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What is Wrong with Using Textbooks in

Education?

SEVKET BENHUR ORAL

Faculty of Education, TED University

Abstract

In this article, it is argued that the inordinate amount of time and attention given to the use of

textbooks in education inadvertently leads to deadening miseducative experiences and creates a

learning environment where what Dewey calls ‘consummatory experience’ is thwarted. In

order to unpack this thesis, Dewey’s pragmatist aesthetics is engaged, and in particular, his

concept of consummatory experience is defined and its temporal nature is elucidated by refer-

ring to two modes of time: chronological and phenomenological. Subsequently, the relation

between teaching and consummatory experience is elucidated to uncover the reason why using

textbooks is counterproductive.

Keywords: John Dewey’s pragmatist aesthetics, consummatory experience,

chronological time, phenomenological time, textbooks, education

Introduction

There are many reasons why textbooks are a constant source of frustration for college-

level learners and instructors alike. Some of the obvious ones are the exorbitant price

of textbooks, the inability of textbooks to cover everything an instructor wants to

address, the perceived authority of the textbook dictating what to cover and how, and

the facts that they are often dumbed down to appeal to the less skilled readers, that

they are politically correct and therefore watered down, conveniently eclipsing contro-

versial issues, and that they become out of date very quickly (Christenbury & Kelly,

1994; Reininger, 2010).1

In this article I would like to suggest a less obvious reason why the use of under-

graduate collegiate textbooks adversely affects the educational process. This less obvi-

ous reason concerns a philosophical analysis of what textbooks do, or rather, fail to

do. In a nutshell, they fail to stimulate the process through which educative experi-

ence unfolds in learners. I would like to argue that for a truly educative experience to

take place in learners, they need to go through a dramatic heightened sense of lived

meaning that unfolds in time. By their very logic, textbooks do not lend themselves to
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being exploited in this way, and therefore, they are more of a hindrance than a help

for learners. To spell out what I mean by this, I will refer to John Dewey’s pragmatist

aesthetics, in particular, his concept of consummatory experience, which he elucidates

in his later works, especially Experience and nature and Art as experience.2

I assert that the inordinate amount of time and attention given to the use of text-

books in college courses is not conducive to the emergence and flourishing of the edu-

cative experiences in which we want learners to be immersed. In this article I focus

on the use of textbooks in undergraduate college courses in the USA (and North

America more broadly). Nevertheless, the argument can easily be carried over to pre-

collegiate K-12 and international contexts as well. For instance, in their analysis of

the use of textbooks in high-school philosophy courses in Ontario, Canada, Pinto,

McDonough, and Boyd (2011) reveal the mismatch between the claim that philoso-

phy promotes critical thinking and the way teachers use philosophy textbooks. Their

analysis indicates that teachers’ approaches to textbook use largely remain within the

limits of the dominated and negotiated approaches described by Apple and Christian-

Smith (1991), whereby:

in the dominated approach, the readers accept the message at face value. In

a classroom, this involves positioning information in the text as ‘fact’ and

not seeking alternate perspectives nor questioning its content or its underly-

ing assumptions within the selective tradition that guides the textbook. This

reduces students’ readings of texts to knowledge acquisition and compre-

hension. In the negotiated approach, the readers may dispute portions of the

text, but accept the overall interpretations presented as valid or true, with

the focus remaining on knowledge and comprehension rather than thinking

and inquiry. (Pinto et al., 2011, p. 46, italics in original)

As opposed to these two, Pinto et al. (2011) would like to see the oppositional

approach being implemented in philosophy classes, where ‘the readers reposition

themselves in relation to the text, and challenge its content, interpretation or the per-

spective(s) it employs or presupposes. In a classroom, this involves questioning, or

encouraging students to question overt and hidden messages in the text, and seeking

out alternative conceptions and information’ (p. 46). However, Pinto et al. find out

that the oppositional approach is rarely used (if at all), and therefore the full potential

of secondary school philosophy courses is never actualized. I contend that the reasons

given by Pinto et al. for why the oppositional approach to interacting with a text does

not materialize with the textbooks used in Ontario high-school philosophy classes do

not really go deep enough. In other words, teachers not having sufficient knowledge

of the subject matter or lacking sufficient pedagogical training, or believing that learn-

ers are incapable of challenging texts, or needing to adhere to mandated curriculum

policy expectations, does not address the deeper reason why textbooks are not suitable

for engendering educative experiences for our students. Even if teachers have a solid

foundation in terms of pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge and pedagogical

content knowledge, textbooks fail to stimulate learners, for they are not designed to

do that. Their overarching function is to transmit hard-and-fast unambiguous knowl-

edge in the least problematic manner possible, and not to problematize the major
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concepts of a given disciplinary field by relating them to the lived experience of

learners.

