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And we are put on earth a little space

That we may learn to bear the beams of love.

William Blake
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The Course of True Love

Marriage in High School Textbooks

Executive Summary

What are U.S. high schools teaching the
younger generation about marriage? Based
on a careful review of leading high school
health textbooks, the answer is partly reas-
suring and partly disturbing. These text-
books are considerably more accurate, bal-
anced, and useful than current college-level
textbooks on marriage and the family. Yet
these high school books are much worse
than they ought to be.

In 1997, the Council on Families
released Closed Hearts, Closed Minds: The
Textbook Story of Marriage, a report exam-
ining college-level marriage and family life
textbooks. That report concluded that
“what these students are being taught by
these textbooks is probably doing them
more harm than good.” This report exam-
ines how the nation’s leading high school
textbooks present the topics of marriage,
sexuality, and family life.

The six textbooks cited in this study —
all high school health textbooks published
between 1993 and 1997 — include all of
the health textbooks that are currently used
in the 20 U.S. states that adopt specific
health textbooks at the state level.
Moreover, since major textbook publishers
are naturally responsive to the criteria
developed by the 20 adoption states, the
textbooks currently used by the other 30
states are likely to be the same as, or
quite similar to, the textbooks examined
in this study.

Regarding these textbooks, there is
good news and bad news.

The good news is that high school text-
books generally treat marriage respectfully.
They present marriage as an important per-
sonal commitment. They recommend sexu-
al abstinence for teenagers. They present
detailed information about the health risks
and potentially harmful consequences of
early sexual activity. They directly acknowl-
edge at least the short-term emotional and
economic difficulties of divorce and of sin-
gle parenting. They seek to discourage
both teenage marriage and teenage child-
bearing, emphasizing that marriage and
parenthood require maturity.

Especially regarding the importance of
marriage, these high school textbooks
stand out in marked contrast to college-
level texts. The high school texts typical-
ly and conscientiously seek to reflect both
community values — the basic perspectives
shared by the parents and the neighbors of
the students who use the books — as well
as the recent conclusions of many leading
family scholars. Family is important.
Marriage matters. All things being equal,
children are better off when they grow up
with their two, married parents.

The bad news is that these high school
textbooks are intellectually weak and often
poorly informed. They are sometimes
marred by factual errors. They often ignore
or distort important bodies of research
about why marriage matters and what
makes marriages successful. When advising
students on how to cope with divorce, they
at times substitute wishful thinking for



accurate information and neglect the topic
of adult responsibility.

Most importantly, they almost com-
pletely bypass the opportunity to acquaint
students with rich treasure troves of knowl-
edge about love, courtship, marriage, and
family life that are readily available from art
and literature and from disciplines such as
history, anthropology, philosophy, and the-
ology. By systematically depriving students
of intellectual oxygen, these books ultimate-
ly present an understanding of marriage that
is thin, one-dimensional, and boring.

Trapped within the restrictive confines
of a “health” paradigm, with its related psy-
cho-therapeutic emphasis on individual
self-actualization, these textbooks seldom
even attempt to convey any broader under-
standing of marriage as a complex institu-
tion with many dimensions, including nat-
ural, legal, moral-religious, economic, and
social. As a result, these books simply can-
not address the core questions confronting
today’s teenagers.

In an increasingly atomized society,
what does family commitment look like? Is
there any deeper meaning to our sexual
drive and how does it relate to our desire
for trust and love? What makes for a lasting,
satisfying marriage? How might marriage
and family life be connected to one’s larg-
er sense of purpose in life? These are by far
the hardest, most interesting, and most
important issues. Yet these books largely
ignore them.

The story of marriage and family life
contained in these textbooks is not so
much wrong — these students will have to
wait until they read their college textbooks
for that — as it is empty: intellectually,
emotionally, and morally vacuous. Many of
today’s teenagers, themselves children of
the divorce revolution, are uncertain and
even anxious about their own chances of

achieving a loving marriage. Many of them
are eager to avoid the family chaos that
characterized so much of their parents’ gen-
eration.! As they struggle with this chal-
lenge — as they struggle in a sense to beat
the odds that they have inherited — these
textbooks probably won’t hurt them. But
neither will they help them. We adults can
do better for these children.

Finally, these textbooks provide fascinat-
ing insights into the overall state of our soci-
ety, a window through which we can
glimpse the current fault lines of the broader
cultural debate. On one side, these books
clearly expose our often excessive reliance
on health, self-actualization, and self-esteem
as the main categories for understanding life.
In turn, this one-dimensional vocabulary
surely reflects a deeper ambivalence as to
how, or even whether, in our pluralistic soci-
ety, we might properly speak to one anoth-
er in directly communal and moral terms
about sexuality, marriage, and family life.

Yet on the other side, these books often
reveal sincere efforts to pass on basic val-
ues such as teenage sexual abstinence and
the importance of commitment in marriage.
Many adults today, including many educa-
tors, are deeply concerned about deterio-
rating social morality and, in particular,
about the character and values exhibited by
young people today.? These books reflect
that concern. Even as they are weighed
down and cramped in by the clumsy para-
digm of “health,” with only a limited num-
ber of mostly psychological and therapeu-
tic concepts at their disposal, these high
school books nonetheless reveal an implic-
itly moral language struggling to get out,
and to speak to children in its own name.
This is good news. Perhaps it is even a har-
binger of cultural renewal. Surely it is a
foundation on which future high school
textbooks can build.

The Course of True Love
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Why Textbooks Matter

IRsT, these textbooks matter because

growing numbers of educators and

policy makers today are calling for
more and better efforts to educate students
in the areas of sexuality, relationships, mar-
riage, and family life. For example, as of
December 1997, 34 states and the District of
Columbia were mandating public school
instruction about AIDS and other sexually
transmitted diseases. A 1994 survey found
that 80 percent of U.S. school districts
require instruction about sexually transmit-
ted diseases, while 72 percent require
instruction about pregnancy prevention in
their health curriculum. In 1998, Mississippi
passed a law requiring public high school
sex education courses to teach that “a mutu-
ally faithful, monogamous relationship in
the context of marriage is the only appro-
priate setting for sexual intercourse.” Also
in 1998, Florida became the first state to
require skills-based marriage and relation-
ship education in public high schools.*

Clearly, in response to our society’s
growing awareness of the social costs of
family fragmentation, as well as the public’s
growing concern about adolescent behav-
ioral problems, many public schools today
are taking a significantly more assertive role
in seeking to shape young people’s basic
values. These textbooks reveal the essence
of these new and growing efforts.

