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t s cntical tor school districts 1o
I,ixk informed questions on ext

book evaluanon checklists First,
these questions guide publishers
designing  their  products. Second
these questions direct extbook sele
tors to focus on specihc aspects of a
texthook, if they do not focus on wha
is wanted and needed by a district, the

adoption committee could select an
ineffective program

Most evaluation checklists include
these six categories visual appeal. du
rabilitv, copyright, suggestons  for
teachers, case of use, and authorship
As we examine the responses of pub
lishers 1o quesnons from acrual stare
or school district adoption checklists
(Comas, 1982). 1 will recommend al
ternative questions Or Siratcegies thit
might provide vour adoption commit
tee with more accurate information. |
will conclude with a list of suggestions
for designing vour own evaluation
checklist
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Visual appeal

SOME questons nol ask are: [s the
program alttractie” Are the pctires
appealing? Is the series colorfudly illus
trated wusinng many shles or art? Are the
colors pleasing and trive? Are the illus
trations well arvanped on the page?
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| eriterion In order to capitalize on this

interest, publishers have conducted
| focus group research 1o determine
which pictures and colors are most
appealing and where they should be
placed

What did they discover? This vear
primary colors are in, pastels are out
Scenery must include people. espe-
cially children who have that clean,
scrubbed American look The most
appealing pictures are placed on the
right hand page because most people
flip through a book by holding it in the
right hand and thumbing through 1t
with the left (In publishing circles,
this “flip” or “thumb™ test 1s the hirst
test any textbook must pass )

Do these pictures mean the text is
more effective casier o under-
stand? Beck (Anderson and Osborn,
1984, p. 18) concludes
that ‘good” art tand 1t 15 often ven
good) seems in conflict with a given
text . what's the priman goal. expo
sure to the art or enhancement of the
text?”

or

What should you ask?

In deading how much emphasis
graphics should be given. the elling
pomnt, logically, is whether the graph-
ics “highlight, clanif or complement

the concepts or ideas being presented
(Anderson and Oshorn, 1984, p 7)) A
minor consideration s whether small
publishers are prevented from supph

g textbooks because of excessive
importance attached o the visual ap-
peal of materials. Elaborate graphics
are expensive and mav be bevond the
means smaller  publishers who
might otherwise produce excellent re-
sults.

Durability

o

suttable qualine? Is the binding sturdy?
Is the cover lammated? These ques

Is the book durable? Is the paper of

some of |

tions on the physical durabili of the
textbook were essential in the past but
are not as important todav because
specitied tests for durabiliv are re-
quired in 22 so-called adopuon states
Since all adoption states require dura-
biliy specihications and since it is far
too costly 1o publish different editions
for other states, nearly all textbooks
meet common standards of sturdiness
(Adoption states are those with rules
and regulatons governing the selec-
tion and purchase of textbooks. They
include Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas,
Califorma, Florida, Georgia, Idaho. In-
diana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississip-
pi. Nevada, New Mexico, North Caroli-
na, Oklahoma, Oregon. South Carolina,
Tennessee, Texas. Utah, Virginia, and
West Virginia. )

Typical durabilitv specitications de-
mand that the paper be white bur not
so glossy that reflected light could
cause evestriun. Margins must be a
designated width both 0 enhance
readabiline and to ease the stress on
the binding Indwidual pages are
pulled to test tearing and bursting

| strength. Book covers are tested for

flexibilitv, spoting, and stabilinv o
light as well as for stickiness from
lamination. Bindings have muluple re-
quirements governing the number of
threads and  sutches, weight,  and
strength of binding thread or wire

Furthermore. aboutr 80 percent of
American publishers use the same six
o eight printers: the textbooks being
compared are likelv o have been
printed and bound by the same ma
chines. Most compamies will, i fact,
replace hooks without cost if thev fall
apan from faulty construction

Copyright

Is the copyright recent® Is the copyright
within two or three years? Is the copy
right date recent enongh to be refiable
i the field? Such queries miss the

point that state funds. which are used

| in most adoption states, prohibit pur-

chase of a program more than three
vears old. This forces most publishers
into a three-vear revision avele. There-
fore, vou should assume there will be
a new copvright every three vears.

