The American Experience Pearson/ Prentice Hall 2007 

Literature: American 
Literature 

Holt McDougal 2013 

   
 

 In the 1964 text, of 109 total pieces of literature included, 70% were written by 

white men; the breakdown of the remaining 30% came from white women (14%), black 

men (5%), black women (4%), men of other races (6%), and women of other races (3%). 

In the 1965 American Literature textbook, white men account for 86% of the works 

included; white women make up the next 13%, and a lone piece by a black man accounts 

for the final 1%. It is perhaps not surprising that textbooks from the 1960s, compiled 

during the heat of the civil rights movement, lack diversity.  It is more difficult to 

understand the surprisingly similar track record of more recent publications.  In the 1991, 

2000, 2007, and 2013 textbooks, the percentage of works by white men ranged from 53% 

to 59%, white women from 13% to 21%, Black men from 6% to 11%, Black women 

from 4% to 10%, men of other races from 5% to 12%, and women of other races from 

2% to 7%. In other words, even as textbooks increase in size to accommodate passing 

years, the ratios of male to female and black to white authors has remained largely the 

same, despite the increasing diversity in public school students, their backgrounds, and 

their experiences. 
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While the numbers themselves tell a significant part of the story, there is more to 

be gleaned. Because it’s not just that students are reading works primarily by white men 

and women, it is also that they are reading many of the same works by many of the same 

people in each book, regardless of who published it. As noted above, each textbook came 

from a different publisher yet contained almost the exact same works and authors. In the 

American Literature books survey, out of 105 authors, 42 of them were in at least 4 out of 

5 textbooks. 23 more were in 3 out of 5 textbooks. The most common repeating authors 

are male early American authors like William Bradford, Edward Taylor, Jonathan 

Edwards, and Thomas Paine, who were in every book examined; apparently no student 

can escape high school without first passing through Of Plymouth Plantation and 

“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” In contrast, Primo Levi, Malcom X, and Martin 

Luther King Jr. were in one book each. The remaining 30 authors, who were in only two 

or one textbooks, were usually the female or minority writers, being substituted for each 

other, so that in textbooks where Toni Morrison was absent, Zora Neale Hurston took her 

place, but both authors were not in the same textbook. The result of this is that when 

students are taught a unit on the Harlem Renaissance (to take one notable example),  they 

are really being taught a unit on Langston Hughes. When they learn about female 

American poets, they are really only learning about Emily Dickinson. When they learn 

about Chinese-American culture, they are learning only Amy Tan’s point-of-view. And 

while these authors are all excellent examples, they are not the only examples. 

There are no awards given for superior textbooks, and little honor or cachet for 

the editors who piece them together. Textbooks are workhorses, and as such have little 

glamour associated with them. What is associated with them, though, is money. Because, 



 35 

as noted above, school districts must replace their books every five years or so, and 

usually replace a different subject every year based on a cycle, the steady income stream 

is highly desirable for publishers. Because textbook adoption committees rely on large 

purchases to control costs,the actual expense can be difficult to quantify with precision.13 

By examining textbook catalogues and then looking at the adoption practices of real-

world schools, some suggestive findings emerge.14  

The Pearson Company offers a so-called “program set” of English Language Arts 

materials that spans from grades 6-12.15 This sequential programming of course texts 

encourages states and districts to purchase all of their texts for these grades through 

Pearson as a way to promote continuity and avoid overlap; purchasing books for different 

grades from different publishers means there is no guarantee that students will not 

encounter the same material in different books in subsequent grades, so there is incentive 

to invest in the whole program.  

In its 2015 catalog, Pearson offers the student edition of the English textbook for 

$85.97 to $89.97, depending on the grade level. Teacher’s editions range from $130.47 to 

$140.97. For the 2012-2013 school year, the largest high school in Virginia was T.C. 