These textbooks influence both teachers
and students. Indeed, for the typical high
school health teacher — often a coach or
physical education instructor doubling as a
health teacher — the assigned textbook is
often the only source of expert knowledge
about this topic to which he or she will
have been exposed. For students, these
textbooks probably represent their only, or
at least major, encounter during high school
with what their teachers and “the experts”
would have them know about sexuality,
marriage, and family life.

Finally, the information and advice that
these textbooks transmit to young people

— or conversely, withhold from them —
furnish telling indicators of larger communi-
ty attitudes. High school health textbooks
are intended for two purposes: conveying
knowledge and shaping values. Consequently,
these textbooks seek to combine profes-
sional expertise with more general ethical
instruction that is anchored in socially
approved attitudes. Partly because of this
twofold purpose, these books also reveal
compromises between the priorities of two
groups: professional educators on the one
hand, and parents and the public on the
other. In sum, these high school textbooks
represent that body of scholarly expertise
which is both widely accepted by the gen-
eral public and deemed appropriate for the
character development of young people in
a pluralistic society.

The Good News

AcH of these high school health text-

books describes marriage as a seri-

ous, lifelong commitment. As Making
Life Choices: Health Skills and Concepts tells
the students:

The bhighest form of commitment
between two people in our society is mar-
riage, a relationship based on these ideas:

e The relationship is permanent, or at

least permamnence is something the part-

ners will work for.

e The partners will be most important to

one another. No other relationship with

another person will take a higher place

(p. 503).

Health: A Guide to Wellness also stresses
this point: “Getting married is deciding to
spend the rest of your life with someone
else. Marriage is a long-term, on-going com-
mitment. It is a very serious decision” (p.
119).

These textbooks emphasize that a good
marriage requires flexibility, time, energy,
sacrifice, emotional maturity, and work.
They place a strong, perhaps even exces-
sive, emphasis on urging teens to “go



beyond” romantic love in carefully choosing
marriage partners: “The idea that marriage
will magically make people happy is proba-
bly the most destructive idea that partners
can have,” warns Making Life Choices (p.
503). Perspectives on Health, the textbook
that is least supportive overall of the mar-
riage commitment, also urges students to
deliberate carefully when choosing a mar-
riage partner: “Couples must seriously con-
sider whether they can make a life together.
When couples discuss marriage, it should
be because a strong love has developed.
The romantic, head-over-heels feeling
should have grown into a more mature,
steady relationship” (p. 161).

In these books, teenage marriage is
strongly discouraged. Students are repeated-
ly told that teenage marriages are very like-
ly to end in divorce, since a high level of
personal maturity is needed to select an
appropriate marriage partner.

In marked contrast to the popular and
teenage culture, where “dating” is now
highly informal and unstructured, and also

essentially understood by teenagers as an
end in itself, most of these high school text-
books encourage students to consider dat-
ing as “courtship,” or as an apprenticeship
to an eventual marriage. “What you learn
about yourself and others through the expe-
rience of dating will help you when you are
ready to make important decisions about
getting married and having children,” says
Perspectives On Health (p. 156).

Building a successful marriage is consis-
tently portrayed as a worthy personal goal.
“Many married people who have matured
together, weathered life’s ups and downs as
a team, and become deep friends say there
is nothing like it. To have a life partner with
whom to share one’s goals, dreams, plans,
home, children, and old age can be an
enriching adventure,” suggests Health: A
Guide to Wellness (p. 124). “The typical mar-
ried person reports feeling happier and
more supported than the typical unmarried
person. In addition, married people seem to
live longer and to be sick less often,” reports
Discover: Decisions for Health (p. 109).

2 .*.:‘ ] P
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Abstinence: A Prescription, Not a
Choice

Regarding sexuality,
health textbooks urges teenagers to choose
abstinence. Though the vocabulary of
“choice” remains, high school health text-
books now offer guidance as well as infor-
mation, openly advising students on how
and what to choose. For example, here is
how Discover: Decisions for Health defines
the word “abstinence”: “Abstinence (ABZ sti
nuhn(t)s), the decision not to have inter-
course, is the only decision a teenager can
make that guarantees health. By choosing
abstinence, teenagers eliminate the risk of
pregnancy, as well as the risk of sexually
transmitted disease” (p. 110).

These books not only clearly detail the
potential health risks of teenage sexual
activity, they also touch on the positive ben-
efits of choosing abstinence, including the
freedom to develop deeper emotional rela-
tionships. As Discover: Decisions for Health
points out: “Abstinence can help couples to
see if they truly have interests, emotions,
and values in common — rather than mere-
ly sharing the basic human need for physi-
cal pleasure” (p. 110). Another book agrees:
“Teenagers who practice sexual abstinence
grow by acting responsibly and by learning
to develop relationships that are not based
on sexual intimacy” (Health, p. 376).

each of these

The Difficulties of Single Parenting
Unlike college-level marriage and the
family textbooks, which consistently under-
state the negative consequences of divorce
and unwed childbearing, these high school
textbooks typically describe divorce as a
painful problem for children and view sin-
gle parenting as a cause for concern.
As Health: A Guide to Wellness put it,
“raising children alone is not easy.”
Single parents do not have partners with
whom to share decisions, chores, disci-
plining, financial burdens, or even the
Joys of parenthood. With no one to
relieve them, they often suffer from
burnout or depression. Without relief,

they also may be more likely to take out

their frustrations on their children. They

may find it difficult to find time for
themselves and may feel they have no life
besides their children and their jobs

(Health: A Guide to Wellness, p. 126).
Another book puts it similarly:

Raising children without financial sup-

port can be difficult, yet single parents

also deal with the lack of emotional sup-
port. Making important decisions alone
can be stressful. Single parents who must
both work and raise children may at
times feel lonely or overwhelmed

(Perspectives on Health, p. 164).

