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Abstract: This article describes the process by which a five-dimensional tool for history textbook 
analysis was conceptualized and developed in three stages. The first stage consisted of a 
grounded theory approach to code the content of the sampled chapters of the books inductively. 
After that the findings from this coding process were combined with principles of text analysis as 
derived from the literature, specifically focusing on the notion of semiotic mediation as theorized by 
Lev VYGOTSKY. We explain how we then entered the third stage of the development of the tool, 
comprising five dimensions. Towards the end of the article we show how the tool could be adapted 
to serve other disciplines as well. The argument we forward in the article is for systematic and well 
theorized tools with which to investigate textbooks as semiotic mediators in education. By 
implication, textbook authors can also use these as guidelines. 
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1. Introduction: Searching for Guidelines

This article describes the process by which the design of a tool for analysis of 
textbooks came about. The impetus for devising such a tool was the clear 
message in the literature that "we do not yet have instruments and processes at 
hand for the dimensioning, categorization and evaluations of textbook research" 
(WEINBRENNER, 1992, p.34; our translation). What is available in more recent 
literature is some practical advice for textbook reviewers (see PINGEL, 2010) or a 
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list of possible questions to ask when examining textbooks (see NOGOVA & 
HUTTOVA, 2006), as well as descriptions of the type of analysis possible when 
using different theoretical lenses (see NICHOLLS, 2005). How exactly the content 
of textbooks based on these analyses is to be evaluated, or how the criteria put 
forward in these lists are to be assessed or "measured" is not clear. It points to 
the problem that the methodological principles that underpin textbook research 
are not well developed and the area remains under-theorized (FOSTER & 
CRAWFORD, 2006, p.11). [1]

According to the seminal work done by PINGEL (2010) the main distinction in 
textbook analysis is between didactic and content analysis; the former being 
concerned with the pedagogy implied by the text, whereas the latter is concerned 
with examining the content of the text itself (PINGEL, 2010 p.31). PINGEL (p.72) 
provides a comprehensive list of possible questions and approaches, e.g. 
quantitative and qualitative, inductive and deductive, including some examples of 
how history text analysis could be conducted. He describes hermeneutic, 
contingency and discourse analyses, among others. However, even though 
useful, his guide offers more in the way of overall approaches and epistemologies 
to choose from, rather than a single example of a how a theoretically-founded tool 
for analyzing textbooks could be put to practice. Hence our aim was to consider 
the various theoretical strands available for the design of an explicit tool, including 
those offered about the discipline of history itself, such as the work on assessing 
historical thinking by SEIXAS (2006). We also aimed to design a single tool that 
would be comprehensive, holistic, discipline-specific and practically usable. It 
would be a tool that does not try to be everything to everyone, but a particular 
example of how one type of theoretical orientation can be used to design a 
particular tool for a particular discipline. Nevertheless, we believe that by 
describing the process of this design, other researchers could apply the principles 
we offer here to devise their own tool to meet their particular textbook analysis 
needs. [2]

This article was written from part of a PhD study, the aim of which was, among 
others, to find a suitable approach to textual analysis that could be utilized to 
construct a model for textbook analysis in general. This was accomplished 
through the analysis of 10 grade 11 history textbooks. Only certain parts of the 
books were selected for analysis. These parts related to the curriculum topic of 
"theories of race and racism and their historical impact." This topic is of relevance 
not only in South Africa, where the legacy of apartheid continues to make itself 
felt in every sphere of life, but also in other countries grappling with racial and 
cultural diversity, difference, prejudice and tolerance. Thus, while addressing this 
topic seems so central in modern heterogeneous societies, at the same time it 
may also present limitations: Given its temporal relevance, it may be approached 
in a manner different from other historical topics that are further removed. In 
other words, there may be more heated and controversial responses towards this 
topic than, say, to the industrial revolution. Nevertheless, we believe that the 
model we present here can be applied to an analysis of any topic in history 
textbooks and that its principles can be transposed to cognate disciplines such as 
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social studies and civics education. Towards the end we provide an example of 
how this could be done. [3]

In this article we focus on the methodological principles and are thus not going to 
present findings of the analysis of the topic itself, which has already been 
reported elsewhere (see MORGAN, 2010 and MORGAN & HENNING, 2011). 
Rather, we will present the processes of the tool design, arguing for systematic 
and theory-based design of instruments that are used to evaluate textbooks, 
more specifically, history textbooks. [4]

One of the key presuppositions from which the design process started was that 
textbook research is an interdisciplinary process (see PINGEL, 2010, p.43; 
COLE, 2010; JOHNSEN, 1997, p.25; and ISSIT, 2004, p.684). In this study, the 
disciplines involved were history, psychology, sociology, education, and 
linguistics. From history it derived the subject matter and unit of analysis 
(chapters in history textbooks). Moreover, the methodology of the didactics of 
history "can use established methods of psychology and sociology and 
restructure them to the peculiarity of the historical consciousness" (RÜSEN, 
1987, p.286). An historical approach situates the researcher and the object of 
investigation in a distinctive temporal and changing sociocultural context, which is 
the basis for using a Vygotskian cultural historical approach. Even though 
VYGOTSKY was not only a psychologist (he studied a range of topics while 
attending university, including law, history, and philosophy, as KOZULIN [1990, 
p.21] explains), in current disciplinary schemas he would probably have been 
described as a cognitive developmental psychologist as well as a semiotician 
(see GOPNIK, 2008). The field of semiotic mediation, which forms the basis of 
the theoretical frame for this study, can also be understood to be both 
psychological and sociological in nature and also as a linguistic theory. [5]