In terms of the social sciences/humanities versus physical sciences distinction, the

argument of this article applies to both with equal relevance. The case for not using

textbooks in social/human sciences (or social studies in the K-12 contexts) is made in

the main body of the text. As for the physical sciences, where the use of textbooks

seems to be the most effective and taken-for-granted way to organize and deliver the

content of a course such as calculus, physics or circuit design, on closer inspection

(albeit in a somewhat counterintuitive way), it will be realized that when the goal of

educative experience is not mere transmission of fixed knowledge but sustained

engagement with the novel and emergent possibilities of an ill-defined situation, the

use of methods such as problem/project-based learning, whose roots can undoubtedly

be traced back to Dewey, is pedagogically more sound. The project-based engineering

and mathematics education in Roskilde University in Denmark is a great example of

an innovative approach to teaching college-level mathematics courses within a prob-

lem/project-based framework (Niss, 2001). It might be objected that there is nothing

wrong with using textbooks in a project-based framework. The whole tenor of the

argument I try to spell out in this article is that textbooks, by their very nature, do

not lend themselves to be utilized in, say, a project-based pedagogical framework.

They can naturally be used in non-traditional ways in such contexts, which may

enhance their ability to support educative experiences. However, the whole point is

that as soon as they are utilized outside their traditional role they cease to be an

instrument of miseducative experience and are transformed along the lines explicated

in this article.3

For Dewey, ‘the capacity for further growth’ is what educative experiences aim at.

In Democracy and education (MW9: 59),4 he states that ‘we have laid it down that the

educative process is a continuous process of growth, having as its aim at every stage

of growth an added capacity of growth’.

Higgins (1998) advises those who get exasperated by this seemingly tautological

explication of the aims of education to focus on what Dewey denounces in describing

miseducative experiences in Experience and education——the states of human non-flour-

ishing: ‘callousness, insensitivity, unresponsiveness, predictability. Here and elsewhere,

Dewey describes a dystopia of narrow and mechanically efficient sleepwalkers who are

not only stuck in a rut, but are unaware of it, since their calloused insensitivity makes

them unable to respond to grooves other than the one they’re stuck in’ (Higgins,

p. 180).

The antidote for such numbness and paralysis, the ‘anaesthetic’, Higgins (1998)

further argues, is to be found in Dewey’s aesthetics. ‘It is in Dewey’s aesthetics that

we find that the enemy of the full life is banality and the taken for granted. It is the

“crust of conventionalized and routine consciousness” that prevent [sic] us from see-

ing that things could be otherwise, that our own limitations are not permanent fea-

tures of our selves’ (Higgins p. 180). Dewey’s idea of ‘capacity for further growth’ has

therefore a telos. Only ‘a being wholly united with his environment and therefore fully

alive’ (Art as experience, LW10, p. 27) is capable of overcoming miseducative

experiences. The dynamically unfolding state of being wholly united with one’s
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‘sociocultural and the sociotemporal’ (McClelland, 2005, p. 45) environment consti-

tutes an aesthetic ideal——an ideal of consummatory fulfillment——and can only be

achieved when one is fully alive.

It is the thesis of this article that the use of textbooks leads to a deadening experi-

ence in both the learners and instructors and does not contribute to being fully alive,

for textbooks are designed to relay facts and accumulated knowledge in a given field

in the most expedient manner possible. Human flourishing and being fully alive do

not come into it. In order to ground the argument that the use of textbooks leads to

miseducative experiences I will first briefly focus on Dewey’s concept of consumma-

tory experience in the context of his pragmatist aesthetics. Then, I will discuss the

relation between teaching and consummatory experience by highlighting the impor-

tance of the temporality of consummatory experience. Here, the two modes of

time——chronological and phenomenological time——will be discussed in relation to

teaching, and a concrete example from my own experience of teaching social founda-

tions of education will be related to make the association clearer between textbooks

and the chronological mode of time, on the one hand, and consummatory experience

and the phenomenological mode of time, on the other. My goal is to show how text-

books, governed by the workings of chronological time, de-problematize a given subject

matter and therefore neutralize the messy and precarious elements/phases of the edu-

cative process, pregnant——precisely because it is precarious——with novel and emer-

gent possibilities of growth.

Dewey’s Concept of Consummatory Experience

In Experience and nature (LW1), Dewey describes the hallmark of the existential world

in which we all live as both precarious and stable. Human beings exist in a perilous

and uncertain world. The universe is not inherently rational. It does not necessarily

conform to our needs and desires. Life unfolds in an aleatory world with dire conse-

quences around the corner. On the other hand, the world presents itself in certain,

stable, predictable and controllable aspects as well. Dewey claims that ‘this predica-

ment of the inextricable mixture of stability and uncertainty gives rise to philosophy’

(LW1: 55), which is wont to deny the character of contingency to existence in search

of the eternal and permanent. Fiercely critical of such a tendency in philosophy, he

turns to everyday experience.

As against this common identification of reality with what is sure, regular

and finished, experience in unsophisticated forms gives evidence of a differ-

ent world and points to a different metaphysics. We live in a world which is

an impressive and irresistible mixture of sufficiencies, tight completenesses,

order, recurrences which make possible prediction and control, and singu-

larities, ambiguities, uncertain possibilities, processes going on to conse-

quences as yet indeterminate. They are mixed not mechanically but vitally

like the wheat and tares of the parable. We may recognize them separately

but we cannot divide them, for unlike wheat and tares they grow from the

same root. (LW1: 57)
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For Dewey, the intricate mixture of the precarious and the stable in existence is the

starting point for the emergence of meaningful experience. Unlike the philosophical

tradition he criticizes, which attempts to assign the uncertain, contingent and chaotic

to an inferior realm of Being and confer the fixed and the regular to the realm of per-

fect, full and complete Being, he urges us to focus on ‘the concrete problems that

arise through the mixed and varied union in existence of the variable and the con-

stant, the necessary and that which proceeds uncertainly’ (LW1: 60). For only in such

a world does meaningful and intelligent experience addressing the concrete problems

of existence emerge and unfold. For only in such a world is it meaningful for human

beings ‘to make stability of meaning prevail over the instability of events’ (LW1: 60).

