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American introductory psychology textbooks are widely used in New Zealand and Australian universities, and are likely to have a major influence on our students' perceptions of psychology. The paper reviews the published literature on these textbooks, and describes a study of  their coverage of cultural diversity. The study, using content analysis of a sample of 10 recently published textbooks, found evidence for improved coverage over the last decade, but noticeable variation across textbooks in the coverage of specific cultural  topics. There is also some mismatch between the textbooks and the views of cross-cultural psychologists, with respect to the emphasis given to particular cultural diversity topics, and cultural themes do not seem particularly well integrated with other textbook material. The paper ends with practical suggestions for using typical introductory psychology textbooks. 
Why American introductory psychology textbooks are important

Because so many university students, from many disciplines, take  introductory psychology courses, and because first impressions are important, the textbooks used in introductory courses probably have a major influence on the views of psychology held by the university-educated population. 
The typical introductory psychology course in a New Zealand or Australian university is based on an American textbook and its ancillary materials. The reasons for this phenomenon are related to the considerable size of the introductory psychology textbook market in the U.S.A., and the consequent vigorous competition among publishers to have their own products adopted as course textbooks. A result of this battle for market share is that the textbooks come with an ever-increasing array of technologically sophisticated ancillary materials - such as electronic test banks, CD-ROMS, and videodiscs - and are themselves replete with so-called pedagogical aids. Because of the practical advantages offered by these textbook packages, most lecturers seem to have decided that there is no feasible alternative to using one. 

The purpose and structure of this paper

The broad goals of the paper are to discuss some characteristics of American introductory psychology textbooks, particularly with respect to their coverage of cultural diversity, and to suggest how the lecturer can overcome some of the limitations of these textbooks.  The paper begins with a brief overview of the published literature on these textbooks, then describes a preliminary study of their coverage of cultural diversity, and concludes with practical suggestions for the lecturer. 

A brief review of the literature on American introductory psychology textbooks
There is a fair amount of published literature on the characteristics of American introductory psychology textbooks.  The commentaries are of three main types.

The most common type of commentary describes and evaluates the textbooks'  coverage of some specific topic. These articles deal with such varied topics as Pavlov's apparatus (Evans & Goodwin, 1991), parapsychology (Roig, Icochea, & Cuzzucoli, 1991). diversity (Hogben & Waterman, 1997), and cognitive aspects of ageing (Pennington, 1999).  Such articles typically identify limitations and biases in the coverage of the topic under consideration, but the more recent articles tend to conclude that coverage has improved over time. Several articles deal with quantitative features such as number of chapters and overall length (Griggs, Jackson, & Napolitano, 1994), most frequently cited references (Gorenflo & McConnell, 1991), and coverage of basic concepts (Zechmeister & Zechmeister, 2000).  A few articles discuss broad qualitative characteristics such as the promotion of critical thinking (Griggs, Jackson, Marek, & Christopher, 1998). There is a small amount of very general commentary on these textbooks, such as Weiten and Wight's (1992) chapter on their history, and Morawski's (1992) article on their social functions. 

Although these published commentaries tend to be  quite critical of particular aspects of the textbooks, they do not, as a rule, suggest that lecturers should stop using them.  An exception is the devastating critique by Blumenthal (1991).  One of his central arguments is that commercial pressures force these textbooks into a uniform "catalogue" format with no integrative framework, and that they are essentially bad for students. 

The textbooks' coverage of cultural diversity
As part of a broader investigation of contemporary American introductory textbooks,  I have begun to look at their coverage of cultural diversity.  I chose to do this for three main reasons: firstly, knowledge of how the textbooks handle a particular substantial topic gives insights into some general characteristics of these books; secondly, it is important that introductory psychology students get a balanced view of the role of culture in human behaviour; thirdly, a focus on the role of culture is one of the claims made most consistently by the textbook authors in their prefaces. The claimed emphasis on culture reflects psychologists' increased acknowledgement of its influence on human behaviour, as expressed in these quotes from the prefaces of textbooks in my sample:

"It is now abundantly clear that culture is not merely a superficial gloss on human behavior, but a profound influence that affects all aspects of life."
Wade and Tavris (1998, p.xx)  

"Many psychological principles that were once presented as if they were true of people everywhere are now known to be rather unique to people in Western culture."