This candor about the costs of single
parenting is unambiguously good news. At
the same time, however, these books also
reflect the anxieties of our society about
where the line between candor and unkind-
ness lies. When these books enumerate the
various family forms — married-couple
homes, one-parent homes, extended fami-
lies, and others — they typically strive for a
strictly neutral tone, seeking to assure the
reader that his or her family is “normal.”
Moreover, in the quest to reassure, these
books at times succumb to false boosterism,
making statements that are largely unsup-
portable by social science evidence and
quite unlikely to be believed anyway by,
say, children of divorce. For example:
“Families vary in structure, but each type of
family is as acceptable as any other
(Perspectives on Health, p. 175). Or: “Each
type of family structure is capable of meet-
ing the needs of all family members”
(Discover: Decisions for Heath, p. 72).

Yet this optimism about the equality of
all family forms often appears side-by-side
with markedly more realistic appraisals of
the emotional impact of divorce. For exam-
ple, Health offers this typically upbeat
description of family diversity: “The great
variety of family types makes it difficult to
describe a ‘typical’ family. Yet, regardless of
type, any family can be healthy and happy”
(p. 404). Yet just a few pages later, when the
focus shifts to the consequences of divorce,



the tone changes: “Divorce is a shattering
experience for all members of a family, yet
it is an extremely common experience. . . If
your parents divorce, you must make major
adjustments in order to cope with the loss-
es that result” (pps. 411-412).

The fascinating tension that thus
emerges in these texts — this swaying back
and forth between the desire to be non-
judgmental and the desire to empathize
with children who suffer from family frag-
mentation — seems in part to be a reflec-
tion, in microcosm, of precisely the same
ambivalence that defines so much of our
larger cultural debate on these matters. The
internally inconsistent approach taken by
these textbooks seems accurately to reflect
the wider community’s confusion about
how to perform two seemingly contradicto-
ry tasks: upholding marriage as an ideal
without stigmatizing children from single-
parent homes.

The Bad News

HEN it comes to advising stu-

dents, these high school health

textbooks clearly deserve a pass-
ing grade. In particular, these textbooks
generally reflect the importance that most
Americans — and increasingly, most family
scholars as well — place on the marriage
commitment.

But when it comes to educating stu-
dents — presenting them with rich and
diverse perspectives on the most important
questions of love, sexuality, marriage, and
the family — these books fail. As works of
scholarship, these books are often marred
by important errors. Just as often, relevant
and important bodies of research are all but
ignored.

While these books do affirm the impor-
tance of marriage as a personal commit-
ment, they rarely attempt to convey to stu-
dents any knowledge about marriage as a
universal social institution, with important
legal, social, economic, and sacred dimen-

sions. Perhaps most tragically, these books
withhold from students virtually all perspec-
tives on sexuality, courtship, marriage, and
family life provided by branches of human
knowledge other than medicine and mod-
ern popular psychology. These neglected
branches of knowledge include art, litera-
ture, history, cultural anthropology, sociolo-
gy, economics, moral philosophy, and reli-
gion. Even within the field of psychology,
these textbooks keep
out more than they
letin, uniformly pre-
suming a narrowly
individualistic psy-
chology of “self-
esteem” that is not
only badly outdat-
ed, but also incon-

These textbooks sway back and
Jforth between the desire to be
non-judgmental and the desire to
empathize with children who suf-

fer from family fragmentation.

sistent with any understanding of marriage
other than as an inherently frail and purely
private psychological relationship.

As a result, these textbooks are emo-
tionally unsatisfying and intellectually one-
dimensional. In a word, they are boring.
They simply shut out most kinds of infor-
mation, including almost any insight that
might enrich a student’s mind, provoke
intellectual curiosity, enlarge his perspective
on life, or cultivate her aesthetically or
morally. Hemmed in and dumbed down by
the controlling idea of “health,” these text-
books convey to students an image of mar-
riage and family life that is radically unin-
spiring.

C- for Scholarship

When it comes to presenting and prop-
erly handling scholarly evidence about mar-
riage and family life, these health textbooks
are frequently unsuccessful. Admittedly,
these books serve more than purely acade-
mic purposes. They also aim to socialize,
warn, and guide students on a wide range
of matters, from drug abuse to diet to sexu-
ally transmitted diseases. At the same time,
these textbooks obviously ought to model
basic scholarly competence. Too often, they
do not.

The Course of True Love
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For example, in a section on “Child Abuse
and Family Violence,” Making Life Choices
makes this remarkable assertion: “Almost half
a million children die each year at the hands
of their abusers” (p. 120). But in fact, the
Census Bureau reports that about 50,000 chil-
dren in the U.S. under the age of 14 died from
any cause in 1993. Of these, about 1,500 were
homicide victims. Moreover, some proportion
of these 1,500 deaths obviously stemmed not
from family violence, but from the actions of
strangers.” According to data compiled by the
Child Welfare League of America, 45 states
reported a total of 977 maltreatment-related
fatalities among children under age 18 in
1995.°

Family violence and child abuse are tragic
problems in our society. But such a wildly
inaccurate statement — exaggerating the
prevalence of lethal child abuse in the U.S. by
a factor of some 500 to one — does nothing
to shed real light on these issues.
other health textbooks also misstate the preva-
lence of lethal child abuse and family violence
in the U.S., though not to the same degree.

Several

Occasionally, the same elementary error
appears in two or more of the textbooks. For
example, several of these books repeatedly
confuse monogamy, which is the practice of
having one spouse for life or only one spouse
at a time, with sexual fidelity, which is the
practice of having only one intimate sexual
partner at a time. Thus, in a discussion of sex-
ually transmitted diseases, Perspectives on
Health defines monogamy simply as the
“commitment to an intimate relationship with
only one person” (p. 584). Only somewhat
more helpfully, Health defines monogamy as
“when two people have intercourse with only
each other for their entire lives” (p. 500).

Note that the word “marriage” is com-
pletely absent from this definition of
monogamy — a strange omission indeed,
since monogamy literally means, from the
Greek, “one marriage” at a time, and since
“marriage” is overwhelmingly the word that
people use, and the institution that societies
establish, regarding relationships in which
“two people have intercourse with only each
other for their entire lives.”