In such a world, human beings are challenged to inquire into ways of assuring some

level of stability in a world of uncertainty and contingency. In other words, we all seek

to maintain a state of well-being in a world of contingency, where we enjoy a sense of

unified meaning regarding the world and our place in it. For some reason or other,

however, the state of well-being in which we are immersed is disrupted. Things get

disarrayed. Confusion sets in. This is not necessarily a bad thing, for, according to

Dewey, ‘all reflection sets out from the problematic and confused’ (LW1: 75). When

disrupted, the state of stability, or equilibrium, in which we are enwrapped, leads to

the need to inquire into the existing situation to transform the disorder into order, the

ambiguous and uncertain into definite and certain. In other words, we try to dispel

confusion and reascertain a unified sense of meaning.

The process whereby a state of equilibrium falls into disarray first and then a phase

of inquiry into the problematic situation attempts to re-establish a sense of balance

and harmony is what Dewey calls thinking, and this is how meaningful unified experi-

ence takes shape. Notice that this is a rhythmic (temporal) process, the end of which

is not a blissful rest and finality. Dewey does not anticipate a problem-free situation

where the fundamental characteristic of existence, that is, its at once precarious and

stable nature, is completely annulled. The meaning experienced is always situated. It

is open to contingency. It is not possible to completely eliminate contingency. All we

can do is to live through the rhythm of experience in a heightened sense of meaning,

for which Dewey reserves the term ‘consummatory’.

Consummatory experience then is being attuned to the temporal nature of exis-

tence, its integration–disruption–reintegration cycle, experiencing life with a height-

ened sense of situated meaning without entertaining the illusion that an aleatory and

contingent world can be completely dissolved, culminating in an oceanic state of eter-

nal bliss and harmony.

Consummatory Experience and Teaching

In the practice of teaching, in teaching qua praxis (Roth, 2002), this heightened sense of

situated meaning comes from an understanding of the temporal character of teaching.

Roth (2002) gives a concise account of this process in the following manner:

Teaching, as all practical activity, unfolds in time, irreversibly, without

deliberating each single act, in a continuous series of acts (in the sense of

deeds) that constitutes the life of a teacher. As teachers, we engage in the
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heat of the moment and thereby commit ourselves to consequences, which,

depending on the extent of our experience, we can anticipate only to some

(varying) degree. (p. 3)

Roth (2002) argues that understanding the work and experience of teaching requires

that we distinguish ‘praxis as a lived experience from praxis as re-presented (made

present again) in theory’ (p. 6). He associates the re-presentation of lived experiences

in theory with the so-called ‘chronological time’, which ‘has become the paradigm of

science and modern life more generally’ (p. 6). He points out that despite its paradig-

matic pervasiveness, the way humans experience time cannot be reduced to only one

modality, that is, chronological time. He claims that we can have a greater apprecia-

tion of teaching as lived experience——the world of being and becoming a teacher——if

we focus on the modality of time referred to as ‘phenomenological time’.

As a long-time teacher himself, Roth (2002) does not hide his frustration with theo-

ries of teaching that did not describe his experience of teaching. He is convinced that

theories of teaching that see teaching as a rational activity and therefore focus on

‘reflective practice or the tripart classification of teacher knowledge into pedagogical

knowledge, content knowledge, and pedagogical content knowledge, are inappropri-

ate’ (p. 21) and do not capture the crucial elements in understanding teaching.

Reflecting on my own experience, I noted that in becoming a teacher, there

was a development in my capacity to do the right thing at the right

moment. I am interested in the immediacy of teaching, which is always

experienced in this classroom at this time and with these students. (Roth,

2002, p. 21)

The immediacy of teaching and that ability to do the right thing at the right

moment cannot be captured and understood by models of positivistic educational sci-

ence that operate within the modality of chronological time. Chronological time ‘is an

outcome of reflection and, as such, thought from the present’ (Roth, 2002, p. 7).

That is, it arises ‘with the human capacity for reflection and the ability to simulta-

neously (re-)present objects and events that normally do not simultaneously occur to

us’ (Roth, p. 7).