Linked to history, is also the discipline of psychology. LERNER (1997, p.200) 
talks about history-making as a function in the healing of pathology. For example, 
"forgotten" trauma is brought to light through therapy "and in the retelling it is 
robbed of its evil power, implying that history-making is an essential part of 
personal growth and healing." Another psychological approach to how texts are 
appropriated is put forward by GROLNICK (in WERTSCH, 2002, p.43) through 
"self-determination theory." It involves exploring adaptations to social 
requirements so that children accept certain values as their own, even if they do 
not necessarily endorse them. Education as a field of inquiry would provide the 
practical applicability or purpose of the study through its involvement with a major 
agency of socialization: the school. [6]

At the outset, trying to incorporate all these disciplines into the design of the tool 
seemed somewhat overwhelming, but it also motivated the study to find points of 
interdisciplinary intersection, much as KELLE (2005, p.21) suggests when he 
discusses the notion of "sensitizing concepts" in grounded theory analysis and 
the merging of ideas from different theoretical origins in a heuristic framework for 
such analysis: "[U]sing such a heuristic framework as the axis of the developing 
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theory one carefully proceeds to the construction of categories and propositions 
with growing empirical content." [7]

Thus, in using this theoretical "axis" we argue that the analysis tool that we 
devised (arguably the "grounded theory" emanating from the study) was 
constructed from a deep engagement with data and an interweaving with the 
points/concepts. The latter coalesced in a central tenet of the work of Lev 
VYGOTSKY, namely the notion of semiotic mediation (1986), which, in this study, 
can be seen as the core of the "axis" in grounded theory terms. [8]

In this article we will first set out the different phases of the design of the tool, 
showing how we followed a hybrid grounded theory procedure after the first 
phase. Thereafter the five dimensions of the tool (the "grounded" theory) are 
discussed in some detail. We show how these dimensions could be adapted to 
analyze textbooks in cognate disciplines. Finally, in the conclusion of the article 
some reflection is offered on the reliability and validity of the theoretical principles 
that have been put forward. [9]

2. The Three Stages of the Tool Design Process

The three phases, or stages, of the tool design and development proceeded from 
1. a typical grounded theory approach of (open) data coding to 2. a deliberate 
activity of "going back to the literature," to search for theoretical principles for 
textbook analysis that would speak to the data that we had come to know closely, 
to 3. the blending of the first two chronological activities into the third stage, which 
comprised the formulation of the five dimensions of the analytical tool, or our 
grounded theory offering. These stages are described next.

Figure 1: The three-stage process—from data to literature to a tool and back to data [10]

© 2012 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 14(1), Art. 7, Katalin Morgan & Elizabeth Henning: Designing a Tool for History Textbook Analysis

2.1 A grounded theory approach to (open) data coding 

To begin the coding process, we wanted to first become familiar with the sampled 
texts. The sample was described within case study methodology. A "case study is 
defined by individual cases, not by the methods of inquiry used" (STAKE, 1994, 
p.236). These cases are captured by their "boundedness." In this way, it is 
different from theoretical sampling offered by grounded theory methodologies. 
Theoretical sampling "means that the sampling of additional incidents, events, 
activities, populations [in this case additional text], and so on is directed by the 
evolving theoretical constructs" (DRAUCKER, MARTSOLF, ROSS & RUSK, 
2007, p.1137). By contrast, in this research the sample was selected and 
bounded before the theoretical constructs were identified. Within a case study 
design the investigators identify the boundaries, and these boundaries, what is 
and what is not a case, are continually kept in focus (ROBERT WOOD 
JOHNSON FOUNDATION, 2008). Applied to this study, the case was bounded 
by an interest in the topic of issues around difference, stereotype, ostracization, 
prejudice, injustice, race and racism, and Nazism in particular, as foundations for 
learning possibilities of overcoming them, as represented in history textbooks. For 
this purpose one topic was selected in all ten textbooks. As these books followed 
a specific curriculum, there were also specific chapters on these topics. [11]

These chapters from the ten textbooks were coded initially in an open way in 
grounded theory mode, as described by TITSCHER, MEYER, WODAK and 
VETTER (2000, p.79). This part of the research process was the most 
creative/interpretive because there was freedom to identify units of meaning and 
to code and annotate/"memo" them in a non-determined way. In this first 
encounter with the data (the text of the sampled chapters) we thus coded units of 
text from the books inductively, writing memos/annotations in the "open-coding" 
fashion that STRAUSS and CORBIN (1998) and HENNING, Van RENSBURG 
and SMIT (2004) describe. This inductive part of the analysis laid the foundation 
for the eventual design tool, constructed during a process which, as STRAUSS 
and CORBIN (1998) explain, we searched for regularities in the data, working 
from a wide variety of instances/cases/examples to specific topics that would 
ultimately capture patterns or themes across these instances. In practice it meant 
that extensive notes about the texts were written in free-style. This was the first 
stage of the process as shown in Figure 1. [12]