                                                        
13Tulley found that the third most important determining factor of textbook adoption 
committees was “to reduce textbook costs” behind uniformity of curriculum and ensuring 
the selection of the highest-quality textbooks. (295) 
14 A study by the CATO institute found “that very few state education departments 
provide complete and timely financial data that is understandable to the general public,” 
making it hard to tease out exactly how much any state spends just on textbooks, and 
likely impossible to determine the amount on literature textbooks, thus justifying a 
somewhat speculative approach to arriving at final figures. Virginia in particular earns a 
D- for transparency.  
15 The other two “Big Three” publishers have similar programs, costs, and materials as 
those offered by Pearson. 
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Williams, located in Alexandria, which had 2,906 students enrolled.16 If the adoption 

committee for T.C. Williams chooses Pearson as the provider of literature books for its 

high school (grades 9-12) alone, not counting the middle school texts in grades 6-8, 

Pearson stands to earn over a quarter of a million dollars from that single high school. If 

they manage to become the preferred provider of textbooks in Texas, then that quarter-

million becomes almost pure profit, removing only the cost of printing the textbooks 

since, as Michael Watt found, the cost for development would be covered by the Texas 

sales. Since there are thirty high schools in Virginia with enrollments exceeding 2000 

students, capturing even one-third of that market means enormous profits for the 

company based on just student editions alone. Likewise, losing out to another publisher 

in four or five of the top-30 enrollment schools where Pearson had previously been the 

book of choice means a gross profit loss of over a million dollars. In total for the 2013-

2014 school year, the state of Virginia had 1.273 million students enrolled in school;17 

because of book replacement cycles, all of those students received at least one new book 

that year, and possibly more. In high school, where student editions average in the $80.00 

range,18 there were over 376,000 students enrolled, and the potential for over 30 million 

dollars in sales if every school district selects at least one of Pearson Publishing’s books 

to buy. 

                                                        
16 Data on school enrollment was obtained through the Virginia High School League 
website; the data was provided to them by the Virginia Department of Education as 
projected enrollment for the 2012-2013 school year, which was then used to determine 
size classification for competition, e.g, Division 1A, 2A, 3A, 4A, 5A, or 6A. 
17 Data obtained from the Virginia Department of Education website and is based on their 
enrollment surveys from all schools in Virginia, both public and private. 
18 Data obtained from the Pearson Publishing Company online 2015 catalog. 
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The money does not end with student edition textbooks though; publishers have 

created dozens of add-ons to the courses to help address every aspect of the student-

teacher experience.19 These include CDs with the literature selections read aloud, reading 

comprehension workbooks (which must be replaced yearly), grammar and writing 

workbooks (also replaced yearly), CDs that offering writing help to students, test banks 

with questions for quizzes and test, English as a Second Language materials, activity kits 

and online teacher centers, vocabulary flashcards, and “coaching” software for achieving 

success on Common Core standards. All of these items must be purchased in addition to 

the $80.00+ student edition (and $135.00+ teacher edition), and come with 6-year digital 

licenses, which must be renewed or replaced at the end of the 6-year period. Districts are 

also encouraged to sign-up for “fulfillment” programs at discounted prices to replace 

used workbooks at current prices.  Full-length literary works (from elementary school 

books like The Diary of Anne Frank and The Westing Game to high school standards 

such as To Kill A Mockingbird, Great Expectations, and much of Shakespeare’s oeuvre) 

can also be purchased from Pearson, and come with Pearson-aligned guides, further 

encouraging districts, schools, and teachers to purchase all of their classroom materials 

from a single publisher rather than choosing smaller educational- or literary-based houses 

for even the widely published texts. 

Moving beyond books and ancillary materials themselves, publishing houses have 

begun to cast their net into the professional development areas of education. Since all 

states require that their teachers earn recertification (usually every five years), and one 

way to earn it is by attending conferences, the publishing houses have begun to hold their 

                                                        
19 See Appendix II for item and price list from the 2015 Pearson catalog. 



 38 

own. Pearson offers conferences, webinars, and institutes, with the cost for a conference 

ranging between $250.00 for an online-only development session to $450.00 and $700.00 

for an in-person conference.20 In short, publishing companies can now control every 

aspect of what happens within a classroom: the pieces of literature that are read, the 

questions that are asked on tests and quizzes, the materials used to understand the 

meaning of the text, the activities that are done within the class, the training of the teacher 

who uses the materials, and even the state recertification of that teacher. The textbooks 

are specialized to the state tests, in this case the Virginia SOLs, and contain practice SOL 

questions, writing prompts, vocabulary, and targeted information based on what the 

Virginia Board of Education gives them. While there is nothing inherently evil about a 

single entity (or two or three in the case of textbooks) seizing so much control, it is 

certainly worth considering the potential ramifications for the educational system on 

which so much of the American experiment has always depended—and continues to 

depend. 

