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Abstract
This content analysis investigated coverage of the Korean War in recent high
school U.S. history textbooks. Open coding techniques applied to six textbooks
yielded data for the following categories: background of the war, the outbreak
of the war, the sequence of the war, the conclusion of the war, the devastation
of war, the effects of the war, U.N. and U.S. politics, the Chinese intervention,
General Douglas MacArthur, and African Americans in the military. Data from
these categories were compared and scrutinized against historians’ knowledge
using axial coding techniques. This study's findings support past research on
Korean War coverage in high school textbooks regarding casualties (Fleming &
Kaufman, 1990; Herz, 1978; Lin et al., 2009; Y. Suh et al., 2008). Textbooks
offer an unnuanced account of the Korean War which overutilizes American
perspectives, minimizes the interwar period, avoids violence, omits racial
issues, and ignores Korean history vital to understanding the conflict's origins.
The Korean War is a topic of great potential through which topics like
democracy and state-building may be explored in rich detail. Despite the
Korean War’s potential in social studies classrooms, textbooks do little to
correct its reputation as the Forgotten War.

Methods

Conclusions

This study used only high school textbooks because they present the Korean War at a higher level of detail since the topic is usually just being introduced at the middle
level (Lin et al., 2009). This study excluded world history textbooks because narratives within them are more likely to take an international perspective on conflicts over an

American perspective. The data sample consists of the publishers’ most recent textbooks to ensure the most modern and current coverages of the Korean War are included.

War, the Korean War often receives a fraction of the space dedicated to other
conflicts such as the Vietnam War (National Council for the Social Studies

• Where there could be rich discussions of nation-building and explorations of
American motives in Korea textbooks offer short narratives devoid of any

2018b; Lapsansky-Werner et al., 2016a; Lapsansky-Werner et al., 2016b). Although districts around the country may choose different textbooks, there are a limited number

nuance.

• Textbooks omit controversial acts of violence committed by American

of major publishers, therefore the small number of textbooks is representative of most districts in the nation (Suh et al., 2008).
This inquiry was based upon historical research and followed content analysis methods. The first step in this research was to identify

soldiers which could be a result of textbook publisher’s common practice of

and read sections dedicated to the Korean War in the textbooks. This inductive analysis is known as open coding (Krippendorf, 2013). I found that each author’s survey

self-censorship through which they avoid controversy so as not to offend

edition contained the same text as their reconstruction to the present or modern times edition. To avoid redundancy, I only took data from the reconstruction to the present

(Matusevich, 2006).
• Textbooks are over reliant on the American perspective of the Korean War

After a close reading of those sections dedicated to the Korean War, I read them again and coded for the following: background of the

Although it was an exceptionally hot three-year period at the dawn of the Cold

textbooks

The data pool consists of six American history textbooks (Appleby et al., 2018a; Appleby et al., 2018b; Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018a; Houghton Mifflin Harcourt,

and modern times editions (Appleby et al, 2018b; Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018b, Lapsansky-Werner et al., 2016b).

Objectives

• The Korean War continues to be overlooked in high school U.S. history

war, the outbreak of war, sequence of war, the conclusion of the war, the devastation of war, the effects of war, UN/US politics, the Chinese intervention, General Douglas

• Textbook publishers completely missed an opportunity to explore civil rights

movements of the interwar and Korean War years
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U.S. (Fatalities)

U.S. (Wounded)

Other U.N.

South
Korean

North
Korean

Chinese

Civilian

Total

(Lapsansky-Werner et
al., 2016a, 2016b)

37,000

103,000

–

217,000

406,000

600,000

1,600,000

2,963,000

(Appleby et al., 2018a,
2018b)

54,200

–

–

–

–

–

–

54,200

(Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt, 2018a, 2018b)

54,000

–

–

–

–

–

–

54,000

(Defense Casualty
Analysis System, 2020)

36,574

103,284

–

–

–

–

–

139,858

(Institute for Military
History, 2005a, 2005b)

36,940

100,310

17,631

621,479

607,396

972,000

2,490,968

4,848,724
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Note. A casualty is any person killed or injured as a result of the Korean War. U.S. casualties are separated into fatalities and injured for the sake of providing
nuance. Civilian refers to citizen non-combatants of both Korean states.
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