To drive progression from the first to the second stage of the process we color-
coded the annotations that we had made during Stage 1. As we were developing 
concepts and looking for some patterns, we needed more and more "colors." At 
this stage we were considering using Atlas.ti software for qualitative analysis but 
we did not want to introduce a new and unfamiliar analysis tool when we had just 
become familiar and confident with the color-coding process. By the time we got 
to Book 4, we could identify another four components for analysis, or "colors" to 
use for highlighting. This coding process was very effective in helping us to see 
what analytical categories the book analysis would require. It brought the content 
of the books to the surface in a systematic way and the annotations reflected our 
interpretation of the content. For example, we noted that there were standard and 
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easily identifiable features to compare across all books. Some of these were the 
naming the actors; gauging the space allocation to certain sub-topics; examples 
of specific discursive uses of language; conceptual connections that we could see 
with the literature that we had consulted; and theoretical propositions that we had 
noted. [13]

We were now working in two parallel lanes of analysis, the coded and clustered 
contents and notes, and the literature. This literature included BAIN (2006); VAN 
LEEUWEN and SELANDER (1995), LaSPINA (1998, 2003), RAVITCH (2003), 
OSBORNE (2003), MARSDEN (2001), JOHNSEN (1997), SELANDER (1990), 
BREDEKAMP and ROSS (1995), RÜSEN (1993), and, of course, the two primary 
VYGOTSKY texts (1978 and 1986). The readings at that point pertained to both 
content-related matters and to more abstract-theoretical/methodological ones. As 
the process continued we noted questions that related to differences, similarities 
and problems that we had come across in the data notes and also to what we 
were encountering in the literature. For example, we noticed that in some books a 
gender theme was prominent while in others it was absent. Or, in some books the 
history content in question was narrated from multiple perspectives, using primary 
sources, while in others only the same secondary sources were used repeatedly. 
We noticed, as well, that history content presented from a single perspective 
focused largely on the assumed "perpetrators" of injustices in a macro-
sociological way. In sum, the process of color-coding the annotations that we had 
made amounted to some form of grounded theorizing in this early stage through 
the process of comparison and abstracting (PUNCH, 2005, p.204). [14]

Following this mode of coding meant that the annotation notes were becoming 
bulkier with each addition of a textbook chapter. We struggled to order the notes 
into patterns while trying to theorize. We also struggled to see whether we were 
doing inductive or deductive coding in some instances. We were pleased to find 
that STRAUSS in TITSCHER et al. (2000, p.78) alleviated this problem by 
explaining that during the coding process the investigator is permanently 
switching between inductive and deductive thinking (see also KELLE, 2005). In 
fact, this constant alternation between setting up and testing concepts is one of 
the essential features of grounded theory methodology (STRAUSS & CORBIN, 
1998) and we experienced it firsthand. BERGMAN (2009, winter school lecture 
notes taken) comments the following on early stages of text analysis: 

"You are already analyzing when you pay special attention to specific aspects of your 
data. In your data gathering you are already doing a pre-analysis. All the results will 
be a function of the selection you made at the beginning already—this is the first level 
of analysis. Then you select from this selection based on what your focus or question 
is. No piece of information is important unless it relates to your focus. Then a formal 
analysis: for example thematic clustering must follow. And finally you must interpret 
the themes: where do they come from, what does it mean for South African education 
reform (for example), i.e. link it back to your theoretical framework." [15]

Seeing that the annotations were getting too bulky for pattern-finding, we needed 
to find a way to reduce, or to shrink the data. By the time we had made extensive 
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annotations and color highlights on the data in the 10th book in the sample, we 
realized that we had, almost unknowingly, systematically prepared the text for 
thematizing. We now knew that we would need specific, guiding theory in order to 
conceptualize what we had clustered inductively, specifically to avoid naïve 
empiricist work and also not to fall into the trap of "emergence." [16]

As KELLE (2005, p.18) proposes:

"Experts with longstanding experience may be able to choose the right heuristic 
concept intuitively thereby drawing on rich theoretical background knowledge. In 
contrast to that novices may benefit from an explicit style of theory building in which 
different 'grand theories' are utilised in order to understand, explain and describe 
phenomena under study. A systematic comparison of the results from the use of 
different heuristic concepts is by all means preferable to an 'emergence talk' which 
masks the use of the researcher's pet concepts." [17]

We needed a framework from which to work with the coded data as we had not 
been able to find patterns that made sense, despite the intuitive use of our 
theoretical knowledge. We decided to consult authority voices that could provide 
specific, theoretical categories against which to offset the categorized data. We 
needed these voices because the data were disparate and it was challenging to 
further abstract from our "grounded" work thus far. We wished to make this 
explicit, taking cognizance of the GTM caveat to include theoretical perspectives 
in the process of analysis, whether in building the "axis" or going further than that. 
These would have to come from the disciplines in which we had been reading. 
This was the beginning of Stage 2 (see Figure 1). [18]

2.2 From grounded theory back to the literature: Towards finding a 
workable heuristic frame

At this point the study could have gone in various directions, each, possibly, 
leading to different outcomes. But, because of our claim that textbooks are 
primarily semiotic mediators, and because they are aimed at the activity of 
learning in the activity systems of schools and classrooms, we therefore 
employed the notion of "semiotic mediation" as used by VYGOTSKY and as 
expanded by the literature that was spawned by his work (KOZULIN, 1990; 
WERTSCH, 1985, 2002; and KARPOV, 2005). Admittedly, what also motivated 
us was KOZULIN's assertion that VYGOTSKY's writings "offer little in terms of 
ready-made answers to scientific puzzles" and that "his skill was turning apparent 
puzzles into new and profound questions" (KOZULIN, 1990, p.2). Hence the 
influence on his writings on this study was not so much an application of a readily 
available theory, but providing a way of thinking about the approach to the 
research in more general terms, thus a more general "gaze." His work also 
provided a lens through which to view textbooks as signs that perform as tools in 
learning and as such are powerful artifacts in education. [19]