In terms of practical applications, a student attending public schools in America 

will likely have the majority of his/her educational text exposure come from only three 

different publishers, possibly fewer. Because of the reliance on multiple-choice, 

standardized, state-developed tests for graduation, to which the publishers are carefully 

aligning their course texts, this same student will see little practical variation from what 

the publishers puts on the page, in the workbook, or on the testing materials.21 Outside 

                                                        
20 Data collected from the Pearson instructional resources website. 
21 Page 5 of the 2015 Pearson catalog states “Designed and built around the Common 
Core State Standards, this comprehensive program gives educators and students a clear 
pathway to success by integrating instruction, practice, and real- world application for all 
learners,” and the phrase “Common Core” is found on 40 of the catalogs 117 pages. The 
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material is likely to be relegated to single-day units, extra credit assignments, or end-of 

year activities to fill time.  

When teachers step out of the textbook curricula, it can cause unrest among those 

who develop the standards. Recently, California teacher Michael Godsey made the news 

for replacing his unit on Shakespeare’s Hamlet with the podcast Serial in order to teach 

Common Core lessons on critical thinking, analyzing and presenting evidence, and 

interpreting literary and narrative devices. As Slate writer Matt Colette notes, “Serial 

unspools its story in the same conversational language students use every day but still 

gives Godsey a chance to talk about the same things he can get at with Shakespeare: 

characters, reliable narrators, story structure, foreshadowing.”  Godsey’s experiment, 

which he considers a success, falls flat for Carol Jago, who helped develop the Common 

Core standards for the state. As Collette reports, “There’s a broad misunderstanding of 

this point, Jago said. She does see value in teaching something like Serial, but not at the 

expense of the classics. ‘It’d be better,’ [Jago] says, ‘as a one-day exercise, perhaps 

paired up against something like Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, not a month-long unit 

on its own.’” What’s left unmentioned is that traditional text for which Jago is advocating 

has itself already been tailored to the Common Core standards Jago helped to create. In 

Cold Blood is available for purchase from the Big Three publishers; Pearson offers it as 

part of a $567.00 CD-ROM set, replete with study guides and practice questions.22 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Common Core is a set of national standards; Virginia uses the SOL standards and thus 
would receive the state-specific book. 
 
22 The novel is available as a stand-alone from Pearson for $11.47, but to get the audio 
version, the CD-ROM set is required. 

http://www.amazon.com/dp/B000FC1IRM/?tag=slatmaga-20
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As shown, the publishing houses have ample reason to lobby assiduously in order 

to be chosen by state adoption committees (and then later individual districts, if the 

districts get a say in what books they receive). And as Jobrack found, the publishers have 

several methods for increasing the odds of their textbooks being chosen, from lowering 

prices in order to undercut competitors, to packaging ancillary materials in order to 

increase value, to providing snacks to school teachers prior to their vote on which 

materials to choose.23 That makes a box of donuts one of the best investments there is.     

                                                        
23 In Tyranny of the Textbook, Jobrak lists a series of reasons why a specific textbook 
will be chosen for adoption in a school system; all of these are ways publishers 
attempt to sway the vote.  
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Conclusion 

What does all of this information about No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the SOLs, 

the standardized testing industry, textbooks and textbook companies mean to those who 

are at the center of it all—teachers and students?  

In a survey of 46 teachers, all of whom responded with the understanding that 

their quotes could be used but not their names, I was able to glean some interesting 

insights into who uses textbooks and how.1 Most strikingly, 74% of the teachers 

responded that their textbook’s use value is limited, and that they have to find and use 

additional resources for their classes. One teacher lamented that “Many of the reading 

selections are not engaging,” and that “many of the activities in the book do not get past 

knowledge and comprehension” while higher-order thinking skills and analytical 

responses fall by the wayside.  This teacher finished by noting “Questions that claim to 

be application only ask about ‘real world’ connections, which get tired quickly.” 

