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How often do we see a kind of representation 
like this in textbooks?

Are there also other lessons (invisible 
lessons) taught by these books  that we can't 

see?





Why should we investigate 
textbooks?

(… and bring the results to a event like this?)



 Because children are the main
readers.

 Because in some countries, there are
regions where textbooks are the only
source of reading they have.



 Because textbooks carry some
symbolisms that help to build the collective
thinking of a society

 Because you can see in textbooks the
moral orientations that a culture developed
over a certain human condition.



But why did I choose Science textbooks? 

And why the Biology ones ?



 Because, as far as dealing with subjects
like "human body" or "environment and
health", is quite common they talk about
diseases and illnesses of a broad range of
types.

 Because we can see how school deals
with the issue "disease" when it is
addressed to children.



 Because these elementary school
textbooks had been "tested and approved"

 Becouse they are bought by the
Government to be given to students
attending public schools.



But why look at chronic diseases?



Because chronic diseases:

 cause great impact on children's lives,

 cause most of the hospitalizations they will
go through during their lifetimes.

 result in long term or re-hospitalizations,
which will cost children many days out of
school.



chronic diseases:

 are currently the most prevalent type of
disease in the health profile of developed
countries

 or even in developing countries (which
shows health profiles of rich and poor
countries at the same time)



What is a chronic disease?

 There is no cure.
 Treatments releive pain, put more time 

between episodes of crisis, diminish 
suffering.

 It occupies a symbolic limbo in which 
neither salvation through cure nor the fate of 

death, really fits.



chronic diseases were defined

- in opposition to Infectious, Parasitic, or
Endemic Diseases.
- in opposition to Preventable, Avoidable
and Reversible diseases.

They were the following ones:

Epilepsy, Asthma, Diabetes, Sickle Cell
Anemia, Cystic Fibrosis, Renal Failure,
Arthritis, AIDS.



How to know I was driving the right view?

... to the things I was looking for in those 
science textbooks?



 Keeping suspicious of the beauty, the
certainties and the granted correctness
that emanates from books which reproduce
scientific information.



Electing points of theoretical support that:

 suggest me what moral assumptions of
modern Western societies can be "hidden"
in textbooks.

 guide me to distrust the presumed order
and perfection that I see in a textbook.



Who helped me to turn my gaze over the 
Science textbooks, so to see them in a less 

naive way?



The French School of Discourse Analysis,
which epistemological recommendations
sophisticated the linguistic and semiotic
methods of Content Analysis.

- Dominique Maingueneau
- Laurence Bardin



The fields of Health Anthropology and
Medical Sociology

helped me to see that the symbolic values
attributed to HEALING in Western culture are
socially tied to the prestige of the medical
profession as far as to the Hospital, as their
locus of work.



What have I found, at last?



Before showing...

 This study did not have generalizing ambitions
even for Brazilian or Portuguese written science 

textbooks.

 the examples that illustrate the argumentation 
draws only some possibilities of viewing. 

 there was no statistical representativeness
 small sample

 only an exploratory study.



There were 3 groups of findings



1st - If a child gives a glimpse to a science textbook, it
is not a chronic disease she/he will be seeing
at first.

2nd - There is sort of a taboo regarding chronic
diseases can’t be cured at all.

3rd - There is a subtle silence regarding the
occurrence of chronic diseases in children.



- 1st 

Chronic diseases are not frequently portrayed
in science textbooks as acute diseases are -
infectious, parasitic or preventable ones.

It regards the frequency of appearances of
each kind as well as the comparative
detailment they both receive.



Chronic diseases

 receive few examples; they are not classified
in tables that give names to each one

(as we can see when it turns to infectious diseases or
parasitic ones);

 do not seem to deserve the same explanatory
emphasis given to preventable diseases,

fewer graphics and other illustrations of cycle or
processes





hunger and malnutrition (a political health problem)

X
obesity & overweight (can led to diabetes/chronic )

=

much more discursive investment in the former:
- photos of starving and poor children







- 2nd

Chronic disease is not portrayed considering
what essentially describes it:

- the fact that there is no cure available.

The word "incurable" is almost never
mentioned.





Whenever the student saw diseases such as
tuberculosis, schistosomiasis, and leper...

 it was quite clear they were preventable

 it was quite clear you can get rid of them if you
pay attention to the treatment

(*) an exception for the times  human rabies was 
portrayed in those books.)



But...

Chronic renal failure, for example, was depicted
as if it could be cured through hemodialysis.

 It was not clear that most of times the pacient is
not exactly going through healing.

 It was not clear that the pacient is in fact waiting
for a kidney transplant ( if it comes one day..)

For the reader of those science textbooks:
Hemodialysis = Treatment ~ CURE





Besides...

Great narrative space - textual and pictoric - was
offered to the explanation of a kidney
transplantation.

But...

 Very seldom it was signed as a not representative
means of cure;

 Very seldon it was given the real rates of success
and the continuing need of drugs by people
transplanted.







- 3rd

The way Science textbooks approach chronic
diseases make believe that they almost never
reach children.











To do so, science textbooks commonly use the
word "people" or the "person".

Although children can be understood as people,
and obviously as persons...

a strait association of childhood with some given
diseases is not necessarily done (mainly in a child’s
mind…!).







The case of AIDS help us to see other 
examples of the Findind Type 3



Textbooks indeed mentioned the transmission of
HIV from a mother to her baby in the womb.

It could help the readers to get to know newborns
can have the disease.

But it not garantees the students jump to the
conclusion that growing children can actually, and
some really do, have AIDS.







Conclusions



If depends on the help of Science 
textbooks...

 Children will not understand that a
great number of diseases, even in
large urban centers of developing
countries are chronic ones.



If depends on the help of Science 
textbooks...

 Children will be led to think that
chronic disease patients may always
be cured.



If depends on the help of Science 
textbooks...

 Children will not be able to imagine
themselves, or their peers, living and
growing with one of these diseases.



Why should we expect Textbooks might be different?

- Because coming back home or even yet at the hospital, 
chronically ill children are related to school.

- Because schools should always take care that teachers 
and pupils understand the way chronically ill children 
are different.

- Because textbooks play a special role in this duty. 



Therefore, to investigate in which manners
textbooks - science ones in particular - symbolically
represented such diseases, was a way to contribute
with the teaching task carried out either in schools
classrooms or at hospital yards.



It was also a way to inspire other researchers to 
investigate the textbooks of their countries in other 
to see if they fit their public health agenda, as well 
as the needs of the sick children at their hospitals.



Thank you! 

alssb@ufba.br

alessandra.barros@pq.cnpq.br
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