In Stage 2 of the process of developing the now emergent tool for textbook 
analysis/evaluation we searched for principles of text analysis that would fit the 
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central principle, namely that these texts are semiotic in a very specific way—they 
mediate learning in a school context. School learning implies the development of 
higher order thinking or mental skills. That is why the "psychological tools" that 
function as mediating agents in the development of higher mental processes in 
children and adolescents are also the heuristic base of the underlying theory of 
cognitive development espoused by VYGOTSKY and researchers who work with 
his theories. The signs, or semiotic mediators, are utilized as auxiliary means of 
solving given psychological problems such as remembering, comparing 
something, reporting, choosing and so on, and are analogous to the invention 
and use of tools in physical activity. Such use of tools or signs affects 
humankind's behavior (VYGOTSKY, 1978, pp.52-54). It is for this reason that 
textbooks can play a vital role in shaping development and thus behavior. This is 
especially significant in the wake of the "social constructivist rush," where, in our 
view, too little is made of the semiotics of mediation, and the work of Lev 
VYGOTSKY is often glossed over and simplified. This is why we chose the core 
concept of semiotic mediation as the axis in the development of the analysis tool. 
It also resonated with some of the literature we had consulted on textbook 
research: WERTSCH (2002), SELANDER (1990) and LaSPINA (1998), for 
example, have drawn on this concept of semiotic mediation when studying 
empirical phenomena such as the relationship between culture and remembering; 
theory development for pedagogic text analysis; and visual design of textbooks, 
respectively. [20]

At the same time, we could also apply the concept of semiotic mediation to the 
research process itself: the signs in this research were the textbook content. 
During the research process this content was also coupled with the first 
interpretive activity as captured in and manifested by the annotative notes and the 
color codes during the reading of the chapters (see Stage 1 in Figure 1). The 
research thus continued to proceed on two levels. These first interpretations 
manifested as signifiers of meaning, with our own thinking as the interpretant. 
The work at this stage was, thus, simultaneously proceeding on a cognitive- and 
a metacognitive level. But our thoughts and reflections were not yet, by any 
reach, the final signifying object that we were pursuing. In research terminology, 
one could say that the object was still "latent," we had not yet been able to make 
it tangible or to show it in operationalized form. [21]

For further "operationalization," the textbook analysis process needed to be 
captured in a way that would show how we moved from thinking about the history 
book content and making interpretive notes about it, to finding some cross-over to 
the literature, to further refine it. This, we believed, would make the meaning 
more tangible for the eventual use of the tool as an instrument that others could 
also find useful. Stage 2 thus included identifying categories from the literature on 
semiotic mediation in preparation for devising of the dimensions for the tool. We 
focused mainly on the work of WERTSCH (2002), KRESS and Van LEEUWEN 
(2006), TITSCHER et al. (2000), THORNTON and BARTON (2010), LaSPINA 
(1998); and BAIN (2006). The outcome of the second stage of the process was 
the consolidation of the findings from the inductive analysis in Stage 1 with the 
categories identified from the literature, using "semiotic mediation" as the primary 
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"sensitizing concept" (BLUMER, 1954, cited in KELLE, 2005, p.15) across the 
stages. Finally, during the third stage, the analytical tool design was completed, 
based on those principles and then applied to the "data," which by now consisted 
of the notes that we have described as Stage 1, together with raw data. [22]

2.3 Towards the principles for the five-dimension tool 

The combination of reading from a variety of disciplines, while keeping the 
VYGOTSKIAN concept of semiotic mediation at the center, and while keeping in 
mind the initial grounded theory mode of open coding, resulted in an important 
discovery about the process itself. There was a somewhat surprising goodness of 
fit between the outcomes of the two processes. We surmised that we could 
develop analytical dimensions from this fit. But before we did that, we put 
together a set of principles for textbook analysis. These principles came from the 
overall insights gained from the various strands of interdisciplinary literature and 
represent an attempt to pin down the essence of what should be considered 
when analyzing educational texts. Hence these principles are exploratory and 
present a "working model":

1. As a starting point, text analysis requires some standard or guide in which 
there are criteria that can be applied in the analysis. This could be the 
curriculum, or a "best practice" type of document available in a specific field. 
An example is a best practice guide to Holocaust education (BERMAN 
CENTRE FOR RESEARCH AND EVALUATION IN JEWISH EDUCATION, 
2006) which outlines a range of expert educational principles for teaching 
emotionally demanding content that could be generalized to other, non-Jewish 
historical topics. Another example is the World Movement for Democracy 
website which is a collection of international resources connected to a range 
of topics; one of them being Teaching Civic Education In and Outside of 
School. The point is that researchers should get a feeling for what the 
international standards are before being narrowed by their own country's 
educational policies.