Most teachers reported that they are able to incorporate materials beyond assigned 

textbooks—with great effort and little-to-no economic support. Half of the teachers 

responded that they have, in the past, wanted to “order additional materials… but been 

unable to because money spent on textbooks took up funding.” When asked to elaborate, 

several teachers provided some illuminating commentary. One Virginia teacher reported 

“my district chose to go with the new consumable interactive workbooks written by the 

developers of the SOL (Pearson). Unfortunately, the traditional textbooks were 

                                                        
1 Survey was written and distributed by me via SurveyMonkey. Respondents were not 
asked to give their name or identifying school information. Respondents were told that 
their answer could be quoted as part of this thesis. Current and former teachers received 
an invitation to complete the survey, and a total of 48 respondents from around Virginia 
participated. See Appendix VIII. 



 42 

collected,” which means not only that she lost a familiar resource, but also that now the 

Pearson materials are the only ones the students interact with unless unapproved ones are 

brought in. Moreover, since the workbooks are consumable materials, they must be 

repurchased each year, reinforcing the economic stake Pearson has in the classroom; it 

provides a dependable source of income for the company.2 And since Pearson (like other 

major producers of such textbooks) writes the tests, there is an incentive for school 

districts to use the Pearson company for the materials, locking in the cycle. Another 

teacher added that “I would like to use some other resources… but cannot use them 

because the money is dedicated to the textbook and consumable resources.”  

With limitations on funding, teachers who need additional materials to 

supplement the textbooks (and 74% said they did) often have to pay for them on their 

own, or ask parents to cover the cost. Of the 46% who are unable to get funding for 

additional materials, 28% buy the materials themselves or sought other funding, like 

parents or grants, while 6% obtain them less than legally (via copyright violation like 

photocopying or internet printing), and 2% ask the students to pay for them. One teacher, 

wrote “when so much money is dedicated to the suite of resources provided by the 

textbook company, it makes it almost more of a political issue to use other resources. 

Even if other money is available, the question that is often asked when requesting other 

funding is ‘have you used all of the resources at your disposal already?;” this essentially 

ends the conversation, because with all of the resources packaged into the textbook 

group, it is almost impossible to answer in the affirmative. It also ignores the larger point, 

                                                        
2 Consumable materials, like workbooks, flashcards, graphic organizers, and notebooks 
are only meant to be used for one year; students write directly on the materials or 
manipulate them in other ways, making them impossible to re-use. 
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which is that if the textbooks provide inadequate materials to begin with (like a lack of 

minority or female writers, or modern pieces of literature) then using the supplementary 

materials provided will not fill the gap. And as one teacher said, “knowing materials 

wouldn’t be ordered, it was much easier to find resources online and either run classroom 

copies or direct students to online texts.” And while that can be a reasonable measure for 

some supplementary items (like a literary text that was recently published, a newspaper 

article, or a magazine essay), it’s not a solution to a poor textbook or lack of diverse 

materials. If schools are going to buy thousands of dollar worth of textbooks each year, 

then teachers need to be able to use them in their classrooms. Running class sets of copies 

is time-consuming, expensive, and wasteful of resources, and presenting texts to students 

online makes it difficult to teach annotation skills, and active reading strategies, while 

also putting students without internet and computer access at home or at school at a 

distinct disadvantage. 

It is worth noting that teachers who do not teach SOL (or standardized tested) 

classes also tend to use textbooks less frequently. For some, it’s a matter of not being able 

to find a textbook that suits them; as an art teacher reported, “it lacks the variety I need. 

Also contemporary artists are not in there.” An elementary school teacher no longer uses 

textbooks because they “are things the students cannot read and they have not been 

updated in years.” A photography teacher indicated that she did not use her book much 

because it was from 1991. Since non-SOL courses are less important to schools in the 

NCLB era, it would make sense that non-SOL teachers feel less pressured to use an 

approved text. As someone who moved from teaching all SOL tested courses to teaching 

untested electives, I can verify that; I do not have to participate in any of the mandatory 
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reviews, benchmark tests, and practice SOL tests that core subject teachers do. Because 

elective classes are not associated with SOL tests and pass rates, there is more freedom to 

experiment with materials, units, and activities. If an activity for a music class is 

unsuccessful, the teacher can either try again or move on; if an activity is unsuccessful in 

an English 11 class, the teacher has to re-teach and then readjust to make up for the lost 

time. 

