
A Look Inside the Textbooks That Florida 
Rejected 
The state rejected dozens of math textbooks. The New York Times reviewed 21 of them to 
figure out why. 
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A page from the textbook enVision Florida B.E.S.T. Mathematics Grade 1, from the 
publisher Savvas Learning Company. It tells students to “disagree respectfully.” 
Credit...Savvas Learning Company 
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After the Florida Department of Education rejected dozens of math textbooks last week, 
the big question was, Why? 
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The department said some of the books “contained prohibited topics” from social-
emotional learning or critical race theory — but it has released only four specific 
textbook pages showing content to which it objects. 

Using online sample materials provided by publishers to Florida school districts, The 
New York Times was able to review 21 of the rejected books and see what may have led 
the state to reject them. Because Florida has released so few details about its textbook 
review process, it is unknown whether these examples led to the rejections. But they do 
illustrate the way in which these concepts appear — and don’t appear — in curriculum 
materials. 

In most of the books, there was little that touched on race, never mind an academic 
framework like critical race theory. 

But many of the textbooks included social-emotional learning content, a practice with 
roots in psychological research that tries to help students develop mind-sets that can 
support academic success. 

The image below, from marketing materials provided by the company Big Ideas 
Learning — whose elementary textbooks Florida rejected — features one common way 
teachers are trained to think about social-emotional learning. 
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The diagram names core skills students should develop, and gives an example of how to 
conquer fear and build self-confidence. Credit...Big Ideas Learning 
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The circular diagram names the five core skills students should develop: self-awareness, 
self-management, responsible decision-making, social awareness and relationship 
building. This framework was developed by CASEL, an education nonprofit. 

Until recently, the idea of building social-emotional skills was a fairly uncontroversial 
one in American education. Research suggests that students with these skills earn 
higher test scores. 

But right-wing activists like Chris Rufo, senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, have 
sought to tie social-emotional learning to the broader debate over the teaching of race, 
gender and sexuality in classrooms. 
 
Share Your Story 
What does the curriculum look like in your school? 

In a March interview conducted over email, Mr. Rufo stated that while social-emotional 
learning sounds “positive and uncontroversial” in theory, “in practice, SEL serves as a 
delivery mechanism for radical pedagogies such as critical race theory and gender 
deconstructionism.” 

“The intention of SEL,” he continued, “is to soften children at an emotional level, 
reinterpret their normative behavior as an expression of ‘repression,’ ‘whiteness,’ or 
‘internalized racism,’ and then rewire their behavior according to the dictates of left-
wing ideology.” 

Mr. Rufo also raised concerns that social-emotional learning requires teachers “to serve 
as psychologists, which they are not equipped to do.” 
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Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida has spoken more generally about social-emotional 
learning as a distraction, in his view, from math itself.  

“Math is about getting the right answer,” he said at a Monday news conference, adding, 
“It’s not about how you feel about the problem.” 

Stephanie M. Jones, a developmental psychologist and expert on social-emotional 
learning at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, disagreed. 

“Feelings arise all the time — they arise when we’re doing work at our offices, and when 
kids are learning things,” she said. “It makes sense to try and engage those feelings or 
grapple with them in order to be more effective at the thing we’re doing.” 

Soothing Math Anxiety 
Many of the rejected textbooks do prompt students to consider their emotions. In a 
McGraw Hill fifth-grade book, shown below, students are encouraged at the beginning 
of the school year to write a “math biography” reflecting on their feelings about the 
subject and how they expect math skills could help them enjoy hobbies or achieve goals. 
Image 

 
One textbook prompts students to share their “math biography.”Credit...McGraw Hill 



 
“A math biography is a way of helping kids,” Professor Jones said. “There is a fair 
amount of evidence that indicates that if you can surface your uncertainty and anxiety 
about something, it’s easier to grapple with it and manage it.”  

Teachers could read the biographies to learn which students need extra support, she 
added. 

Some McGraw Hill pages include social-emotional prompts that have little to do with 
the math problems, such as this example below from a fifth-grade book. Beneath an 
ordinary math problem, students are asked, “How can you understand your feelings?” 
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A page teaching division asks students the question, “How can you understand your 
feelings?” Credit...McGraw Hill 



 

Giving Students a ‘Growth Mind-set’ 
Some of the theories linked to social-emotional learning have permeated deep into 
popular culture and the business world. Among the most popular are the concept of a 
“growth mind-set,” developed by Carol Dweck of Stanford, and the closely related idea 
of “grit,” developed by Angela Duckworth of the University of Pennsylvania. 

These theories have at times attracted more critique from the left than from the right. 
Some educators worried that the field of social-emotional learning celebrated behaviors 
associated with white, upper-middle-class culture, and paid too little attention to the 
kind of grit it takes to grow up in poverty, for example, or to overcome barriers of race, 
language and class that can make it more difficult for many students to persevere 
academically. 