As an ensemble, this structure of time simultaneously re-presents events

that really occur at different moments of time. In this way, it allows for the

construction of logical connections between aspects of the past, present,

and future that are simultaneously given in the present. In this sense, this

mode makes possible the nature of theory as we know it, which fundamen-

tally requires the simultaneous presence of objects and events that in prac-

tice never occur simultaneously. (Roth, 2002, p. 8)

Because positivistic empirical science is concerned with and exclusively commit-

ted to the chronological mode of time, ‘it captures from the totality of human experi-

ence only those aspects that can be made to appear in the present simultaneously,

those aspects that can be re-presented’ (Roth, 2002, p. 8). Because of its nature,

chronological time cannot relate to the experience of the moment, nor does it seek to.
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The ability to re-present the past, present and the future at once in front of our eyes

is quite a remarkable achievement, the fruit of which is, more than anything else, a

sense of certainty, and thereby, a sense of security, for you see everything in front of

you now. By revealing a complete picture of the world and our place in it, as the past,

present and the future are all interlocked seamlessly and simultaneously presented, we

derive an immense satisfaction from our ability to see, understand and therefore con-

trol our world, which is now given to us in a timeless fashion without the vagaries of

time threatening to destroy the very structure that sustains us through unexpected

and inexplicable change. This is indeed the goal of positivistically oriented scientific

cognition: cognition of the complete, unchanging, timeless picture of the world.

Textbooks, by their very logic, are an embodiment of this vision. In their attempt

to reflect the latest state of the scientific cognition presented in the neatest way possi-

ble, they tend to ignore the variable, contingent, unpredictable, messy, irregular and

not-yet-thought aspects of existence. The fundamental characteristic of exis-

tence——being at once precarious and stable——is to a large extent glossed over and

therefore distorted, since having covered up the tension between the precarious and

the stable and foregrounded solely the stable aspects of existence, textbooks turn into

a non-starter for a genuine Deweyan educative inquiry to emerge and unfold.

Despite its eternal allure, throughout the history of Western thought, philosophers,

most notably Henri Bergson, Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, and of course, John Dewey, have pointed out the impossibility of reducing ‘the

carnival of life’ (Harman, 2005) to static cognition. In contrast to chronological time,

phenomenological time is related to the experience of the moment——in Deweyan

terms, the experience of the situation——in which ‘the carnival of life’ with all its vicis-

situdes unfolds in a continuous irreversible dramatic flow. What is brought into relief

in the experience of phenomenological time is the ‘duration’ of the moment, and not

an infinite series of ‘now’ points without beginning and end. Rather than a complete

cognitive picture given in the present without a beginning and an end, that is, without

a sense of going anywhere, without a sense of an unfolding drama, ‘the sensation of

duration of the moment arises from a sense of the immediate future and immediate

past in the present’ (Roth, 2002, p. 8).

Phenomenological time is the abode of lived time. Unlike the chronological mode

of time——the clock time——in which textbooks feel at home, the phenomenological

time discloses the holistic structure of experience constituted by the pervading unity

of ‘qualitative, affective, volitional and discursive’ (Stankiewicz, 2011, p. 102) aspects

of everything experienced. We do not merely live in our brains (or minds for that

matter), pure and simple disconnected from the messy processes of life. We are live

organisms interacting in multiple ways and on multiple levels with a complex and

constantly shifting environment. Our life is not merely composed of propositional–

conceptual interactions. Rather, we live in situations constituted by a whole embodied

organism transacting with its biosociocultural environment. Such transactions unfold

dramatically in time with a heightened sense of duration and lead to either fulfilling

consummatory experiences that uplift or inchoate deadening experiences that fall flat.

In order to experience the former and avoid the latter, the whole dynamically unfold-

ing organism–environment transactional complex has to be engaged. The clock time
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is not meant to capture the dynamism of such transactions, and therefore an educa-

tion system stifled by an overreliance on textbooks is far from engaging the transac-

tional nature of a dramatically unfolding experiential complex. Engaging that complex

is what makes education meaningful. For only then does education become truly

about life as it is lived. Life is not lived as a series of now points following one

another in a string of directionless monotony. Life is lived in a dramatic flow of ten-

sive interactions that compose themselves into unified meaningful and ever surprising

experiences.

The dramatic flow that is experienced in lived time is a composite structure consti-

tuted by cognition——the knowledge content which can be abstracted from this flow

through the work of the chronological mode of time——emotion——the qualitatively uni-

fied sense of the flow that we undergo——and action——the living experience of being

and becoming a teacher. These three elements issuing from the rhythmic nature of

lived experience are brought together in teaching qua praxis. Praxis, as traditionally

used by Aristotle, is a meaningful and concernful activity based upon mutual human

recognition and unrestrained communication. Such an activity, always purposeful, can

only take place in the company of a shared human community in which our life as

truly human individuals unfolds in and as a life of social practice and social activity

(Wilber, 1996, pp. 167–168). The chronological–theoretical time, which is embedded

within the qualitative wholeness of emotional comportment and actualized in action,

is part of praxis, that is, it is part of a concernful and meaningful lived experience of

human individuals within the context of a shared human community, which is dis-

closed through the phenomenological mode of time.

The chronological mode of time therefore captures only the cognitive component of

experience. That is, it provides a picture of the world that is static and unmoving,

which is useful as far as it goes. Its utility expires, however, as soon as it reduces the

holistic experience to its cognitive component (the whole being reduced to its part).

The chronological mode of time does not provide the arena itself where human inter-

action and exchange of shared understandings take place. In short, cognition is part

of a larger whole. Theory does not come first, that is, it is not prior to and indepen-

dent of practice; and practice is not an application of theory. As it turns out, practice

(lived experience, praxis) comes first, and theory acquires its meaning to the extent

that it is embedded within and an enhancement of practice, that is, theory is mean-

ingful to the extent that it arises from practice and returns to it in a rhythmic move-

ment to enrich it.