So that is what has been lost as textbooks have become the primary choice for 

classroom materials in SOL classrooms—the freedom to choose stand-alone texts, the 

ability to order a variety of materials from sources other than the textbook companies, 

and the flexibility to pick and choose materials from a large number of sources without 

having to resort to unethical means like copyright violations or charging students for their 

classroom materials. With that comes the loss of diversity, as most authors in the major 

literature textbooks, at least, are white and male. Students miss out on hearing a variety of 

voices in literature and reading the works of authors who fall outside of the mainstream. 

Unless their teacher is willing to devote extra time to finding, formatting, printing, 

photocopying (or buying) additional readings and materials, the literary world of the 

students becomes very narrow and very narrowly tested, where the end game for the 

school becomes not how much the student has engaged with and enjoyed their literary 

experience, but how well the student can identify a simile or define a word, which is 

reinforced through the textbook itself with its standardized test structure and focus. 

Moreover, as mentioned before, a massive company like Pearson, who both writes the 

tests and sells materials to prepare for the tests, reinforces this cycle.  
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As a final question, I asked the teachers in my survey if they found it problematic 

that Pearson writes the tests and also sells textbooks aligned to them; almost 60% did. 

The teachers cite issues like the company having “a monopoly” and a “conflict of 

interest,” with one individual complaining that the company “swallows massive amounts 

of education dollars that could be better spent in the schools.” And while Pearson may be 

the largest player in the textbook and testing game, they are not the only one; to return to 

an earlier statistic, the three largest textbook companies account for 75% of all 

instructional materials published in the U.S.  

It would be a disservice to suggest that textbooks and standardized testing are 

without some merits. Textbooks provide a stable and predictable source of readings and 

questions, tailored to a variety of student achievement levels.  Standardized tests are able 

to generate clear data on how schools, their students, and their teachers are performing—

on the standardized tests.  At the cost of limiting student exposure to ideas, lifestyles, and 

source variety, in other words, this model provides incomplete and unreliable data, which 

in turn leads to misinformed decisions about how best to educate students.  One final 

cost: many millions of dollars are spent annually (in Virginia alone) on in support of the 

SOLs. 

What then, is the way forward? If standardized tests like the SOL are both poor 

indicators of student learning and also expensive and time-consuming, how can student 

learning, growth, and development be measured? If they are an unsatisfactory measure of 

teacher achievement, then how can classroom teachers be fairly assessed? And, perhaps 

most importantly, if the textbook industry is underserving students by providing materials 

that lacks currency, diversity, and variety, then what is a better option? It’s hard to say 
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with definitiveness, but there are some options that are beginning to find their way into 

schools and classrooms.  

For the literature classroom, one way would be to rely more on primary sources—

full-length novels, journal articles, short story collections, books of poetry, novellas, and 

individual plays—rather than on the selection of excerpts and recycled works that exist in 

textbooks. An advantage to this approach would be that students could begin to see a 

work in its entirety, rather than in an isolated excerpt or only as part of a larger 

anthology. Ideally, studying individual primary sources, selected by the teacher or the 

school or the district, rather than mass-produced textbooks, would allow for a greater 

diversity among the materials that students throughout a city, state, region, or country 

read, giving wider variety to historically marginalized categories of writers. It could also 

allow for areas to build on their own literary histories, rather than a largely East-Coast 

one.3 In reading-centered subjects other than English, such as social studies or science, 

the same approach would also be beneficial for the same reasons. 

