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Preface 

The research on which this book is based was undertaken for a doctoral thesis at 
the University of Johannesburg, South Africa, between 2008 and 2011. The 
primary aim was to design a tool for the analysis of content and its presentation 
in high school history textbooks. This focus arises from a gap in the literature on 
theoretical considerations of textbook research. A secondary aim was to show 
how such a tool could be put to use. To this end, a particular chapter on the 
history of race and racism was compared across 10 different history textbooks. 
These 10 books were selected because all of them were officially approved for 
the South African school curriculum; in other words, at the time of the study, 
these were the books available to teachers in state schools. 

While in more developed countries textbooks are likely to be one of many tools 
teachers have at their disposal, in the South African context they have a 
significant role to play, because many teachers have no access to any other 
media or sources of subject knowledge1. But even if teachers were not to use 
them at all, they can still be studied as examples of “history in the present”. 
They record the attitude of the ruling generation both towards the knowledge 
deemed important to pass down, as well as towards the next generation.  

This is another way of saying that textbooks, and especially history textbooks, 
represent a sample of a body of knowledge which can be understood to pass on a 
certain sociocultural inheritance. This inheritance is encoded in a text-based 
reality (that) the textbooks represent. The encoding happens through language 
and images, as they record the education system’s position towards knowledge 
in a moment of time. This position is partly captured in the curriculum.  

Post-1994 curricula devised for the South African school system have had an 
overtly transformative agenda. Apartheid-era curricula promoted the values of 
the country’s rulers: ‘white’, patriarchal, capitalist, Eurocentric and 
authoritarian. Not surprisingly, history as a subject became one of the main foci 
in the educational transformation project, since it is widely accepted that shaping 
the future relies to some extent on controlling how the past is presented. The 

                                                        
1  This is strengthened by the 2009 speech of South African Minister of Basic Education, Angelina 

Motshekga, stating that the textbook is the most effective tool in curriculum delivery because it is 
the most effective tool to ensure consistency, coverage, appropriate pacing and better quality 
instruction.  
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study aimed to investigate how the transformation project was faring. To do this, 
the approach of the study is that of finding ways of uncovering the strategy of 
the text constructors. 

Overall, for the design of a tool for history textbook analysis a bounded case 
study was used. The case was defined by the topic of 'impact of 19th century 
race theories leading to genocide' (shortened from the curriculum, Department 
of Education 2003, 26) as represented in the 10 textbooks and their respective 
teacher guides. The methods can be described as a hybrid of hermeneutic 
analysis, discourse analysis, visual analysis, question (pedagogic) analysis, 
critical analysis, and semiotic analysis. Such experimentation with a hybrid 
method can be justified, given that the process of analysis was itself an object of 
study. 

A major conclusion of the study is that textbooks have many choices in how to 
address the intellectual project of history education. Even when they operate 
within the same curricular framework, they respond to it in remarkably different 
ways. Arguably, the study’s main claim to originality lies in its identification of 
general principles for analysing historical-educational texts and the ensuing 
design of a model based on these principles. The tool helps to identify and name 
different features of educational media (for history) that may be important and 
helpful in all contexts. How these features are then evaluated in particular texts 
is a different matter. Other researchers may come to different results and 
conclusions, depending on their subjective positionings. 

The model could be used by other researchers of history textbooks and perhaps 
also with other, related subject textbooks (such as social science or civics for 
example). The tool could also be adapted to analysing other educational media 
for history and social science, such as websites, museums, documentary films 
and so on. It could also be adapted to analysing classroom interaction. A further 
contribution of the study is a set of key recommendations to history textbook 
developers and evaluators. Others who may find the study of interest are 
postgraduate students doing textbook research on social science related subjects, 
history teachers and teacher educators, and social justice/human rights workers. 
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