An Example: Teaching Social Foundations of Education

I would now like to turn to an example to illustrate why it is inappropriate to use text-

books in education. In this section, I aim to discuss what makes the experience of

teaching social foundations of education consummatory.

But first let’s imagine being a fourth grade science teacher. Let’s pretend that you

are doing a unit on plants. In front of you lies a perfectly crafted textbook: Glencoe life

science——Teacher wraparound edition from Glencoe/McGraw-Hill publishing company.

It is a well-known, greatly admired textbook. It is a great teaching tool. It literally has
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everything one can imagine. Everything a science teacher can and will need to plan

and cover all content that will make all learners scientifically literate is there, neatly

laid out. Furthermore, every single thing in the textbook is correlated with the

National Science Education Standards and every single Benchmark for Science Liter-

acy is addressed. It is perfect: a total coincidence, a complete alignment between the

cognitive moment of the textbook writers and the cognitive moment of the National

Research Council, which publishes the National Science Education Standards. They

even provide two approaches to covering all content in the Planning Guide: ‘a tradi-

tional, full-year course comprises 180 periods of approximately 45 minutes each’ and

‘a block scheduling approach involves covering the same information in fewer days

but in longer class periods’. Notice how the chronological time is in play here as an

expression of time that is used for measuring the amount of time to be spent on trans-

mitting the curriculum.

To ensure the flawless transmission of the curriculum, all sorts of ingenious handy

features are made available that will help you, the instructor, develop your lesson

plans. (Incidentally, the point seems to be more like helping you not develop your own

lesson plans, for everything has already been thought out for you anyway; you just

have to yield to the brilliance and majesty of the full cognitive moment made gra-

ciously available for you.)

It is worth pointing out here that the chronological time relentlessly strives for

determinacy, completeness, control and compliance. All possibilities are exhausted

and all angles are covered. Teaching fourth grade science is almost on a par with

sending a space shuttle with humans in it to Mars and back. Nothing is left in the

dark. All possibilities are foreseen and accounted for. Nothing is left to chance. All

contingencies are planned and prepared for. You, as a teacher, do not have to think;

you just have to operate. You do not create; you just manipulate. You have at your

disposal the manual in which everything is provided. There is neither room nor any

need for spontaneity. Surprise elements are eliminated. There is a protocol for every

conceivable situation. There is no room for ambiguity and indeterminacy. There are

clear-cut objectives, strategies and resources. The entire curriculum is a comprehen-

sive vision but there is no story; there is no drama; there is no thickening plot; and

there are no characters, for there is nothing that is unfolding (no experiencing the real

heaviness of our own existence). The whole thing has already been laid out in full.

Furthermore, the vision is absolutely impersonal. There is no conversation; only

imperatives: do this first; do that next.

As is mentioned in the textbook itself, the purpose of such a comprehensive and

ambitious vision aiming for absolute clarity and completion is to create a scientifically

literate society. Even if it is assumed that teaching science within the framework of

such a vision were possible——the whole point of this article is that it is not, for the

experience of teaching and learning is anything but a dutiful implementation of a per-

fect vision——what Dewey has in mind for an educative experience, that is, an experi-

ence that grows with a heightened sense of meaning, has no kinship whatsoever with

such a static vision that can only be conceptualized within the structure of the chro-

nological mode of time in which the vision——the cognitive moment, if you will——is

supposedly made wholly present in its entirety.
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In order to bring out the significance of the contention that teaching and learning

cannot be adequately described within the terms of the chronological mode of time, I

would like to suggest, from my own experience of teaching CI 204, Social Founda-

tions of American Public Education, the inappropriateness of using a textbook in this

course despite the occasional temptation to do so.

Sometimes when I feel a little under the weather and exhausted, especially when I

feel somewhat frustrated seeing my CI 204 students devoid of vital emotion——they at

times appear to be numbed; ‘what is numbing them like this?’ is a constant question

in my mind; are they on some sort of drugs that make them anesthetized to what is

happening in the world?——I ask myself why I don’t use one of those well-established

‘Foundations of American Education’ textbooks in my class. That would make life

easier not only for me but for my students as well. They want structure; the textbook

gives them structure. They want predictability; the textbook gives them predictability.

They just want to memorize information and get tested on it; the textbook gives them

information to be memorized and then they get tested on it.

Why don’t I use a textbook? After all, using textbooks is a common practice in

most mainstream K-12 public school settings as well as in higher education. My stu-

dents are used to them. They feel comfortable with them. Many university professors

prefer to use a textbook of one kind or another, especially with low-level required

mass courses——CI 204 is one of them——and they seem to be quite satisfied with the

outcomes.

Textbooks are orderly, well-structured, compact, streamlined and organized in

terms of both form and content based on the standards and benchmarks of their

respective fields in complete alignment with them. They follow a sequenced presenta-

tion of major topics. Furthermore, they come with all sorts of handy-dandy pedagogi-

cal features, companion websites, instructor resources (including Microsoft

PowerPoint lecture slides already prepared for you, the instructor), pre-packaged

assessment tools including multiple-choice, true/false, matching type question banks,

online resources, and so forth.