Testing might be a more difficult factor to reduce, as large swaths of decisions 

about funding, control, and accountability are determined by test results, despite the fact 

that test scores are imperfect indicators of student and teacher achievement. And even if 

standardized testing maintains its dominance as the assessment tool for students and 

teachers, and as the primary tool for many decisions on, the data itself is suspect and 

should be examined. Gerald Bracey, writing for Educational Leadership, indicated that 

the test scores themselves, after so much time and effort has gone into getting them, are 

rarely used properly. While test scores are used for promotion and graduation, and for 

                                                        
3 See Appendix VII for a comprehensive list of authors in all six books studied, as well as 
the frequency with which each author appears. 
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teacher accountability and school accreditation, Bracey identifies a glaring problem: 

rarely are the actual scores referenced or used—instead, only pass rates matter. Thus, a 

teacher who has an 80% pass rate with students all scoring in the top percentages looks 

the same as a teacher with an 80% pass rate whose students all scored the lowest possible 

percentages. A student who passes the SOL with a 401 (passing scores are 400-600) 

looks the same as a student who passes with a 599. Some schools recognize higher scores 

as “passing advanced,” but that in-house designation is not carried over into public pass 

rates. As he says, “if we focus only on the proficiency cutoff, it doesn’t matter whether 

the student exceeds it by one question or 40. We’re looking at how many kids can jump 

over the barrier, not how high they can jump” (87). This is especially problematic when 

one of the goals of standardized tests is to lessen the divide between white and minority 

students, referred to in education as “closing the achievement gap.” Using the pass rate 

instead of the actual score can make the progress towards closing the gap seem much 

better than it actually is. Using a fictional sample, he demonstrates how “if we look only 

at passing rates, black students have reduced the gap from 40 percent to 30 percent. But if 

we look at scores, the gap has actually increased from 16 points to 24 points.” 4 

While there are movements to reduce the number of standardized tests that 

students take and to mitigate on the aggressive testing schedule, the restructuring or 

removal of NCLB, with its required tests in grades 3-8 and at least one per year in high 

school, would be the most significant step. Some progress has already been made towards 

this goal. Republican senators began work on a bill in December 2014 that would 

eliminate the federal mandate for yearly testing and “leave decisions about testing 

                                                        
4 From “How to Avoid Statistical Traps”, originally published in Educational Leadership 
and reproduced in Schools in Society: A Sociological Approach to Education. 
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schedules up to states. Some would likely stick with annual assessments, while others 

would try out gradespan testing and still others would mix and match, GOP aides say. 

That's an idea that's likely to prove popular with education organizations, including the 

National Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers,” both groups 

that have advocated for similar measures in the past (Klein).5  Furthering the goal of 

removing NCLB testing requirements, in February of this year Florida governor Scott 

Walker eliminated one of the high school language arts tests in response to concern that 

students in his state are over-tested.6 And there are parental grassroots efforts to 

dismantle the rigorous testing schedule, including the gaining momentum of the “opt-out” 

choice, where parents simply refuse to let their children be tested. For example, CNN 

reported that during the New York tests given in April 2015,  

according to one of the groups leading the opt-out movement here—the New 

York State Allies for Public Education— 156,000 students refused to take this 

week's English exam, and that's with just from 50% of the districts reporting their 

numbers. With approximately 1.1 million students eligible to take the tests in 

grades 3-8 in New York, that means at least 14% of students are projected to sit 

out this year. (Wallace) 

The same article gives examples of parents opting out in growing numbers in Indiana 

(where the state Superintendent of the Year encouraged parents to avoid testing week at 

school) and in New Jersey, while the activist group FairTest is dedicated to replacing 

standardized testing with more holistic methods of evaluation. 

                                                        
5 Gradespan testing is tracking students’ test scores from one grade to the next to monitor 
their progress over the course of several years. 
6 Per Valerie Strauss in The Washington Post. 
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And there are many other ways to evaluate how much a child has learned that are 

more organic than a once-a-year, one-size-fits-all test; portfolios that collect student work 

throughout the year, major projects that synthesize the information covered in different 

units, and the newly-emerging trend of Project-Based Learning (PBL) that asks students 

to solve identified real-world problems using classroom skills.  Such options would allow 

for a greater range of creativity and diversity in evaluation that is not possible with a 

single end-of-year test while still generating meaningful data with which to evaluate the 

performance of students and teachers. 