In a similarly confusing and equally
unsuccessful effort, Discover: Decisions for
Health again conflates monogamy with sex-
ual fidelity — a member of a monogamous
couple “honors his or her commitment to
maintain a faithful relationship with the
other” — then elaborates on the definition
by reporting that “members of a monoga-
mous couple do not have an intimate or
sexual relationship with another person
while married” (p. 111), as if having an
extra-marital affair constituted an act of
polygamy rather than adultery.

No doubt many people, including many
young dating couples, do casually (f
wrongly) use the word “monogamous” to
describe a sexually exclusive relationship.
But in textbooks intended to deepen stu-
dents’ understanding of marriage, it is dis-
appointing to find a basic feature of our
society’s marriage system — one legal
spouse per customer — so frequently mis-
defined. A textbook that cannot differentiate
linguistically between taking one marriage
partner for life, and not cheating on one’s
boyfriend, suggests a curriculum that is con-
fused or ambivalent about the meaning and
importance of marriage.

Unreported News from the Social
Sciences

These textbooks commit frequent errors
of omission. For example, although several of
the books briefly report that married people
typically live longer and apparently healthier
lives than do non-married persons, none of
the books do more than touch upon the large
and growing body of research evidence doc-
umenting the significant benefits of marriage
for adults, both men and women, in areas
such as employment and income, education,
health, sexual fulfillment, community involve-
ment, and personal happiness.” None of these
books address the similarly diverse and sig-
nificant benefits, including health benefits,
accruing to children who grow up in intact,
married-couple homes.® In textbooks explicit-
ly devoted to the topic of health, these omis-
sions seem particularly glaring.

Not one of these textbooks place any
serious emphasis on the importance of
fathers in the family or on the distinctive
contributions that fathers make to their chil-
dren’s well being. Only one book, Discover:
Decisions for Health, even touches on the
subject. Nor do these textbooks convey
more than a hint of current research on the
determinants of marital success — research
that, outside the classroom, is helping to
ignite a new grass
roots movement,
involving religious
leaders as well as
secular counselors
and therapists,
focused on skills-
based marriage edu-
cation.’

The textbooks seldom cite recent
research on the determinants of
marital success — research that,
outside the classroom, is helping
lo ignite a new grass roots
movement.

Another striking omission concerns cur-
rent research findings on cohabitation,
especially cohabitation among
younger people is widespread and increas-
ing, and since many high school students
are likely to be privately considering the
merits of cohabitation versus marriage. But

since

none of these textbooks inform students of
the growing social science evidence sug-
gesting that cohabitation elevates the risk of
problems such as domestic violence™ and is
also associated with an increased future
likelihood of divorce."

Nor do these books relay the now well-
established causal links between family
fragmentation (divorce and unwed parent-
ing) and a wide range of family problems,
including school failure, domestic violence,
child abuse and neglect, poverty, juvenile
delinquency, and child sexual abuse. For
example, in these books’ discussions of the
problems of child abuse, conspicuously
absent from the list of likely or possible per-
petrators is a mother’s boyfriend. Yet
researchers have clearly established that
exposure to unrelated males, particularly
mothers’ boyfriends, significantly increases
the risk of child abuse, especially child sex-
ual abuse. One study, for example, finds
that boyfriends commit 27 times more child

The Course of True Love
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abuse than their time in child care would

«

lead us to predict, and that, as a result, “a
young child left alone with mother’s
boyfriend experiences substantially elevated
risks of abuse.”

This relatively ‘fact-free’ treatment of
single parenting is odd. It contrasts sharply,
for example, with the fairly detailed medical
data in these texts regarding the dangers of
sexually transmitted diseases.

Relatedly, while they acknowledge the
short-run emotional distress connected to
divorce, these textbooks at times ignore,
and occasionally try to wish away, the
growing scholarly consensus regarding the
harmful long-term consequences of divorce
for children. On the topic of “Children of
Divorce,” for example, here is how one
textbook sums up: “Dysfunctional families
sometimes break up through divorce.
Although divorce may require an adjust-
ment that is difficult to make, most children
soon resume normal life” (Making Life
Choices, p. 122). Discover: Decisions for

Health reaches a similar conclusion:

“researchers believe that most children are
able to adjust to their parents’ divorce after
one or two years” (p. 102).

Yet the idea, popularized especially
during the 1970s, that parental divorce for
children is like catching a cold — initial
stress and discomfort, but relatively quick
recovery — has now been decisively reject-
ed by the weight of clinical and social sci-
ence evidence accumulated during the past
two decades. A number of leading family
scholars have explicitly revised their previ-
ous views on this topic; most now agree
that divorce has effects on children that are
both important and long-lasting."

These books also frequently counsel
teenagers to take a positive attitude toward
their parents’ divorce, even when the par-
ticulars of such advice come closer to wish-
ful thinking than accurate reporting. For
example, Health advises students whose
parents divorce: “When you have managed
to accept your parents’ divorce, you will be
able to look at it and evaluate it more
objectively.” Moreover: “The calmer atmos-
phere [after the divorce] may make it easier
to concentrate on school and other activities
(p. 413).

Discover: Decisions for Health tells the
story of Consuelo, a child of divorce, who
initially “felt she had lost a parent.” Yet it
turned out that “her father actually spent
more time with her following the divorce”
(p.102). Making Life Choices similarly reas-
sures children of divorce that they “need not
fear that they will lose a parent. People may
divorce their spouses, but never their chil-
dren” (pp. 120-121).

Each of these statements, while clearly
well-meaning, is called into question by the
weight of evidence. In most cases of
divorce, children are rarely able or likely to
understand it “objectively,” or to find that
post-divorce life is calmer and more con-
ducive to schoolwork. Children of divorce
do often feel that they have “lost a parent,”
and the feeling rarely goes away.

Very, very few divorced, non-custodial
fathers spend more time with their children



after the divorce, when they have moved
out of the family home, than they did
before. Typically, father-child contact time
following a divorce decreases dramatically
and continues to decline over time, espe-
cially following remarriage. The cliché that
parents divorce one another, but “never
their children” — that the man-woman
bond is weakened or ended, but never the
bond between the child and the parent who
leaves — is simply untrue."