The purpose of asking about copy-
right is to assure that content is accu-
rate and up-to-date. A recent copy-
right. however. 1s no guarantee that
the text has current and correct con-
tent. In order to determine if a text-
book is accurate or up-to-date, hnd a
professional in the community (per-
haps a retired professor) o review it
A high school biology teacher who
reviewed elementany science texts. for
example, found many errors. In one
case a father bird was feeding the baby
bird, vet the caption 1denufed him as
the mother In another series a spi-
der's web was maccurately drawn, and
a picture of a vicerov bunerfly was
idenuhed as a monarch

Since  publishers  guarantee  the
availabilinv of the program for the life
of the contract in adopuion states (be-
mween five and eight vears. depending
on the state), availabilinv 1s not a prob-
lem. But school districts in open terri
tories. where availabilinv is not guaran-
teed, could hnd their textbooks our of
print

What should you ask if you
live in an open territory?

Ask if the program will be available for
the life of the adoption. Set the exact
number of vears vou need the materni-
als, and v o get a guarantee in
writing from the publisher (Please do
not ler me mislead vou 1 do not know
of anv small communities that have
obtained a guarantee in writing, al-
though several large cities have, but |
feel it will—and should—be granted if
enough districts request it )

NoveEMBER 1984

83



Suggestions for teachers

Are there provisions for individual dif-
ferences? Are there suggestions for en-
richment as well as for reinforcement?
Do the guides provide independent
activities? Are there suggestions for stu-
dents with different dialects? These
questions focus on repeated labels,
inadvertently ignoring the value of the
suggestion. Many programs today offer
“clearly labeled” suggestions, but the
content often reveals repetition of the
same idea or information without
much substance. For instance, one lan-
guage program offering suggestions
for students with different dialects pro-
vided such dubious pointers as “Span-
ish-speaking students may have diffi-
culty with this page.”

What should you ask?

Does reinforcement include reteach-
ing with new, additional techniques or
strategies? Do suggestions for enrich-
ment require students to use analvz-
ing, synthesizing. and evaluating skills
with new, additional related content?
Would suggestions offered to excep-
tional students be helpful to the ones
in my school? These questions assume
that suggestions are provided, focus
on the content of the suggestions, and
emphasize possible results when ap-
plied in the classroom.

Ease of use

Is the program easy 1o use’ Do the
guides have easy-to-follow lesson
plans for each selection? Are the guides
well organized and easy to follow?
Are the teaching directions in guides
simple and clear? Is the reproduction
of the pupil page on the same page in
the manual? Publishers have learned
that the pupil page and the corre-
sponding manual page must be turned
at the same time or the program ap-
pears difficult to teach. Therefore, if
directions to the teacher run to anoth-
er page, they will have to be shortened

or eliminated. Frequent eliminaton of
the heart of the program—the instruc-
uon—is discouraging to authors

What should you ask?

Focus your questions on clear, direct,
and explicit instruction. Examples
might be: Are students told what they
are to learn and why it 1s important?
Does the instruction relate to what the
students already know? Do examples
clearly demonstrate the skill being
presented? Are enough examples pro-
vided for all students to understand? Is
there a strategy presented to aid the
student in identifying, using, or com-
prehending the skill

Authorship

Are the authors well knoun? What
research bas the author published re-
cently? Does the awthorship team in-
clude people who are currently teach-
ing or bhave recently taught? These
questions emphasize the author and
his or her credenuals or expertise,
ignoring the reality that today’s major
K-8 programs are not written as they
were in the past. Today's programs are
developed, as publishers say, or assem-
bled, as Bowler (1978, p. 39) describes
it. Since everv publishing house is
different andt programs within houses
also differ, the exact impact of an
author or a consultant may not bhe
identifiable.

