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At last, a textbook with a different look: My shelves are crowded with complimentary 
copies of introductory texts, all American, each more glossy than the last and between 
their large hard-covers. simply ITlore of the same The Longman Esssential 
Psychology series appears enucmqly different twelve very short (approximately 1 OC 
pages) volumes 1n bright, soft-covers and insrde surprisingly, text - the written stuff 
rather than diagram after diagram and a plethora of full colour pnotoqraohs The 
separate bmdinq of each volume allows for the purchase of Just that part of the 
discipline 'N1"11ch interests This is a big plus 1n that very often a prescribed text contarr:s 
much 1M11ch 1s of no direct relevance to a course 

As a Jaded tear:her of first year psychology I touno these obvious cJ1fferP11ces ,n 
approach refreshingly prormsmq l tie layout 1s simple and cippeal1ng and tlie ennor has 
done an excellent 10b of creating contmuitv of style and difficulty level across very 11:a1°1 
authors Students have the opportumty to read leading figures 1n their specrahst areas 
directly, (e g Argyle on social psychology, Eysenck on personality. Sternberg on 
mtelliqence arnonq others) The mtr oductron to each volume succinctly charts the 
territory to be covered and creates a frame for reading Another key feature of tl,e text 
rs a well compiled glossary for ecH h volume 

I he essentials 1rJent,f1ed for the ser 1es qllrte closely reflect the chapter r.ead.uqs c;f 

any other mtr oducto. y text brolourcal aspects of behaviour, sensation anj perception 
learning and skills cogrntrve psychology 1nd1v1dual differences arid perso11al1t, 
developmental psychology emotion arid rnotrvatron abnoi mal ps,,cholog,, 
psycholoqrcal research methods and statistics applrcatrons of psycnoloqy arid 
controversies rr1 psychology Tno range of content tnus otters a ccmprehensrve 
mtroductron to the orsciplmo as rt 1s most widely taught I he last title cor.tr oversres l'l 
psychology· provides for topics not tradrtronattv addressed anc1 1t 1s 111str,1~·t1v,' to note 
wnat Imds its wily into tlus basket par apsycholo.jv hypnosr-, (Jer1:h01 ,~s, 11-;,c 

psycholcqy and the law, and health psychology I tie last two issues rel e1,e d0ut01e 
treatment 111 the se1,es be111g dealt with 111 the applir:at1uns text as WPII I tie hr t t,-.,. cJ·.-. 
probably still cnns1r1er ec1 by most to lie at the (unacceptable) fr 1r1ges of tr:•, ,,,s_ ,i "'' ''-' 



but 1t Is remarkable that at the end of the twentieth century gender issues should be 
relegated to this marqinal posrtron 

However the arm of each slim volume to present the best current thinking about a 
particular topic means that the series provides a useful introduction to the broad range 
of psychological topics. lndend havinq read through the series as a whole, I gained 
some sense of where the discipline Is at In a variety of fields wh ich I would not 
ordinarity read Assuming that beginner readers are precisely that, "beqinners", In a 
field In wh ich they Wi ll continue to read, there are extensive references provided at the 
end of each chapter, facilitating routes into the field Most often, introductory texts 
seem to be wr itten Wi th the expectation that students will read no other psychology 
Sadly for the rnaionty of first year South African students this assumption is probably 
accurate' My most serious reservations. therefore, arise In thinking about the series In 
relation to introductory teaching purposes in the South African context 

My concerns are two-fold 1) the accessibility of material, 2) the epistemic parameters 
wtuoh inform both the form and content presented In other words, my engagement With 
the texts as an educator led me to question how (and whether) my students would be 
able to learn from these texts and what kind of psychology they would come to learn 
through this series In short, I believe the answer is that beginner South African 
students would encounter substantial obstacles to learning and the reward for their 
struggles would be a disjointed, disparate sense of the discipline The oriqinal 
publication of the material was In encyclopaedic form as the Routledge Companion 
Encyclopaedia of Psychology and this condensed quality lingers in the new format 
For experienced readers of psychology the absence of detail and quick reference feel 
of the text provides a good introductory guide to developments in adjacent fields 
However. for beginners (students) who do not have a general preunderstandinq of the 
discipline tne series may offer a less than appropriate starting place 