2. In order to devise a methodological model, it is necessary to find a common 
theoretical link, or to build a conceptual bridge, between the texts to be 
analyzed and the standard or guide by which to assess them. This we 
established with the concept of semiotic mediation. Textbooks mediate by way 
of specific signs that act as discursive, semiotic tools. Thus the curriculum 
must be analyzed for concepts and abstractions derived from the theory. For 
example, "making words one's own" (BAKHTIN, 1982, p.294) is the abstract 
concept behind the skills-driven aims of the curriculum, such as 
"communicating an argument," "coming to independent, critical conclusions," 
"evaluation of a broad range of evidence," or "critically understanding socio-
economic system" (DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, 2003). The 
values/attitudes aspect of the curriculum could be abstracted under the 
general category of "creating a usable past" (WERTSCH, 2002, p.33), or to 
be more specific, being able to use an interpretation of the past for 

© 2012 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/

http://www.wmd.org/resources/whats-being-done/civic-education-democracy/teaching-civic-education-and-outside-school
http://www.wmd.org/resources/whats-being-done/civic-education-democracy/teaching-civic-education-and-outside-school
http://www.wmd.org/


FQS 14(1), Art. 7, Katalin Morgan & Elizabeth Henning: Designing a Tool for History Textbook Analysis

democratization purposes: "advancing democracy," "personal empowerment" 
or "changing the world for the better" (DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, 2003).

3. In order to manage the many layers of meaning, the text analysis, requires 
optimal structure in the heuristic tool. Such a tool should be usable as a 
plotting mechanism with which textbook content and appearance can be 
"mapped." This is because usually it is a matter of degree of mediation of a 
specific skill or attitude in the text that needs to be assessed. Here our focus 
is on text contained in textbooks, such as words and their contextualized 
images, maps, assessment activities and "model" answers in teacher guides. 
An obvious limitation is that the analysis of electronic and visual media such 
as photo, presentation or video data are for now excluded since they may 
need different approaches (see KNOBLAUCH, BAER, LAURIER, PETSCHKE 
& SCHNETTLER, 2008). Of course as we mention electronic data, the use of 
data analysis software must be also considered. If researchers wish to go this 
route, there are many factors to take into account when choosing a package. 
EVERS, SILVER, MRUCK and PEETERS (2011, p.12) mention the key ones: 
from "the research design; type and amount of data; the approach to data 
analysis; the dynamics of project (e.g. individual, team); personal style of 
working; to time and financial resources; etc." These authors alert us to the 
fact that while software may enhance the quality of our projects, they will not 
do so merely through their use. The quality of thinking will always be the 
responsibility of the researchers as software use should not be seen as a 
method.

4. KUHN (2000 [1962]) pointed to the utter impossibility of interpreting scientific 
facts out of the context of dominant mindset of the scientific community or 
"paradigm." For designing dimensions for the analytical tool this means that 
there must be a relationship between the dimensions and the discipline on 
which the text is based. There is no point in analyzing history texts using 
criteria for what is valued in the scientific community of, say geography. This 
is complicated by the fact that, as mentioned, textbook research is 
interdisciplinary. For example, we have identified that we need to draw from 
such disciplines as history, sociology, psychology, linguistics and education. 
When the tool for analysis is designed, it becomes important that it 
incorporates some elements from each of these disciplines and not only be 
driven by the data itself. This principle will ensure that the analysis is as multi-
dimensional as textbook research is multi- or interdisciplinary. 

5. Some notable features of the texts will be excluded by the nature of the 
analytical questions and the theoretical lens through which it was conceived. 
This is an inevitable but acceptable limitation and is important to consider if 
text analysis is done by multiple researchers.

6. The analyst must decide on a content focus—it cannot be everything. 
Methods must be applied to specific content because content separated from 
pedagogy is an incomplete metaphor for knowledge (SEIXAS, 1999, p.318). 
This could be achieved by employing a case study design, specifying the 
"bounded system" (STAKE, 1994) of the case as was done in this study. [23]
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These six principles formed the basis for developing the five-dimensional tool; 
however, there is no relationship between the number of principles and the 
number of dimensions. What follows is an explanation of how these principles 
were put into action in the construction of the analytical tool. [24]

2.3.1 The dimensions

2.3.1.1 Dimension A: Making own/personal historical knowledge

The way in which the textbooks mediate historical knowledge, we argued, would 
be identified through the analyst asking questions about them as catalyzing 
agents for "higher order mental functions" (VYGOTSKY, 1978). These could 
include: What are the discipline-specific, "scientific" areas of knowledge that the 
textbooks mediate and how do they do it? How do they exemplify historical 
scholarship in the texts? What tools do textual resources provide that could 
enable learners to make evidence-based, reasoned judgments about the topics 
covered in the books? In other words, what are the semiotic mediating tools 
contained in the texts that allow the user to develop a sense of agency by making 
own, personal knowledge and not simply by remembering information? [25]

These questions are similar to LEVSTIK's characterization of a dichotomy in 
teachers' views of students as either "producers" or "consumers" of historical 
understandings. Teachers who view students as producers seek to have them 
use the tools of historiography and act as history detectives. Those who see them 
as consumers of history might emphasize "origin myths over interpretation, and 
consensus over controversy" (LEVSTIK cited in SAWYER & LAGUARDIA, 2010, 
p.1996). On this view we developed the idea that textbook authors are similarly 
positioned to view their readers as consumers or as producers. [26]