A final alterative for assessment is what Valerie Shute, a Florida State University 

professor calls “stealth assessment,” or collecting data in the background while students 

work with software and websites all year. Anya Kamenetz, writing for NPR, asserts that 

“it presents the opportunity to eliminate the time, cost and anxiety of ‘stop and test’ in 

favor of passively collecting data on students' knowledge over a semester, year or entire 

school career.” The value in this approach, she continues, is that stealth assessment 

doesn't just show which skills a student has mastered at a given moment. The pattern of 

answers potentially offers insights into how quickly students learn, how diligent they are, 

and other big-picture factors.” Speaking to Kamanetz, Kimberly O’Malley assures her 

that "Invisible, integrated assessment, to me, is the future…We can monitor students' 

learning day to day in a digital scenario. Ultimately, if we're successful, the need for, and 

the activity of, stopping and testing will go away in many cases.” What makes O’Malley 

so certain that stealth assessment is the future? It’s hard to say, exactly; but she is a senior 

Vice President at Pearson Education, a company who will likely loom large in education 

for years, and who just might turn out to be an ally, not an enemy. 
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Appendix 1 
Textbook Publisher Ownership 

 
McGraw-Hill 
Barnell Loft 
Bennett 
Benzinger 
Contempory 
Creative Publications 
The Grow Network 
CTB (California Test 
Berueau) 
Dolch 
Economy 
EDL Educational 
Development Labs 

Everyday Learning 
Glencoe 
Gregg 
Ideal/Instructional Fair 
Jamestown 
Laidlaw 
Landoll 
Lippincott 
Living & Learning 
Macmillan 
McCormick Mather 
Meeks Heit 

Merrill 
Mimosa 
National Textbook Company 
Open Court 
Optical Data 
Palmer 
Random House 
RGA/Lowell House 
Thompson Learning 
Tribune Learning 
Webster 
Wright Group 

 
Pearson 
Addison Wesley 
Addison-Wesley Longman 
AG 
Alemany Press 
Allyn & Bacon 
altonaED 
Celebration Press 
Chancery Software 
Cisco Press 
Cobblestone Publishing 
Computer Curriculum 
Corporation 
Cuisenaire Company 
Dale Seymore 
DDC Publishing 
Dominie Press, Inc. 
eCollege 
Educational Management   
   Group 

Ellis Horwood 
ELLIS 
Family Education Network 
Fearon 
Ginn & Company 
Globe Fearon 
Harper & Row 
Interstate Publishers 
Janus Book Publishers 
Lange Medical Publications 
Little, Brown & Company 
Longman 
Macmillan Computer 
Publishing 
Macmillan Publishing 
Markt & Technik 
Modern Curriculum Press 
National Publishers 
NCS 

Peachpit Press 
Philip Allan 
Prentice Hall 
Promissor 
Psychological Corporation 
Que 
Quercus Corp. 
Regents Publishing 
Scholar, Inc. 
Scott Foresman 
Shepards 
Silver & Company 
Silver Burdett 
Silver Burdett, & Ginn 
Simon and Schuster 
W.C. Brown 
William Collins 
Ziff-Davis Press 

 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
American Heritage 
Broderbund 
Brooks/Cole 
Cengage 
Clarion 
Classroom Connect 
Course Technology 
DataDirector 
D.C. Health 
Delmar 
Earobics 
Edmark 

Education Media and 
Publishing Group 
International 
Edusoft 
Gale 
Great Source 
Harcourt School 
Heinemann 
Heinle 
Holt, Reinhart, Winston 
Houghton Mifflin 
Learning Company 
Mariner Books 
McDougal Littell 

Psychological Corp 
Rigby 
Riverdeep 
Riverside Publishing 
Saxon 
Schirmer 
SkillsTutor 
South-Western College 
Steck-Vaughn 
Sunburst Communications 
Thompson Learning College 
Ticknor and Fields 
Wadsworth 



Source: Tyranny of the Textbook, Beverlee Jobrak, 2012 
 

 
Still independent 
America’s Choice 
Cambium 
Davis Publications 
Hampton/Brown  National 
Geographic 
John Wiley & Sons 
Kendall Hunt 
Key Curriculum Press 
Learning.com 
The Math Learning Center 
Mondo Publishing 
Sadlier Oxford 
Scholastic 
Zaner-Bloser 
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