Textbooks should surely refrain from
making observations about the conse-
quences of divorce, or offering recommen-
dation to teenagers on how to cope with
divorce, that ignore or directly contradict
current research on the topic.

Children, Help Your Parents?

Each of these textbooks is emphatic
about the obligations of parents to their
children: to provide food, clothing, and
shelter; to give children time and love; to set
limits; and to help children reach their
potential. At the same time, these books also
strongly emphasize the obligations of chil-
dren to parents. Much of this emphasis on
children’s responsibilities is straightforward
and commendable. Some of it, however, is
troubling, at least in its social implications.

Based on what is probably a realistic
assessment of the family situations of many
of today’s high school students, these text-
books often suggest that overall family
health depends just as much on the children
as it does on the parents. Roles and respon-
sibilities of parents are more fluid than ever
before, these students are told. Family life is
changing. There is a lot of pressure on your
parents. A lot depends on you.

For example, one book asks students to
consider “what things can you do to bring
your family members closer to each other”
(Health: Skills for Wellness, p. 113). Another
book similarly asks teenagers to “Make a list
of strategies that could make your family
stronger. .Don’t be discouraged.
Remember that having a strong family takes
time and work.” (Discover: Decisions for

Health, p. 73). In one textbook, in a chap-
ter on “Family Roles and Responsibilities,”
students are told: “All families face chal-
lenges. Most face a crisis from time to time.”
Yet: “Whatever its structure and character,
within your family lies the potential for your
future. You have an important role to play
in shaping what the future holds”
(Perspectives on Health, p. 168).

Of course, much of this advice is unar-
guably sound. Yet these books also at times
reflect a newer and more problematic line
of reasoning, clearly prevalent in current
popular advice literature for divorced par-
ents, in which children are viewed as more
capable than adults of making difficult per-
sonal sacrifices for the sake of the family.”

For example, in Discover: Decisions for
Health, under a photograph of two somber-
looking teenagers doing household chores
— the girl is carrying a basket of laundry,
the boy is making himself a sandwich — the
caption reads: “Sometimes divorce means
that children must take on more responsi-
bilities. Remember that commitment to the
family is a characteristic that helps members
get through tough times” (p. 103).

In Health, a section on “Coping With
Family Problems” advises students: “Though
it would be wonderful if all families lived
happily ever after, we all know that is not
the case. . .As a teenager, you are not in a
position to solve your family’s problems,
but you can find ways of coping with them”
(p. 411). In the case of divorce, suggested
coping mechanisms include talking to a
counselor or therapist, sharing your feelings
with friends, taking up a new hobby, and
realistically recognizing that, if and when a
parent remarries, there may be less time and
money available for you, especially if new
step-siblings or half-siblings are added to
the family (p. 413).

While advising teenagers to make
adjustments to help their families cope with
divorce, these books are completely silent
about what, if anything, married parents
ought to do either to avoid divorce in the
first place or mitigate its consequences for
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Self-esteem is frequently presented
as a mood or emotion that can
be boosted through “self-talk,”

“self-dates,” and other essentially .

self-regarding actions.

their children. For example, “divorce occurs
when a married couple agrees to legally end
their marriage and live apart,” reports
Perspectives on Health (p. 163), then goes
on to offer an explanation which similarly
begs more questions than it answers:
“Marriages break up because two adults can
no longer live together happily” (p. 180).
In a similar vein, Consuelo, the child of
divorce whose story is told in Discover:
Decisions for Health,
is about to be the
bridesmaid at her
mother’s second
wedding. Even
though Consuelo
hopeless
romantic” who
“wanted to believe

was a
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there were relationships that could last,” she
finally, with regard to her parents’ divorce,
“told herself that it was probably true that
some people were not meant to live together
forever” (p. 101).

This message to students about parental
divorce is one-sided and rather grim.
Divorce is not anyone’s responsibility. It just
happens. It's probably for the best. And it’s
your job to pitch in, look on the bright side,
and make the necessary adjustments.

The Religion of Self-Esteem

A central weakness in these textbooks
— one that defines the tone and permeates
the content of many chapters — is their firm
embrace of a particular school of thought
within the field of psychology that empha-
sizes, as a central way of understanding the
nature and destiny of the human person,
the ideal of “self-esteem.” Indeed, in the
majority of these textbooks, the psychology
and philosophy of self-esteem is not typi-
cally presented to students as one possible
way of self-understanding, one theory
among many. Instead, it is presented more
as truth itself, simply the way things are. In
some ways, the ideal of self-esteem oper-
ates in these textbooks similar to the way
that religion operates in religious societies —

as a master organizing principle and an ulti-
mate ideal of human fulfillment.

For example, here is Health: Skills for
Wellness: “More than any other factor,
self-esteem has a direct effect on all
aspects of your health — mental, social,
and physical” (p. 34). Here is Health: A
Guide to Wellness: “Your self-esteem influ-
ences everything you do, think, feel, and
are” (p. 11). Here is Making Life Choices:
“The most important relationship in your
life is the relationship you have with your-
self” (p. 24).

Notice the absolute nature of these
statements. More than anything else.
Everything you do and are. The most impor-
tant. These are, in effect, “religious” asser-
tions — statements of what is the highest
and the most.

As if to enshrine this philosophy, any
explorations of religion itself — or more
precisely, any examinations of morally seri-
ous alternatives to the “religion” of self-
esteem — have been radically excised from
these books. The words “God” and “faith”
are scrupulously avoided. Four of the six
books do not have the word “religion” in
their indexes. Of the two that do, the refer-
ences are so minute, glancing, and insub-
stantial — one book mentions that dietary
habits are sometimes linked to religious cus-
toms, for example, while the other cites
African-American churches as an example
of “cultural diversity” — that they hardly
merit a mention in the index, either. This
strict omission serves, at least indirectly, to
reinforce the pursuit of self-esteem as one
of life’s central projects.’