2.3.1.2 Dimension B: Learning empathy

This is the humanizing dimension of the analysis and involves "historical 
perspective-taking [which] is the cognitive act of understanding the different 
social, cultural, intellectual, and even emotional contexts that shaped people's 
lives and actions in the past" (SEIXAS, 2006, p.10). It thus is an off-shoot from 
Dimension A in that it involves cognition but with an added possibility for 
experiencing an affective response to the text content and presentation. This 
component of the tool is aimed at identifying opportunities for the readers to 
experience empathy, coupled with rational thought and metacognitive reflection. 
Such a reflection is central to the discipline of history, which may be thought of as 
"an organized metacognitive tradition in that it insists on its practitioners reflecting 
on what they say" and why they say things (LEE, 2011, p.66). It is closely linked 
to the idea of reflexivity, which is a type of "epistemological subjectivity: using 
(self-) reflexivity as an important tool to access and to develop scientific 
knowledge" (BREUER, MRUCK & ROTH, 2002, p.2). This part of the tool is 
aimed at identifying those content elements that could elicit emotional, affective 
responses in readers because the text requires them to take different 
perspectives. [27]
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One way of thinking about this dimension would be to compare the reader's 
response to a relationship between what WERTSCH (2002, p.46) describes as 
"re-experiencing" and "remembering," both of which are intra-psychological 
processes. WERTSCH explains that the difference between remembering and re-
experiencing concerns the distance or separation that people experience 
between their current lived world and an event from the past. He explains that 
remembering presupposes such a separation and that the textual mediation, 
although difficult to detect, on the one hand functions to create a degree of 
separation. Re-experiencing, on the other hand, assumes that a person or group 
merges with, or is part of the past event. "In its extreme form, [re-experiencing] 
may be a way of representing the past that seems to involve no textual mediation 
at all, the result being that the distance between the observer and the event 
dissolves" (p.46). From this, the main analytical concern is to ask what the degree 
of proximity is that textual mediation achieves. This is sometimes discussed in 
terms of a memory being "experience-far" or "experience-near" (CONWAY, cited 
in WERTSCH, 2002, p.46). Different texts thus mediate memories—in this case 
historical events in textbooks—in different ways, either allowing a reader to have 
a "being there" experience, or reporting on events in ways that create a wide 
distance between readers and events. For example, primary sources, or "traces" 
(SEIXAS & PECK, 2004, p.110) tend to mediate more “experience-near” 
accounts of the past than secondary ones. [28]

One of the tools that can trigger re-experiences would first and foremost be 
narratives. KEATING and SHELDON (2011, p.7) note that narratives in history 
education can stimulate the student's imagination, and "in putting himself in 
another's place sympathy is born." The term used in this type of experience is 
empathic literacy, or to read with empathy. This dimension therefore asks what 
kind, if any, empathetic learning the texts mediate. [29]

2.3.1.3 Dimension C: Positioning a textual community

This dimension presents a way to look at how positioning of the subject 
(RIBEIRO, 2006) occurs in communicative actions and events as encountered in 
the textbooks. It is the counterpart of the intellectual, epistemological aspects of 
Dimension A of the tool in that it looks at the kinds of "uses" the past is being put 
to, rather than the kinds of historical skills that are mediated. Or, to use LEE's 
terminology, the tool would look at authors' disposition to "plunder the past to 
produce convenient stories for the present" (2011, p.65, emphasis in the original). 
The notion of textbook composition as an act of deliberately creating "uses" of the 
past, or by "plundering the past" for utility value in the present, is related to a 
discourse view of texts. FAIRCLOUGH (2003) and other authors, such as KRESS 
and Van LEEUWEN (2006) argue that texts are produced in a social context and 
are in themselves also social action. With this dimension of the tool the analyst 
wants to find out what the social consequences of knowledge consumption might 
be when history facts may be presented in a specific/biased fashion, and when 
observable ideological positions are espoused by the authors (see MORGAN & 
HENNING, 2011). [30]
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So, while this dimension of the tool is informed by a sociological approach, the 
way findings are gleaned from it also requires a linguistic, semiotic approach 
(KRESS & VAN LEEUWEN, 2006 and FAIRCLOUGH, 2003). Such an approach 
posits that in all interactions, users of language (and other sign systems) bring 
with them different dispositions towards that language or system, and these are 
closely related to their social positions (VÄISÄNEN , 2006, p.300). From a social 
semiotics perspective, signs are always "motivated by the sign-maker's interests" 
(KRESS & VAN LEEUWEN, 2006, p.8). By way of this dimension the analyst tries 
to get to the bottom, or the subtext, of "the sign maker's interest," as identified by 
some of the clues in the text. For example, if a certain word is used in an overly-
repetitive manner, or if stories are broken up and separated into units to fit certain 
themes and arguments, or if images are extracted from their original context to 
illustrate a definable point of view, then such discourse markers can inform the 
analyst of the positioning of the authors to the subject matter and in turn to their 
readers. [31]

2.3.1.4 Dimension D: Fashioning stories

Stories, or narratives, have already been implied in the discussion of Dimension 
B, because it is in the stories and the characterizations that empathy is evoked. 
WERTSCH, a leading cultural historical theorist in the Vygotskian tradition, 
argues that narratives are the principal sociocultural tool for understanding the 
past: "Narrative form is taken to be a cultural tool for grasping together a set of 
events, settings, actors, motivation, etc. into a coherent whole in a particular way" 
(WERTSCH, 2002, p.61). Few would disagree that narrative texts are the primary 
vehicle for presenting history knowledge because they rely on the universal 
qualities of stories, one of which is the temporal ordering principles (TITSCHER 
et al., 2000, p.23). One knows that a story will have a beginning, a middle, and an 
end, that there will be a discernible plot and prominent characters. Readers of 
history textbooks are usually more inclined to read a text if there is a story and if it 
utilizes the style and techniques of story-telling, for which readers are prepared 
because they know story grammar. Also, the themes are so much more 
appealing when they are presented in narrative rather than, for example, in an 
information timeline or in a chronological list. The element of drama is inherent in 
them and hence they are sometimes seen as "the creative conversion of life itself 
into a more powerful, clearer, more meaningful experience. They are the currency 
of human contact" (McKEE, n/d). [32]