These textbooks are considered very reliable. In many cases, they are composed by

multiple authors (supposedly reflecting an objective consensus of their relevant field).

They are diligently crafted and regularly updated. They reflect the latest research in

their respective fields. They claim to be exhaustive. They are the detailed topographi-

cal maps of the terrain they presume to cover.

So why not use a textbook?

The answer is obvious. Textbooks are static. They are the marvelous products of a

state of mind dominated by the chronological mode of time. They embody a view of

reality which is at odds with the true nature of teaching and learning, for teaching-

and-learning is not static. It is dynamic. It is a lived experience best understood

within the mode of phenomenological time. Textbooks give a false sense of truth for

they have an aura of authority. Not only that, we more often than not end up confus-

ing the map for the territory. The static map, the textbook, which is supposed to

guide us, replaces the dynamic territory. Instead of dealing with the actual living terri-

tory, we withdraw from the world into the confines of the map. The map becomes

the territory.
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Instead of using textbooks, therefore, I use books: books that do not purport to have

a neutral stance on things; books whose content has not been watered down and

overly simplified (and therefore grossly distorted); books that are still alive; books,

each of which has been written from a perspective.

Each book comes with a perspective. Each book reveals something, something

peculiar to its own perspective. Each book brings about something that others cannot.

Each book is uniquely situated to have a certain take on things. Therefore, in a class

where multiple books are used, there are necessarily multiple perspectives to be reck-

oned with. The goal of being a participant in such a class is not to learn the material

presented from an allegedly neutral position (and therefore reduce multiple perspec-

tives to a single dominant perspective). Rather, the goal is to be able to inhabit a situ-

ation which is constituted by the tensions——non-coincidences——inherent in the

interplay of multiple perspectives and enjoy being an integral part of the drama that

unfolds as a result.

Only in such a dramatic situation can one’s subjectivity——the process whereby one

comes to an understanding of who one is——be formed. Textbooks, because they

are conceived within the limits of the mode of chronological time, are not designed

to help learners form and re-form their subjectivities. They merely impart ‘knowl-

edge’ that is true, factual, and up to date regardless of how this knowledge is appro-

priated by the individual student. They do not operate on the assumption that a

dramatic encounter takes place between the information provided in the textbook and

the learners. They merely transmit information. There is no drama. What the learn-

ers do with that information as far as their subjectivities are concerned is not their

problem. Textbooks are not meant to provide dramatic encounters with multiple

contentious perspectives. They assume a neutral position vis-à-vis all perspectives

and pretend to provide a survey of all available perspectives as if everything has

already been settled once and for all, disregarding in the process the possibility of

novelty emerging.

In the absence of a dramatic tensive duration experienced in the here and now,

instead of a vital process of self-formation within the transactional whole of the organ-

ism–environment complex, what you get is a process of deformation. Instead of an

educative experience which directly involves the unique subjectivity of each learner,

an insulated harmless cataloguing of information takes place. I do not use textbooks

for, despite their best intentions, they induce a state of mental numbness in students.

The static nature of textbooks induces a passive attitude on the part of students. They

rely too much on the authority of the textbook. When I use books (primary sources)

that embody perspectives that reveal alternative ways of seeing one’s reality, I come

closer to creating a situation in which consummatory teaching and learning experi-

ence, that is, educative experience, can unfold.

For instance, one of my students has expressed her frustration with B. F. Skinner’s

Walden Two, one of the books I use in my class, where an account of a utopian coop-

erative society——as opposed to the mainstream competitive capitalistic society in

which we ordinarily live——based on the principles of behavioral engineering is given,

in the following manner:
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I don’t agree with this book at all! But I don’t speak up and express my dis-

agreement in or after class because I know you are going to ask me why I

disagree and expect me to articulate the reasons why. Right now, I am

unable to articulate them. But I am working on it, not just in class but out-

side of class as well. After class, I go back to my dorm and talk to my room-

mates. We talk about what we have discussed that day in class.

Notice that she is alive as she is expressing her frustration with this book. She is

not frustrated because she doesn’t get it. It is not a matter of her cognitive inability to

process the information. She processes the information just fine. What makes her alive

is that she does more than process the information. Her entire being is at stake here.

She is frustrated because there is something substantial at stake here. A certain set of

values she holds dear is being challenged. She is trying to come to terms with it. The

goal here is not to learn the material for the test. She is not principally concerned

about her grade, really. The reason she is trying to come to grips with it has nothing

to do with the test. The students will not be tested on the book anyway, and they

already know it. They are expected to compose an essay in which they reflect on their

experience in relation to the themes discussed in class. Rather, she is personally

engaged with the situation at hand created by the productive tensions involving, on

the one hand, her understanding of who she is, her values, where she stands, and, on

the other, an alternative set of values that is suggested in the book we are reading. A

dramatic encounter has taken place, and a sense of uneasiness has set in, and she has

to respond to it. Even if she does not agree with the alternative set of values presented

in the book——actually, she is considerably averse to them——she is compelled to eval-

uate them for she realizes that her value system does not exist in a vacuum. What she

has assumed to be the only way to see the world is being challenged now and she has

to come to terms with this challenge for her own sake, not for a test.