At times, the majority of these textbooks
discuss self-esteem as if it were a wonder
drug. According to Making Life Choices,
self-esteem, or the absence thereof, is relat-
ed to almost every possible personal chal-
lenge or social problem:

Poor self-esteem is closely linked with a

wide range of problems: drug and alco-

hol abuse, addictions of all kinds, crime
and violence, child and family abuse,
teenage runaways, teenage pregnancy,



prostitution, gang membership, and fail-
ure of children to learn. Poor self-
esteem, therefore, diminishes not only
individuals, but also society. Society
spends billions of dollars in medical
expenses, law enforcement, and educa-
tion every year because of the problems
caused by poor self-esteem. At the same
time, a shortage of productive workers
means that smaller revenues must stretch
to meet all of society’s needs” (p. 59).
Within this overall framework, these
books devote an average of about 22 pages
each directly to the topic of self-esteem.
Perspectives on Health, the textbook that is
least focussed on self-esteem, devotes nine
pages explicitly to the topic. Health: Skills
for Wellness tops the list with 31 pages
devoted directly to defining and offering
ways to foster self-esteem. (By contrast,
both Perspectives on Health and Health: Skills
for Wellness devote seven pages to the defin-
ition, importance, and benefits of marriage.)
Discussing the importance of self-
esteem as a “life skill,” Discover: Decisions
for Health says: “Your self-esteem is a reflec-
tion of your relationship with yourself.”
And to sum up, the book reports in large,
bold type: “To love oneself is the begin-
ning of a life-long romance” (p. 13).
Consistent with this idea, this textbook
later advises students: “Instead of waiting
for others to ‘take the hint’ and reassure you
or give you compliments, take direct action
to improve your own self-esteem by giving
yourself the attention, time, and support

”»

you would love to get from others.” For
example: “Plan a date to take yourself on —
alone.” (This event is called a “self-date.”)
Such a strategy not only “meets your need
for support,” but also “shows others how to
provide such support” (p. 210). Presuming,
one supposes, that “others”
wrapped up in their own “lifelong romance”

to pay attention to you.

aren’t too

In general, these books treat self-esteem
as a mood or an emotion that can be boost-
ed through “self-talk,” “self-dates,”
other essentially self-regarding actions. But

and

many leading psychologists view self-
esteem as an achievement based on rela-
tionships with other persons, not as an iso-

lated feeling in one’s head. It is not an inte-
rior state — how is my relationship with
myself going today? — that can somehow
be separated from concrete activity in the
world. Consequently, finding and feeling
good about one’s “self” is not simply an
inward journey, but is also and primarily
part of a larger process of identity that nat-
urally projects outward, toward connected-
ness with others and identification with
external ideals.

Most importantly, self-esteem is not an
end in itself. For this reason, it can seldom be
attained by pursuing it directly. Healthy self-
respect is more of a by-product — one resid-
ual effect of a loving and productive engage-
ment with the world. Indeed, our great moral
and religious traditions have always taught us
that direct self-regard, particularly when
viewed as an absolute goal, is the problem,
not the solution. Recent research similarly
suggests that a simple, end-in-itself focus on
self-esteem — especially in the form of efforts
by teachers and other adults to prop up
unjustified or excessive self-esteem in chil-
dren — may even be harmful.”

Above: Two Lovers
(detail) by Kitagawa
Jtamaro, 1788. From
the album Uta-makura,
The Poem of the
Pillow. Victoria and
Albert Museum,
London, Great
Britain.© 1998, Art

Resource, New York.
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Not all of the textbooks take this
approach to the topic. Two of them, Health
and Perspectives on Health, do not typically
present self-esteem as an absolute end.
Instead, these two textbooks generally and
much more sensibly urge students to con-
centrate on goals, actions, and accomplish-
ments as the key to building a healthy self-
image. For example, Perspectives on Health
tells students, “Self-esteem.
related to making changes in behavior.” To
improve self-esteem, teens are similarly
urged, for example, to “Encourage yourself

[is] closely

to learn something new” or “Do something
positive for someone else” (pps 17-18).

In their emphasis on self-esteem, all six
textbooks draw extensively on the work of
Abraham Maslow, the U.S. psychologist
who proposed an understanding of the
human person based on a “hierarchy of
beginning with basic physical
needs, such as food and shelter, rising up
through social needs, such as love and

needs,”

acceptance, and ultimately culminating with
what Maslow called “self-actualization,” or
the full realization of one’s inner potential
and one’s internally defined life project. In
Maslow’s pyramid of needs, “esteem needs”
are near the very top, serving as the gate-
way to self-actualization.

Each of these textbooks offers a one to
three page summary, in effect an endorse-
ment, of Maslow’s basic theory as it relates
to the central importance of self-esteem.
Health: Skills for Wellness actually concludes
its summary-endorsement of Maslow by
showing a photograph of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. The caption reads: “Martin Luther
King, Jr. is an example of a self-actualized
person” (p. 32).

This is an astonishingly misguided state-
ment. Martin Luther King, Jr. was a Christian
pastor. His entire philosophy and legacy

constitute a rejection, not an embrace, of
the idea that self-actualization is the highest
good and that “my relationship with myself”




is the most important relationship in life.
He was also the successful leader of a
protest movement of people whose “physi-
cal needs” and “safety needs” were con-
stantly in jeopardy, but who nevertheless,
despite those unmet “lower” needs, acted
heroically and non-violently to end legal
segregation in the U.S. and thereby redeem
the moral basis of the American idea.
Whatever “needs” the theory of self-esteem
and self-actualization may have, it ought to
leave Dr. King alone.™

More broadly, neither Maslow’s theories
nor self-esteem theories in general have
held up well with the passage of time.
Research has confirmed what common
sense suggests. Some people with low self-
esteem are remarkable achievers who real-
ize their potential and then some. Some
people with high self-esteem are fools,
idlers, or worse. Some notorious criminals
have unusually high self-esteem. In general,
research suggests, self-esteem as an inde-
pendent variable is of limited use in pre-
dicting, for good or for ill, success in school,
“health,” or any other outcome in life.”
Findings like these again suggest that self-
esteem is best understood as part of some-
thing else, not a thing by itself. It is a con-
sequence, not a first cause. Yet in these text-
books, no other psychological concept even
comes close to matching the influence of
Maslow’s theory of esteem needs and self-
actualization.

Sleeping Cupid

One surely unintended consequence of
turning self-esteem theory into a master
idea is that these textbooks often portray
the world as an emotionally dark place, in
which self-sufficiency is a much better bet
than interdependency. These textbooks try
to be upbeat. They even relate inspirational
stories of teenagers who meet challenges
and overcome problems. But the overall
effect is clinical and bleak.