Accessrbrhty needs to be considered firstly In relation to the thorny issue of 'relevance" 
which permeates much educational debate in South Africa While learning must be 
about corning to know that which Is untarniuar and as yet unknown, making this 
possible entails a careful shifting between the known and the unknown, both In terms of 
content and form (Craig, 1992) I think that this balancing act will remain the South 
African teacher's problem should s/he choose to work With the Longman series The 
attempt to create student-friendly· diversions Is uneven in the series, probably for no 
other reason than that the various topics more or less lend themselves to these 
attempts its more difficult to create relevant links to the study of bioloqrca: behaviour 
than to social psychology However. the silences of the text in other instances speak 
more loudly the question of · race" and IQ Is afforded only a single paragraph In the 
bioloqrcal text and the chapter on prejudice and intergroup conflict In the social text 
leaves pertinent questions about the interface of the political and the personal 
unraised These are questions which are so evidently significant In our context and it Is 
this sense of emphases rather than a sirnphstic "relevance", which I think would create 
connections for learner-readers The frequent references to sirmlarities (or differences) 
on the two sides of the Atlantic, make it quite clear who the envisaged readers of the 
series are and, while 1t is imperative that Africa learn from the best of both Europe and 
America I found myself annoyed at the lack even of an acknowledgement that the 
worlds horizons extend south and eastI 
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Second, accessrbuuy Is a matter not Just of content but also of form or style American 
introductory textbooks tend to solve this problem by creating cmernatrc texts quite 
atypical of academic discourse The Longman series avoids this pitfall Illustration (botn 
written and diagrammatic) ,s kept to a minimum and clear, courier-font text Is presented 
m short but substantial chunks. However, rny rnitral relief at tlus cleaner textual style 
was, however, not sustained throuqh all twelve volumes and I suspect that rny growing 
boredom with the format 1s probably a better mdicator of students' reactions Whrle I an 
of the opinion that students learn to read by reading (Bradbury & Gnesel 1994) there 
is a substantial educational demand placed on introductory materials to hook students 
into the reading process. Most South African students are not Just beg1nn1ng the 
reading of psychology but, indeed. beginning READING This rneans that the text must 
engage them in a way that will allow them access to previously closed worlds 
(Gadarner, 1975. Ricoeur, 1981) 

One of the greatest drtticurties that students encounter In entering the new worto of 
psychological study is corning to terms with the highly oisjomteo and disparate nature 
of the discipline To the extent that this is an "essential' characteristic of psychology 
this need not perturb us and, perhaps some would argue that fragmentation Is a 
postmodern posiuvel However, from an educational perspective I would argue tha: 
these disjunctures need to be h1ghl1ghted alongside an exphcatron of the kinds cf 
connections which we, nonetheless, make in creatrnq sufficient coherence among the 
diverse "stories" to identify them all as 'psycholoqy The series lacks this kind of 
overarching framework 

There are resultant overlaps for example, Piaget appears 111 tnr ee texts 
(developmental, cognitive and even, uncharacteristically ,n the text on mdrvioual 
differences and personality'}, the concepts of social loafing and the notion that 
expressions of emotions might be universal, and the ernprrical studies which support 
these ideas, appear ,n both the emotion and motivation text. and 111 social psychology 
It is appreciated that the intention Is for texts to stand alone and that few readers will 
read the series as a whole the way this reviewer did However. the texts do employ a 
substantial referencing system to other more detailed or complex texts and srmrlarly 
some inteme! cross-referencing need not negate the possibihtv of reading a smqle text 
,n .solation lhe (true1) tale of a student 1vtlo encountered a reference to Darwm 111 
psycholoqy and again 111 anthropology and assumed · they must be brothers or 
cousins' should alert us to the educational problems of unsion-posted overlaps 

There are also gaps I found the degree of detail supplied ,n fields which are not my 
direct interest (e (J b1olog1cal abnormal learning arid skills) suttrcrent but was l11gl1I,, 
sceptical that thero was sufticrent coverage of cognitive issues tor even a first year 
course to rely on t111s text alone I can only assume that this unevenness cf response 
would be reversed tor those who teach 111 other areas S11111larly I found tile .esearcr­ 
methods text too 111111 to enable 1110 to follow the logic of various quanutatve .nethoos 
(to teach' myself as 1t were) Oual.tatrve methods received 110 more tlian a r1od ar,cJ 
ttus bias permeates the series as a whole I encountered the word 111ea11I11r1 only once 
two thuds of the way through tho text on emotion and rnouvauon' The most cr.t.ca. 
caveat. 1n rny view Is the absence of a tustor.cat sense of the discrphne Tt,1s cor1cern 
Is not met by the L, 1ef lustorrcal overviews ottered at the start of partrcurar texts I e g 
learning and skills developmental psycholoqy J llr oader ep1ste111olog1caI pa, ameter s 
are not addre sse.: e g the relat1u11s between tor example behav.cu: ,st ,ll u 



psychoanalytic approaches or the ernpmcist-ralionalist debate that underpins much of 
cogn,t,ve psychology and are, hence, obscure for the beginner reader Neither does 
one gain a sense of why each of these fields of psychology have developed, 1n 
response to wha! kinds of questions about human life This sense of the evolution of 
the discipline 1s imperative for the development of a critical engagement with 
psychology 

In the end. the senes offers new packaging of the old 'essentials" The freshness and 
flexicihty of this new format offers a welcome and easy reference to adjacent fields for 
more senior students However, the entry level student may require more coherent 
guidance in the irutial negotiation of a rJ1sc1pline that remains essentially fragmented 
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