Most authors work as teams. Often
senior authors are program authors,
responsible for designing scope and
sequence and the specifications for
each grade Others listed as authors
may actually edit one or two books in
a series or assume responsibility for
one or two strands. In general, today's
authors do not have control of the
product (Broudy, 1975). In fact, some
authors and author teams are selected
after the program has been started In
some cases, the author has been dead
for years

Recently | was introduced to a K-
reading program where the authors
wrote evervthing—an unusual case
Much rtextbook writing 1s done by
teams of 20-100 writers and editors
either in-house (on the staff) or out
house (free lance ) The latter often are
teachers

Editorial services, listed in Literary
Market Place in library reference sec
tions, are another source of author-
ship. These companies are capable of
creating, designing, writing, and pro-
ducing single textbooks, workbooks,
tests, or entire textbook programs
Many major publishers use them 1o
write supplementary materials. With
increasing dependence on these orga-
nizations, the same writers could be
producing materials for competing
publishers. There is no secret about
any of this Since it normally takes
three years to develop a major K-8
program and since some programs
have over 400 pieces, it would be
impossible for the "authors™ o write
everything.

What should you ask?
Authorship questions should probably
be omitted from a checklist because
answers cannot be determined by
looking at a textbook. When you are
serious about purchasing a program,
your questions should include the fol
lowing:

® What role did the author(s) play in
the design of this program? The sales
agent may not know this answer but
will usually find out for vou. If the
agent cannot get the answer for vou
and you are about to purchase a pro-
gram because of an influential author,
contact the author ether at a conven
tion or by telephone

® How does current research in the
subject relate to this program? Again,
ask vour sales agent for research docu-
mentation. After examining it, ask the
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agent or the program consulant o
show you exactly where and how re-
search findings are incorporated into
the program’s instructional design

® Is there evidence demonstrating
successful performance of this pro-
gram with target students in other
schools? This question is most impor-
tant because it focuses on results. The
best way to obtain the answer is to ask
the sales agent for the name, address,
and telephone number of user
schools. Telephone each school to
identify those that are using the pro-
gram as your district intends to use it
Visit at least two of those schools. If the

program is new and there are no user

schools, ask the agenmt for held test
schools and follow the same proce-
dures

Guidelines
The questions you ask determine what
publishers eventually produce. If vou
want to change the quality of text-
books, change the quality of vour
questions. Also, the questions you ask
on these forms determine the product
you ultimately select. Design vour
questions to focus specifically on vour
district needs. The following guide-
lines may help you to design effective
evaluation forms

1. If you choose to evaluate art or
graphics, phrase vour questions to
find out how they enhance the com-
prehension of concepts or ideas pre-
sented

2. Do not evaluate for durability
Instead, obtain a written statement
from the publisher supulating replace-
ment, rebinding, and exchange poli-
cies

3. Do not focus on copyright date
Instead, request assurance that all
parts of the program will be available
for the life of vour adoption

4. Remember that ciarenay and ac

curacy are not synonvmous with re-
cent copyright. Ask an authority to
review materials before purchase.

5. Ask questions that go bevond the
identification of labels. Focus on the
value and practicality of the sugges-
tions to teachers. For example, rather
than asking whether a program in-
cludes reinforcement activities, ask
whether the reinforcement activities
present new, additional, and different
instructional strategies and whether
information is presented in forms suit-
able for local students.

6. Be sure that questions are prag-
matic, worded so that the responses
will be comparable, and specific to
your students

7. Keep checklists short. Eliminate
irrelevant questions. Define terms.
And, if you do not know how to evalu-
ate possible answers to a question, do
not ask it

8. Before final selection, be sure 10
call or visit user schools to verifv their
success in using the program under
comparable conditions and with simi-
lar students.CJ
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