Understand the Debate Over Critical Race Theory 
 

Card 1 of 5 
An expansive academic framework. Critical race theory, or C.R.T, argues that historical 
patterns of racism are ingrained in law and other modern institutions. The theory says that 
racism is a systemic problem, not only a matter of individual bigotry. 
C.R.T. is not new. Derrick Bell, a pioneering legal scholar who died in 2011, spent decades 
exploring what it would mean to understand racism as a permanent feature of American 

https://schoolguide.casel.org/focus-area-2/learn/growth-mindset-for-staff/
https://profiles.stanford.edu/carol-dweck
https://www.cfchildren.org/blog/2016/12/embrace-grit-through-social-emotional-learning-and-more/
https://angeladuckworth.com/
https://www.the74million.org/article/social-emotional-learning-racial-reckoning-yale-center-departure/
https://www.nytimes.com/article/what-is-critical-race-theory.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-critical-race-theory&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_3&block=storyline_levelup_swipe_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/article/what-is-critical-race-theory.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-critical-race-theory&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_3&block=storyline_levelup_swipe_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/06/us/derrick-bell-pioneering-harvard-law-professor-dies-at-80.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-critical-race-theory&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_3&block=storyline_levelup_swipe_recirc


life. He is often called the godfather of critical race theory, but the term was coined by 
Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 1980s. 
The theory has gained new prominence. After the protests born from the police killing of 
George Floyd, critical race theory resurfaced as part of a backlash among conservatives — 
including former President Trump — who began to use the term as a political weapon. 
The current debate. Critics of C.R.T. argue that it accuses all white Americans of being 
racist and is being used to divide the country. But critical race theorists say they are mainly 
concerned with understanding the racial disparities that have persisted 
in institutions and systems. 
A hot-button issue in schools. The debate has turned school boards into battlegrounds as 
some Republicans say the theory is invading classrooms. Education leaders, including the 
National School Boards Association, say that C.R.T. is not being taught in K-12 schools. 
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Conservative education experts, on the other hand, often lauded efforts to teach 
“character,” a concept that overlaps significantly with social-emotional learning. 

The textbooks that Florida rejected are filled with references to character traits like 
perseverance and cooperation. A first-grade textbook from the publisher Savvas 
Learning Company, formerly known as Pearson K12 Learning, repeatedly refers to the 
importance of “effortful learning,” “learning together” and having a “growth mind-set.” 
Throughout the book, cartoon children pop up at the sides of pages to remind students 
of these ideas: 
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Along with first-grade math exercises, a character urges students, “To have a growth 
mind-set, try a new way when you’re stuck.”Credit...Savvas Learning Company 



 

High school books, too, draw from these concepts. A rejected geometry textbook from 
the publisher Study Edge, shown below, prompts students to rate, from 1 to 4, how 
willing they are “to try new things” in math or “persevere when something is 
challenging.” 
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After rating their comprehension of math concepts, students are asked to self-assess 
their willingness to “try new things” and “persevere when something is 
challenging.”Credit...Study Edge 



 

Accelerate Learning, a Houston-based company, had more elementary math textbooks 
approved by Florida than any other publisher. Sample materials show that their texts 
tend to include fewer overt references to feelings or emotions, but they do emphasize, in 
some activities, the importance of a student’s mind-set or attitude toward math. 



Over the past year, as Republican Party activists increasingly focused on what they call 
the excesses of progressive education, social-emotional learning came under fire. 

In June 2021, the Florida Department of Education sent a memo to the publishers of 
math textbooks, advising them not to include “social-emotional learning and culturally 
responsive teaching” in their materials. 

Timothy Dohrer, director of teacher leadership at Northwestern University, called that 
“shortsighted” and said research showed that incorporating social-emotional learning 
into texts helped students learn social skills. 

“If you asked 100 C.E.O.s what skills they want in a new hire, the top five skills are going 
to be about social-emotional learning — not algebra,” he said. 

“Are you a nice person to talk to? Are you going to be a good co-worker?” Professor 
Dohrer added. “We know that the best way to teach that is to combine it with math, 
social studies, whatever.” 

Race and Diversity 
Professor Dohrer said that, despite its importance, social-emotional learning has 
become wrapped up in a debate about critical race theory, which is generally not taught 
in K-12 schools but has become an object of alarm among those attacking efforts to 
teach a more critical history of race in America. 

“SEL has no connection to critical race theory,” he said, “and yet it is being connected at 
local school board levels and local communities as well as in the national dialogue.” 

There are few references to race throughout these math textbooks, though publishers 
often took care to include word problems with ethnically diverse names and foods like 
empanadas. But this rejected McGraw Hill pre-algebra textbook, shown below, did 
include mini-biographies of mathematicians through history, almost all of whom were 
women or people of color: 
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A page from an eighth-grade pre-algebra textbook includes a short biography of Dorothy 
Johnson Vaughan, an African American mathematician who led a computing unit for 
the agency now known as NASA.Credit...McGraw Hill 



 

In a statement, Savvas said it would “work with the Florida D.O.E. to resolve any 
perceived issues” and said that it was common for publishers to revise materials to meet 
state standards. Other companies said they did not want to comment until they had time 
to review why their books were rejected. The publishers have 21 days to appeal the 
decisions under Florida state law. 

Vincent T. Forese, president of the Tampa-based publisher Link-Systems International, 
which submitted curriculums for three high school math subjects that were turned down 
for reasons unrelated to social-emotional learning or critical race theory, questioned 
why the state made a splashy announcement that books had been rejected. 



“I’m not sure what the value proposition of making an announcement like that is other 
than there’s political value in it,” he said. 

Audio produced by Adrienne Hurst. 

Dana Goldstein is a national correspondent, writing about how education policies impact 
families, students and teachers across the country. She is the author of “The Teacher 
Wars: A History of America's Most Embattled Profession.”  

Stephanie Saul covers national politics. Since joining The Times in 2005, she has also 
written about the pharmaceutical industry, education and the illicit foreign money fueling 
Manhattan’s real estate boom. @stefsaul 
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