For the world view that these textbooks
convey to teenagers is a depressing one:
You are alone. You must take responsibility

for yourself because, in the final analysis,
the only person you can rely on is you.
Many families are dysfunctional, even abu-
sive. Everyone’s motives are ultimately self-
regarding. Even relationships — highly tout-
ed in these books as essential to health and
wellness — are understood to be important
precisely because of the benefits they bring
to, the “needs” they fulfill for, the isolated
individual.

There is nothing bigger than you, no
solace or truth other than what you make
for yourself, nothing in life that is higher or
nobler or more romantic than “self-actual-
ization.” If the goal is to engage teenagers,
both intellectually and morally, about the
fundamental meaning and possibility of the
marriage commitment, could any way of
thinking be less helpful?

All the important issues get watered
down, deprived of larger meaning. For
example, why not have have sexual inter-
course as a teenager? The reply from these
textbooks is true, but limited. You might get
a disease. You could even die. You might
have a baby, a heavy responsibility that
could limit your future, hurt your chances to
grow as a person, and make it harder for
you to find satisfying relationships. All true.

But these textbooks rarely ask students
to consider their behavior, not as it relates to
their “needs,” but as it relates to the needs
of other people. For example, what about
avoiding pregnancy because it would hurt
your child to grow up without a father?
What about refraining from sex out of
respect and concern for your girlfriend?
Adolescence is a time of intense, often ideal-
istic concern about the relationship of self to
others. Yet these textbooks hesitate to engage
teenagers about sexuality and marriage in
directly moral terms. The ultimate price of
this reticence is a high one, however. For
what gets left out of the discussion is precise-
ly the topic that should be at its very center:
the meaning and possibility of true love.

From the perspective of students, who
surely possess more than an academic
interest in the relationship between sexual-
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What gets left out is precisely the
topic that should be at the center:
the meaning and possibility of

true love.

ity and love, what must be particularly
disappointing is the general disregard of
the meaning and role of sexual love.
These are precisely the questions with
which young people are struggling. As
the clinical researcher (and member of
this Council) Judith Wallerstein puts it:
“These kids want to talk about love and
trust. They want to know: Is my father a
good man? How
do I know when I
am in love? How
do T know whether
to trust a guy?’®
But in these
textbooks, it’s as if
Cupid were con-
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fused or sleeping, unable to act. Most of

the big, interesting words — mystery,
romance, love, flirtation, jealousy,
courtship, passion — are simply left

unexamined, as if they were not relevant,
replaced instead by smaller and ultimate-
ly sadder words such as dysfunction,
self-esteem, responsibility, stress, coping,
disease, and, most of all, health.

The reasons for this situation are not
hard to discern. Given our highly sexual-
ized popular culture, as well as wide-
spread sexual activity among high school
students, these textbooks understandably
choose to downplay love and romance in
favor of unambiguously arguing for sex-
ual abstinence. More broadly, any seri-
ous consideration of love, especially of
love within marriage, would inevitably
raise fundamental moral and at times
even spiritual questions, thus taking
these textbooks exactly where they do
not want to go. Instead of wrestling with
these admittedly difficult dilemmas, these
textbooks adopt an overall framework
that appears to be much less controver-

sial: health.

Marriage, Mucus,
Monounsaturated Fat

All of these large textbooks follow a
similar format. Under the broad theme of
promoting health, they address a remark-
ably long and otherwise completely unre-
lated list of topics. Conserving energy.
Suicide counseling. Bicycle helmets.
Making friends. Sexually transmitted dis-
eases. Divorce. and

Tobacco, alcohol,

drugs. Getting a good night's sleep.
Recycling. Family roles. The digestive sys-
tem. Diet. Managing stress. Protecting your
skin. Developing a healthy personality. And
many other topics.

An anthropologist from Mars would
surely be puzzled by this table of contents.
How does the diagram of the intestines
relate to Maslow’s pyramid of needs? Why
is the chapter on marriage sandwiched
between chapters on “Mental Disorders and
Suicide” and “Digestion and Excretion”?

The conceptual construct that unites all
of these topics is “health.” Not simply phys-
ical and mental health — a “strong mind
and body,” as older generations put it —
but also the categories of “social health,”
which refers to healthy personal relation-
ships, and “community health” or “environ-
mental health,” which refers to a healthy
natural environment.

In this sense, “health” in these text-
books operates at the macro level sim-
ilar to the way that “self-esteem” oper-
ates at the personal level: as the defin-
ition of an ultimate good and a reli-
gious-like metaphor for the highest set
of values that unite our community. In
short, when we want educators to
teach our children about character and
good habits of living, and especially to
talk to children about what is right and
how to behave, what we do today is

talk about health.



The broad ideal of health, we seem to
have concluded, is the new, unifying intel-
lectual paradigm that can bring us togeth-
er as a diverse people while also permit-
ting us to pass on certain moral values to
the next generation. The norms of health,
with their obvious roots in the medical sci-
ences, seem to provide a non-threatening
umbrella, perhaps even including a patina
of objectivity, under which we can strug-
gle to address a wide range of socially and
ethically sensitive issues, even those as
foundational as sexuality and marriage.

Why abstain from doing pleasurable
things like smoking marijuana or having
sexual intercourse? Why not be inconsid-
erate of others, if being considerate is a
bother? Why not have a baby, if having a
baby is what you want to do? According to
these textbooks, our biggest and presum-
ably best answer is: Because it would be
unhbealthy.

This way of thinking can sometimes be
useful. In our society, in today’s high
schools, it is certainly understandable that
these textbooks would adopt such an
approach. But ultimately, this approach
fails. Tt fails as a curriculum. Tt fails intel-
lectually and it fails ethically.

Fundamentally, such an approach
requires cutting young people off, to the
extent that they are influenced by such
textbooks, from exactly the knowledge
they need regarding the deepest compo-
nents of human personality and the deep-
est motivations for human action. It
requires calling important things by the
wrong names. It requires a kind of ethical
short-sightedness that ultimately distorts
our understanding of the ties and ideals
that connect people with one another,
both within families and across communi-
ties and generations. It requires taking
parts of life that are intrinsically interesting

to teenagers — sex, courtship, love, mar-
riage, family life — and draining them of
all drama, intensity, and intellectual depth.
Taking a public vow of eternal faithfulness
to another human being becomes akin to
an act of hygiene, like, say, flossing one’s
teeth.