This is a consummatory experience not only for her but for me as well. It is con-

summatory not because she now feels and thinks as I do, not because, that is, I have

successfully imparted my wisdom. She now knows what I know. There is a near-per-

fect coincidence between my understanding and hers. The dream of all educators has

finally come true! My intention was never to make her think like I do (although I

would not oppose it). Consummation is never about perfect coincidence. My inten-

tion rather was to make her think, and think for herself. Thinking for herself is not

merely a cerebral process involving the operations of a propositional–conceptual appa-

ratus. Thinking for herself involves her entire being as she engages with the situation

in which she finds herself. As she comes to her own, as she realizes who she is and

becomes clearer about where she stands and what makes sense to her, she will

become a confident individual able to express herself and freely engage in this

dynamic interaction where we mutually recognize each other. This mutual self-recog-

nition is consummatory.

In my classes, I do not use textbooks for they are too static to create a learning

environment conducive to education as growth. Growth as self-formation/self-cultiva-

tion is only possible through consummatory experience. Consummatory experience

requires the ability to inhabit an unfolding dramatic tensive duration in a transactional
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situation, which is never completely transparent. A dramatic tensive duration comes

into being through the interplay of multiple perspectives. Self-formation is only possi-

ble through engaging with experience constituted by multiple perspectives. You iden-

tify who you are vis-à-vis others. Self-formation is not an isolated process. It is a

transactional process through which you come to your own through the other.

The purpose of Deweyan education is consummation rather than completion. Con-

summation is never something given. Rather, it is something that unfolds. It is some-

thing that happens. Consummation belongs to time. The time of consummation,

however, is not the time of minutes passing on a clock, the chronological time. Rather

it is the phenomenological time, the time of dramatic tensive duration. The experi-

ence of teaching does not exist in a vacuum. It exists in a situation. As teachers, we

work with the situation as we find it.

We find ourselves delivered to a situation that must be dealt with somehow

(past). Yet we are not mere slaves to this situation, since we go to work on

our current situation by glimpsing possibilities in it that we can try to actu-

alize (future). Finally, every moment of factical life is a profound tension

between what is given to us and how we confront it (present). (Harman,

2007, pp. 28–29)

In contrast to the objective of mastering a complete curriculum already laid out and

made visible and transparent for us, education in which the phenomenological mode

of time is engaged understands the practice of teaching as something that ‘must be

seen in the very act, performance, or execution of its own reality, which always

exceeds any of the properties that we can list about it’ (Harman, 2007, p. 25).

Conclusion

Consummatory experience is made possible and pervaded by the quality of openness

to the temporality of the present. In consummatory experience, we are open to the

present. We are alive to the present. The present, however, is not an infinitesimal

instant between the future and the past. It is not a now point. Rather, it is an infi-

nitely complex composite duration that unfolds. The present is not a homogeneous

simple. What constitutes the present is our past experience and anticipations and their

interplay. The present is that ‘profound tension between what is given to us and how

we confront it’ (Harman, 2007, p. 29). Being open to the present means being open

to the tensive movement of life. The tensive movement of life cannot be captured in

theory for it cannot be cut down to size. The tension cannot be removed. It cannot

be re-presented in crystal-clear sets of knowable properties. Since the tensive move-

ment of life is, well, moving and we are moving with(in) it, it cannot become totally

visible and we cannot look at it from outside like neutral tension-free observers. We

remain within the tensive movement of life and discover the possibilities in it.

When we encounter our students, the encounter is not theoretical. It is not some-

thing we entertain or imagine in the privacy of our mind. It is something shared. It is

an event that takes place between me and my students in a context. We see each

330 Sevket Benhur Oral



other; we feel each other; we sense each other; we size each other up; we care about

each other.

The dialectics involved in the process of being and becoming a teacher arises from

the tensions, or non-coincidences that constitute the temporal character of teaching.

The fact that the experience of being in the classroom is consummatory——that it is a

unified qualitative whole, an integrated state of experience whereby what is experi-

enced is experienced as meaningful——should not be taken to mean that it is a com-

pleted end state of a blissful nature, where finally an unobstructed transparent

transmission of information from the mind of the teacher to the minds of the learners

has been successfully achieved and now everybody feels great. We can all go home.

Even in some of the rare instances where one feels really good about being a teacher,

consummatory teaching experience does not refer to a finality or completeness but

rather to openness to becoming a teacher understood as a trajectory of continued

growth of enhanced heightened meaning.

Textbooks, by design, are not alive to the present. There is no unfolding drama, a

tensive movement of life. As a matter of fact, the opposite is the case. The tensive

movement of life engendered by an encounter with irreducibly multiple perspectives

challenging us to re-think our possibilities, i.e. possibilities for consummatory growth,

is intentionally removed. It is counterproductive to use textbooks in education if we

want our students (and ourselves) to experience their own possibilities with a height-

ened sense of meaning.