On this dimension the analyst can look at all aspects of stories and conduct a 
basic narrative analysis, as suggested by TITSCHER et al. (2000, p.128) in order 
to understand story structures as the fundamental values and norms which 
underlie a story. To appreciate the richness of how narratives function as cultural 
tools, WERTSCH (2002) uses the concept of a "schematic narrative template" to 
show that there are also categories of stories with socially constructed frames. 
Such templates involve "generalized plot structures that underlie a range of 
specific stories" (BARTON & McCULLY, 2010, p.145). These authors explain 
that, for example, the story of the September 11 attacks often relies on a 

© 2012 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 14(1), Art. 7, Katalin Morgan & Elizabeth Henning: Designing a Tool for History Textbook Analysis

template involving "'terrorists' threats to the innocent United States" to explain a 
wide range of events (p.145). [33]

There may thus be an inherent danger in the way narrative templates are used. A 
textbook analyst needs to take cognizance of the fact that such templates are the 
underlying "meta" pattern of the narrative and that they can be abused by 
involving grand narratives that are no more than ideological positions. For 
example, when pre-cast characters function as constant, stable elements of a 
tale, independent of how and by whom they are embodied in a specific story 
(p.145), the characters are "flat," rather than "round." They become simply tools 
to convey a position. In the South African history textbooks that we examined 
there was, for example, generally one type of "European colonist," one type of 
"colonized person," or one type of "racist." [34]

Questions that can be posed in this dimension are: what, if any, is the master 
narrative or pre-cast plot in the stories, with "master narratives" referring to a 
dominant and overarching template that presents the literature, history, or culture 
of a society (ALRIDGE, 2006, p.681) in a specific way. Who are the characters 
and do they develop authentically or do they remain "flat," serving a specific 
purpose of the template? Are the characters thus "characters" or rather (arche) 
types (stereotypes)? What are the functions of characters in the plot? What are 
the narrative gaps? Are there any counter-narratives? [35]

2.3.1.5 Dimension E: Orientating the reader

After handling the books many times over, we knew that we also needed to look 
at form, space and the art of design and composition of the textbooks. Dimension 
E was constructed as a result of this. In addition, we had also learned about the 
Formalist influence on VYGOTSKY's work, namely how the materials of art stand 
in relationship to the form of art (KOZULIN, 1990, p.38). We found that we could 
apply it to the analysis, asking questions such as, what are the physical features 
(form) of the textbooks and what does this imply about the relationship to the 
content (material)? The design and layout features orientate and scaffold the 
reader like a good webpage or smart phone application does. This includes 
elements such as structure of the content page, language level, use of symbols 
such as exclamation marks, translation of non-English content, format (size), text 
flow, layout, user-friendliness, ease of orientation (such as including an index, 
glossary and headers for example), quality of images, and so on. These 
artefactual features can be seen as cognition tools, because form and content 
are related, as UHRMACHER (2009, p.615) attests. [36]

Examining the physical features of the textbooks would of course include an 
analysis of the sampled images, maps, cartoons or other illustrations in order to 
try and identify what their main functions are. This can be assessed by looking at 
the relationship between language text and images and how the two text types 
function together, for example in the captions of pictorial, image illustrations. The 
aim is to see if the form and the content of the two cohere. A central assumption 
here is that images, as a resource of representation, like language, display 
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regularities which can be made the subject of relatively formal description or 
picture "grammar" (KRESS & Van LEEUWEN, 2006, p.20). The main aim with 
this dimension was to find out how the sign-makers, the authors, position 
themselves in the mediation of history through the use of images and related 
captions and representation in the language text. Arguably this dimension of the 
analytic tool has a strong relationship to Dimension C or "positioning a textual 
community." In Figure 2 below the different components of the tool are shown. 

Figure 2: The five dimensions of the analytical tool [37]

This graphic representation is not meant to imply that these five dimensions 
exhaustively interrogate all aspects of the data. One or more of the components 
of the analytic model may not be required for some books, such as biology 
textbooks, for which the author would seldom use full narratives, but would utilize 
simulations or metaphors. Neither is this diagram meant to imply that data can be 
categorized neatly into those puzzle pieces. Rather, the pieces should be 
imagined to be dynamically shifting, moving clusters that overlap and whose 
boundaries are not as neatly defined as the diagram suggests. As part of one 
tool, these five dimensions also have to cohere; we have attempted to map out 
some of the relationships that indicate coherence. [38]

In conducting the analysis of the ten books, this tool proved to be fruitful. We 
found the contents and pedagogic implications of one textbook to exemplify a 
strong mediation of learning of a higher order. Two of the books had many of the 
elements that we have now begun to formulate in criteria for textbook analysis, 
one of which is that it needs to be multi-dimensional, as in the model presented 
here. The other books, based on the sampled chapters, were found to be, at 
best, sources of some information, and at worst, compromisers of history 
education. [39]
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3. Application of the Tool to Other Subjects

