
 

College textbooks largely overlook the most
common animals
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A recent study of textbooks aimed at introductory biology courses finds that they
devote less than one percent of their text to discussing insects, which make up
more than 60 percent of animal species. The study authors argue that this
provides a poor foundation for understanding ecosystems, biodiversity, and other
core aspects of biological research."Insects are essential to every terrestrial
ecosystem and play important roles in everything from agriculture to human
health - but our analysis shows that students taking entry-level biology courses
are learning virtually nothing about them," says Jennifer Landin, a teaching
associate professor of biological sciences at North Carolina State University and
senior author of a paper on the study. The artwork shown here, by Landin,
highlights some of the diversity among insects. Credit: Jennifer Landin

A recent study of textbooks aimed at introductory biology courses finds
that they devote less than one percent of their text to discussing insects,
which make up more than 60 percent of animal species. The study
authors argue that this provides a poor foundation for understanding
ecosystems, biodiversity, and other core aspects of biological research.

"Insects are essential to every terrestrial ecosystem and play important
roles in everything from agriculture to human health—but our analysis
shows that students taking entry-level biology courses are learning
virtually nothing about them," says Jennifer Landin, a teaching associate
professor of biological sciences at North Carolina State University and
senior author of a paper on the study.

The researchers wanted to see how introductory biology textbooks have
changed over time. Specifically, they looked at how textbooks addressed
issues related to biodiversity. To that end, they evaluated 88 textbooks,
published between 1906 and 2016.

"The shift in coverage of insects is what really jumped out at us," Landin
says.
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From 1906-1920, introductory biology textbooks included an average of
32.6 pages devoted to insects, accounting for about 8.8 percent of the
total pages. From 2000-2016, the textbooks devoted an average of 5.67
pages to insects, or only 0.59 percent of the total text.

"This is problematic because it puts students at a disadvantage when it
comes to understanding how ecosystems work; they have very little
background on key species," Landin says. "And, in the long term, it
means students may lack the information they need to identify
population shifts that could have significant effects on ecosystems
—including effects with ramifications for human health and well-being."

The researchers also noted that textbooks, over time, focused less on the
relationship between humans and insects.

"We do not exist apart from nature," Landin says. "Humans and insects,
for example, have direct effects on each other—and that is no longer
clearly presented in the teaching literature. We saw societal shifts in the
groups of insects addressed in texts; butterflies were covered more when
butterfly collecting was a popular hobby, mosquitoes and other flies
were overwhelming in books when insect-transmitted disease was
rampant. Now, insects overall are barely covered. What does that reflect
about our society?

"If we want to train a new generation of scientists who are equipped to
help us address global challenges and a changing environment, we need
to ensure they have a solid foundation. That certainly includes a
thorough understanding of species that make up so much of Earth's
animal life."

  More information: Kiran Gangwani et al, The Decline of Insect
Representation in Biology Textbooks Over Time, American Entomologist
(2018). DOI: 10.1093/ae/tmy064

4/5

https://phys.org/tags/biology/
https://phys.org/tags/ecosystems/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/ae/tmy064


 

Provided by North Carolina State University

Citation: College textbooks largely overlook the most common animals (2018, December 12)
retrieved 25 April 2024 from
https://phys.org/news/2018-12-college-textbooks-largely-overlook-common.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2018-12-college-textbooks-largely-overlook-common.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