Gray (1999, p.xvi)

There is a small amount of literature on the coverage of culture in introductory psychology textbooks. Lonner (1990), a well-known cross-cultural psychologist, examined the cultural content of  35 textbooks published in 1986-1988. He found that the coverage was quite narrow, and dominated by four topics: intelligence and its measurement; emotion (especially Ekman's work on facial expression); general social psychology topics, such as prejudice and stereotypes; language and its development.  He noted the absence of reference to a number of key articles and authors, and commented that the sections on cultural topics were not well integrated with other textbook material. Hogben and Waterman (1997) looked at the material on diversity in 28 textbooks published in 1990-1992. They used the rem diversity in a broad sense, and focused on the number of paragraphs devoted to particular types of diversity. They concluded that what they termed multicultural/global issues were covered more adequately than were some other diversity issues such as those concerned with sexuality. Their article does not discuss the coverage of specific cross-cultural topics. 

A preliminary investigation of the coverage of cultural diversity in a sample of textbooks

To investigate the coverage of specific cultural topics in recently published American introductory psychology textbooks,  I used a convenience sample of 10 such textbooks, all published in 1997-1999. The sample, listed in the Appendix, includes several  textbooks very well known to introductory psychology lecturers.  I have concentrated so far on investigating these textbooks'  coverage of selected cultural themes and topics, by searching for, and following up, selected headings in the indexes, and by partial content analysis of relevant chapter sections. I selected the themes and topics partly on the basis of personal knowledge and interest, and do not claim to have gained a comprehensive overview of the textbooks' coverage of all aspects of culture. 

My preliminary findings suggest several noteworthy features of the textbooks' coverage of cultural diversity. I will discuss these features with examples taken from Table 1, which shows how many textbooks include particular cultural diversity topics, or give a cultural diversity perspective on certain broader topics:  


Table 1. Some cultural diversity topics and perspectives categorised by frequency
Some topics/perspectives included in all or most (8-10) of the textbooks 
individualist versus collectivist cultures

Ekman's research on facial expression of emotion

the meaning of abnormality

the self

Some topics/perspectives included in about half (4-6) of the textbooks
culture-bound syndromes

the fundamental attribution error

Kohlberg 

Vygotsky

therapies

Some topics/perspectives included in a few (1-2) of the textbooks
Western biases underlying therapy

menopause

old age 

My main preliminary conclusions are as follows: 

* The textbooks' coverage of culture has broadened somewhat in the last decade. This conclusion is based on the contrast between Lonner's (1990) findings and the variety of topics or perspectives which are covered in all or most of the textbooks in my sample. For instance, nearly all these newer textbooks distinguish between individualist and collectivist cultures, and, often in the context of that distinction,  comment on cross-cultural differences in the meaning of the term "self".  A minor point of interest is that all but one of the textbooks cite an article by Markus and Kitayama (1991) on culture and the self. It appears that this article has already become a classic, despite the conclusions of Gorenflo and McConnell (1991) that "it typically takes 20 years or so before an article is perceived as being 'classic' by most authors of introductory texts." (p.10).

* Coverage varies considerably across textbooks. Some cultural diversity topics or perspectives, arguably among the more important or stimulating ones, appear in only about half or fewer of the textbooks. For instance, although all the books mention Vygotsky's work on cognitive development, fewer than half discuss his influential idea that a child's mind is gradually shaped to reflect the ways of thinking which that child's particular culture has found to be useful ( despite the fact that this aspect of Vygotsky's theory provides a striking contrast with Piaget's belief in a universal sequence of stages in cognitive development).  The variability in coverage may well illustrate a  general lack of consensus among introductory textbooks concerning core concepts in psychology (Zechmeister & Zechmeister, 2000). These authors found that less than 3% of the concepts and terms in the glossaries of ten introductory textbooks appeared in all the glossaries, and concluded that:

"As instructors, our challenge is to teach a conceptual framework in the midst of the fragmentation and incoherence that characterizes psychology"s core vocabulary in introductory psychology textbooks."

Zechmeister and Zechmeister (2000, p.11)

* The relative emphasis given to different topics does not accord very well with the views of cross-cultural psychologists. Several examples of this mismatch follow:  

Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman (1996) identified aspects of behaviour which seem to be influenced most  strongly by culture. One of the aspects they mention is the fundamental attribution error (the tendency to overestimate internal causes of people's behaviour).  Although all the texts cover this well-known attributional bias, only six mention the evidence for  cross-cultural differences.  