Similarly, there is virtually no recogni-
tion in any of these books that the study of
marriage has ever been taken up by any
expert outside the field of psychology.
Cultural anthropology might as well not
exist. Ditto for history and philosophy.
Sociology only fares a bit better. To read
these books, one would never imagine
that the topics of love and marriage had
ever interested a painter, a sculptor, a
poet, a novelist, a playwrite, a dancer, a
singer, songwriter or musical composer, a
photographer, a commercial artist, or a
filmmaker.

For all our current celebration of cul-
tural diversity, one would never imagine,
based on reading these books, that mar-
riage is a universal human institution,
shaped by rich and wvaried traditions
extending across time and cultures. In a
world in which marriage is widely under-
stood as containing a spiritual dimension,
and in a nation in which about 80 percent
of all marriages take place in houses of
worship, a reader of these books is never
given any reason to suspect that a signifi-
cant relationship might exist between mar-
riage and religion.

It's as if most of what is truly interest-
ing — most of what would actually awak-
en a student’s curiosity, move his emo-
tions, or cultivate her mind — has simply
been left out. Putting at least some of it
back in would be the first and most impor-
tant step toward improving what we are
teaching the next generation about the
meaning of marriage.
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Recommendations

SPECIALLY given the important shortcom-

ings of these textbooks, some will

argue that the schools are simply not
the place to teach teenagers about marriage.
Perhaps. But the reality is that the public
schools are already quite deeply — and with
strong public support — into the business of
educating students about personal and sexu-
al relationships.* Driven by growing concern
about the deterioration of child and adoles-
cent behavior and values, the involvement of
the schools in teaching about relationships
and passing on moral values to young people
is only likely to increase in the years ahead.
Accordingly, the question most educators
face is not whether, but how, to teach chil-
dren about marriage and family life.

This report concludes by suggesting
three basic options for reform — three
potential strategies for improving what and
how we teach the next generation about
love and marriage. These options are pre-
sented in ascending order of both difficulty
and desirability.

Option 1: Improve the health text-
books.

Improve the intellectual content. For
example, even within the confines of the
health paradigm, these textbooks could and
should give students better information
regarding the contributions of marriage to
personal and public health, as well more
realistic information regarding the long-term
personal and public health consequences of
family fragmentation. In this area, a good
topic with which to start would be the
unique contributions of fathers to child well
being and the costs of fatherlessness to chil-
dren and society.

More generally, to improve intellectual
quality overall, publishers should make sure
that forthcoming health textbooks are
reviewed not only by medical doctors, psy-
chologists, and health teachers, but also by
experts in a range of other fields, including
sociology, history, and anthropology.

Pay attention to skills-based marriage
education. Especially during the past
decade, marriage researchers have made
large strides in identifying the basic deter-
minants of marital success and failure, and
in creating new tools to help both engaged
and married couples build stronger and
more satisfying marriages. Future health text
books should seek to summarize and incor-
porate this important body of information.?

Recognize the religious impulse and
include religious perspectives. The radical
exclusion of religion from the discussion of
love and marriage is a form of educational
malpractice. In all societies, the marriage
vow is viewed, in part, as a sacred promise.
Surely well-educated students should be
aware of the ideals of marriage envisioned
in our various religious traditions, as well as
the important role that religion plays for
many people in creating and sustaining
marriage.

Option 2: Shift the Focus from
Health to Character.

There is a word that describes, much
more fully and accurately than “health,”
the best of what these textbooks are
already seeking to convey to students
regarding personal responsibility, teenage
sexual abstinence, the importance of mar-
riage, and values such as self-control and
concern for others. That word is “charac-
ter.” For this reason, character education
as a master theme in high schools would
be a great improvement over health edu-
cation, or at least an important supple-
ment to it.

Essentially, character education is
rooted in a more realistic psychology,
since it permits and even requires adults
to speak to students morally, in a lan-
guage that is broader and deeper than
one of pure self-interest. There is a grow-
ing character education movement in the
United States, offering educators many
innovative ideas for replacing or at least
broadening the overly restrictive para-
digm of health.?
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Option 3: Teach Directly from
Masterworks of Literature, Art, and
Scholarship.

What do we really want to teach our
children about love and marriage? Even to
ask the question is to reveal the basic fail-
ure of the approach adopted by these text-
books. Eros. Marital love. An eternal vow of
constancy to another human being. These
are simply not ideas and ideals that we can
cram, without seriously distorting them, into
a narrow casing called “health” or even into
a somewhat bigger casing called “character.”

What does a loving wife or husband
look like? How can I become more like
the kind of person I admire? What makes
a good marriage? How do I know when
and who to trust? Is lasting love possible?
If it is possible, what can I do to get it
and to give it?

These are the questions that young
people care about, often quite intensely.
They are the questions that should be at
the center of any educational activity
focused on love and marriage. The chal-
lenge for educators is to get at them direct-
ly, with intellectual and moral seriousness,
and without all the extraneous blur and
watered-down categories that currently
pervade these textbooks.

Perhaps the best way out of this box is
to abandon the textbook approach altogeth-
er, replacing it instead with exposing stu-
dents directly to great works of literature,
art, and scholarship that examine the
themes of love and marriage. After all, for
quite some time, and to quite some degree,
Cupid has held great fascination not only
for novelists, poets, painters, sculptors, and
filmmakers, but also philosophers, histori-
ans, anthropologists, and great thinkers in
general, from Plato to the present day. An
innovative, multi-disciplinary course of
study would seek directly to connect the
intensity of teenagers’ questions about love
to these larger themes and masterworks of
both western and world civilization. The
goal of such an approach would be a diffi-
cult but worthy one: to explore the funda-

mental nature and meaning of love and its
relationship to sexual union and marriage.

For the great majority of high schools,
such a course has yet to be charted. But if
our largest goal is to help our children
achieve true love rather than merely avoid
death — to see them live well rather than
simply live long — the unchartered course
is the one to explore.
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