The methodological implication for textbook research is that similar analytical 
dimensions could be created for data pertaining to other subject textbooks. This 
is because the theoretical approach is flexible enough to allow for the seeking 
and naming of those tools of the text that fulfill those dimensions. For example, 
one could devise a similar analytical model for a related subject, namely "life 
orientation," which is a compulsory subject for all learners in all grades in South 
African schools. It is a type of citizenship education. It "is the study of the self in 
relation to others and to society" and "addresses skills, knowledge, and values 
about the self, the environment, responsible citizenship, a healthy and productive 
life, social engagement, recreation and physical activity, careers and career 
choices" (DEPARTMENT OF BASIC EDUCATION, 2011, p.8). [40]

Text analysis could still focus on "making own knowledge"—how do texts allow 
students to create knowledge about the listed topics and what are the 
implications for cognitive development and conceptual change in children and 
youth? In other words, what abstract, logical, deductive reasoning is the text 
mediating? [41]

Secondly, "learning empathy" could be captured with questions like "How do texts 
mediate concepts of 'responsible' and 'social engagement'?," whereby the focus 
would be on how to not think primarily about the self and one's own self-
preservation. It would ask what kind of "social sympathies and antipathies are 
formed" (VYGOTSKY, quoted in KARPOV, 2005, p.205) as a result of the textual 
mediation? [42]

Thirdly, "positioning a textual community" could be addressed by a question like 
"What kind of understanding do texts mediate about 'healthy', 'productive' or 
'citizenship'?," constantly asking what kind of imagined community, if any, is 
being created. Are differences "glossed over" by "imagining that we can 
transpose values across cultures through the transcendent spirit of a common 
humanity" (BHANBHA, quoted in MATTSON & HARLEY, 2003, p.301)? How is 
language used to mediate the topic? Such questions would allow a researcher to 
find and name the textual features that mediate the different types of positionings. 
[43]

The fourth dimension, "fashioning stories," is a bit more challenging to translate, 
given that life orientation is not an established scientific field of enquiry and that, 
unlike the narrative acting as the primary tool in historical scholarship, it is not 
clear what the typical methods for mediating knowledge are in life orientation. 
One must look at other disciplines. The life orientation curriculum repeatedly 
stresses the need to make "informed and responsible decisions." An analytical 
dimension could be developed to address this; perhaps from management 
science or business motivational literature. This could be brought into relationship 
with discipline-specific concepts from psychology or sociology, such as 
motivation, given that life orientation is concerned with the relationship between 
self and society. Thus an example of Dimension D could be "motivating 
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students," or "learning to make decisions," which would still achieve a practical 
component similar to how narratives act as practical tools in historical enquiry. [44]

Finally, Dimension E—orientating the reader—would have as much relevance for 
a life orientation textbook as for any other, since the aesthetic and spatial 
features of a textbook apply across disciplines. [45]

4. Some Limitations

There are of course limitations of this study. One of the major ones is that we 
chose only textbooks as the (semiotic) mediating artifacts and that we did not 
supplement the research with classroom observation, or interviews with teachers 
and pupils, and that therefore we did not gain any insight into the various 
pedagogical issues at play in a classroom. Nevertheless, we contend that 
textbooks are stand-alone artifacts and that they are a public form of knowledge, 
indicative of the general and overall discourse permeating a society at a given 
time. Thus, analyzing textbooks comprises a historical study in its own right and 
we found this to be good enough reason for studying them "in isolation." This is 
not to say that we do not recognize not only the possibility, but the likelihood, that 
teachers may not use these books, or that they modify and supplement their 
contents with their own materials. [46]

Linked to this is another limitation, which is, as alluded to already, that we 
concentrated only on printed textbooks. We recognize that increasingly learning 
takes place through e-books, presentations, video, drama, interactive sites (both 
physical and virtual), and so on. In the light of this, such media should also be 
included when designing tools for text analysis. Testing our analytical model on 
and adapting it for use with educational films, websites or museum exhibitions 
could become exciting possibilities for future research. [47]

5. Conclusion: The Need for a Systematic Tool for Analysis

What concerned us at the outset of this study, and it still does, is whether the 
construct of a tool for analysis, which would suggest a certain methodology, could 
manifest from theoretical principles, and thus, ultimately, explore such theory. 
The problem at the outset was the interdisciplinary nature of this type of work and 
how a central theoretical position could hold. In this study such a central construct 
was used, namely VYGOTSKY's idea of "semiotic mediation." Although the latent 
construct manifested in specific indicators in the various dimensions of the tool, 
they are, by far, not complete. To truly validate the tool and to establish its 
reliable use across more chapters in the books and also more books in 
comparable disciplines, much more research needs to be conducted. [48]

In a way, then, this study was a comprehensive pilot study. Limited by the usual 
obstructions of subjective interpretation and no inter-rater reliability, and 
composed from a specific epistemological position of the researchers 
themselves, it is a beginning. We would argue that the audit trail of the design 
and development of the tool, specifically as set out in the full PhD study, is 
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confirmable. In other words, the steps of the design can be repeated and other 
books and chapters can be used to show how reliable the tool can be and also 
how the process of its construction can be tested for reliability. [49]

Ultimately, though, a tool is a heuristic that has to be used idiosyncratically, and 
that is what we hope other researchers will do, so that the tool, like a new 
substantive theory, can be tested and validated. What we can say with more 
certainty, though, is that the VYGOTSKIAN tenet of "semiotic mediation" has 
been found to be a valid construct with which to work when looking for a way to 
make a tool for textbook analysis. [50]
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