Lonner (1990) noted the introductory textbooks' lack of coverage of cross-cultural perspectives on therapy, and commented that this lack was surprising as there is a great deal of cross-cultural material available. Cross-cultural perspectives on therapy are still covered erratically in the textbooks.  Of the 10 books in my sample, only two raise the issue of the Western individualistic bias underlying the therapy movement, and only one discusses the common features of Western psychotherapy and traditional healing techniques. 

The previous examples concern the textbooks' limited or erratic coverage of some important cross-cultural topics. In contrast, some arguably less important topics still seem to be over-represented. Lonner (1990) implies that  Ekman's work on facial expression of emotion is a marginal cross-cultural topic, but all the textbooks in my sample mention it, usually at some length, and all but one include at least one set of photographs to illustrate it.  

* It seems  fair to conclude that, in the cross-cultural area at least, the textbooks tend to concentrate on straightforward, concrete topics, which lend themselves to dramatic visual accompaniments. The corollary to this is that these textbooks often avoid important thought-provoking themes, and tend to give a somewhat distorted impression of the area being discussed.  (Even when they do deal with thought-provoking themes, the specific examples they give are often rather simplistic. For instance, nearly all the texts raise the issue of cross-cultural differences in the meaning of abnormality, but they typically illustrate the point with a photograph showing some exotic form of personal adornment.) My conclusions are similar to those which Lonner (1990) drew from his sample of late 1980s textbooks. The oversimplification of issues is hardly surprising: it no doubt reflects the fact that introductory textbooks are forced by market pressures to be as easily digestible as possible. 

* The material on cultural diversity is often not very well integrated with other textbook material.  My conclusion concurs with one drawn by Lonner (1990), but at this stage of the investigation is largely impressionistic. So far, I have noted a number of missed opportunities for making useful links between specific topics and important cross-cultural themes introduced elsewhere in the text. For instance, some textbooks do not link the individualist-collectivist culture distinction explicitly to their discussions of the self-concept or attributional biases, and some do not discuss the cross-cultural universality of Piaget's or Kohlberg's developmental theories. 

The apparent mediocre integration of cross-cultural themes is probably symptomatic of a more fundamental lack of integration in introductory textbooks, discussed by Blumenthal (1991), and alluded to by some textbook authors. For instance, in the preface of one of the textbooks in my sample, the author (Gray, 1999) talks about "...the impression that psychology is a jumble of things that don't fit together very well" being reinforced by common introductory textbook features such as boxes and inserts (p.xx). Another of these authors makes a special point of saying that, in his textbook, "Concepts presented earlier are frequently applied, and thereby reinforced, in later chapters" (Myers, 1998, p.xxi). His implication seems to be that not all textbooks are as well integrated. 

Practical suggestions
I will take a pragmatic approach here, and will assume that the lecturer does decide to base the introductory course on a standard American-style introductory psychology textbook: after all, as mentioned earlier, the modern textbook packages do have considerable practical advantages. Many of us probably have reservations about basing our introductory courses on these textbooks, though perhaps our reservations are not as strong as these: 

" But I, for one, tremble when imagining what such a style of presentation does to the mind of student readers."

(Blumenthal, 1991, p.27)

In any case, we may justifiably conclude that we lack the resources, of various kinds, to make any other approach viable.  So, given that we are going to continue using standard introductory textbooks, what can we do to alleviate likely problems of uneven or unbalanced coverage and lack of integration, whether with respect to cultural diversity or some other important theme? Here are some common-sense suggestions:

* In selecting the course textbook, look carefully at evidence for integration of themes. The preface will give some idea of how much emphasis is given to integration: for instance, some authors discuss in detail how they attempt to provide continuity of themes throughout the book. Do not rely entirely on what an author claims, however: select a few themes with which one is familiar and see how they are dealt with throughout the book.  

* Make additional links between textbook themes, in class or in assignments. For instance, it is often helpful to get students to think of connections  between two topics they have encountered in different textbook chapters. To do this, you may need to prompt the class in some way, perhaps by reminding them of the definition of a concept introduced earlier before they try to link it to the topic you are currently covering. 


* Do not rely too heavily on one or two textbooks in preparing classroom material. It is very useful to compare several textbooks' coverage of the same topic; even if roughly the same material is included in all the books, there are always differences in emphasis, and in the examples given.

* To find out how complete and well-balanced a textbook's coverage of a particular area is, when one is not an expert in that area, it is obviously a good idea to consult writings by specialists in that area.  A crude but quick way to do this is to get an overview of the contents of one or two more specialised textbooks in the area, comparing the relative weightings given to particular topics with those given in the introductory textbook. 
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