Notes

1. Other concerns regarding the use of textbooks in undergraduate college courses focus on

the pressures on textbook writers to make textbooks homogeneous, and the commercial

considerations and market forces that perpetuate an encrusted form of topic sequencing

which stifles novel approaches to structuring the content of a course. For instance, Wouters

(2008a), frustrated with the ossified structures of accounting textbooks, proposes to change

the order of topics given in a typical introductory-level accounting textbook so that the con-

cern for the inherent ambiguity and messiness of accounting practices is not sacrificed for a

false sense of immutable ‘logic’ of relaying accounting facts and concepts. He argues, in a

rather unorthodox fashion, ‘for a revised order of teaching topics in an introductory

accounting course, which takes cash flows as the central theme and always explicates and

motivates “deviations” from cash flows. This may help students to understand the paradox

of rigor and ambiguity of accounting. On the one hand, we aim to explain the rigor of

accounting and to make it “logical” for students. On the other hand, we want students to

understand the inherent subjectivity of accounting. Constant confrontation of cash flows

with the accounting choices for the representation of these cash flows (as well as accounting

choices for other events and uncertainties that do not involve cash flows) may help in deal-

ing with this dilemma in teaching’ (p. 3, italics added). Wouters’ focus on ‘constant con-

frontation of cash flows with the accounting choices’ is a testament to his desire to inject life

into a topic that is traditionally considered stale and dull by highlighting the dramatic and

unresolved (and unresolvable) elements in interacting with accounting concepts and prac-

tices. In his commentary on Wouters’ essay, Bhimani (2008) suggests that in the face of

economic and market forces textbooks tend to suffer from ‘structural isomorphism’ that

makes flexibility of topic sequencing less likely. However, he claims that instructors can cir-

cumvent the inherent rigidity of textbooks by departing from the prescribed order of topics
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by reordering them as they see fit. Wouters (2008b) in his rejoinder states that he does not

question the ability of instructors to make the changes they think are appropriate. He nev-

ertheless points out that the pedagogy of teaching accounting concepts needs to be reap-

praised to make room for a more integrated approach to teaching accounting, where

financial accounting, managerial accounting and finance are not treated separately, and that

learners are taken seriously by referring to their lifeworld to make accounting more relevant

and come alive. The discussion sparked by Wouters’ proposal is a good example of why

textbooks, by their design, tend to de-problematize a given field and reflect a false sense of

consensus and immutability.

2. It should be pointed out at the outset that in the ensuing analysis the focus is on textbooks

and the way they influence the process of education (unfavorably, as I will argue) regardless

of how competent the instructors who use textbooks are. This, however, should not be con-

strued as an attempt to provide an essentialist analysis of what textbooks are and what they

do. I am not after such an essence. Nor do I believe that it is possible to attain one. My

aim is much more modest. I simply would like to provide an analysis of why textbooks fail

to engender the kind of educative experiences that bring a heightened sense of meaning

and fulfillment Dewey thinks is possible. Furthermore, within the confines of this article I

will not analyze how a given instructor or an educational institution appropriates their inter-

actions with textbooks. In other words, the intentions of the actors involved and the myriad

ways they interact with textbooks are not the focus of this article, for even if we assume that

we have greatly competent teachers who can neutralize the unfavorable effects of textbooks

while they teach, this does not change the way textbooks are mired in the way the chrono-

logical mode of time eschews the unpredictable, precarious and emergent elements in an

educational situation.

3. It might be objected that the assertion that textbooks in their traditional role as ultra-effi-

cient conveyors of knowledge are instruments of miseducative experiences is too harsh, that

there are certain redeeming features of textbooks that need to be acknowledged. Bednarz

(2004), for instance, claims that textbooks can be an instrument of educational reform. In

her analysis of the role of geography textbooks in supporting the campaign to reform K-12

geography education in the USA, Bednarz (2004) sees the function of high school-level

geography textbooks as being to disseminate the National Geography Standards across the

country. Granting that ‘textbooks are not widely respected but they are widely used’

(Bednarz, 2004, p. 224), she nonetheless believes that textbooks ‘play an essential role in

the US educational system and could be real agents of change to assist in the implementa-

tion of innovations in geography education’ (Bednarz, 2004, p. 224). From an institutional

perspective and with heavy emphasis on uniformity of and conformity to the norms set up

by the institution in question, imagining textbooks as tools of curriculum reform may seem

to be a worthwhile effort. However, the focus of this article is the experience of learners

and instructors in coming to terms with a given subject matter through a process of inquiry,

which, by definition, is ill defined. By de-problematizing the given subject matter, textbooks

discourage the process of inquiry, especially in its Deweyan form, from unfolding in a ten-

sive duration.

4. Note on citations to Dewey’s works: standard references to John Dewey’s work are to the

critical edition, The collected works of John Dewey, 1882–1953, edited by Jo Ann Boydston

(Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1969–1991), and pub-

lished as The early works: 1882–1898 (EW), The middle works: 1899–1924 (MW) and The

later works: 1925–1953 (LW). I adopt the following formula in referring to pages in the

standard edition of his works: for example, ‘Experience and nature, LW1: 18’ means that the

quoted passage is on page 18 of a book-length work comprising Volume 1 of The later

works. Similarly, for instance, ‘The meaning of value, LW1: 74–75’ means that the quoted

passage is on pages 74 and 75 of an essay from Volume 1 of The later works.
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