Simon Greenall textbook discussion
What’s wrong with textbooks?

Our discussion began by dealing with the perception that textbooks are bland, that they cost too much, and they cannot meet the needs of learners with its limited range of subject matter .Throughout the week, participants returned regularly to these points. It was acknowledged that material published on the internet can often provide free or low cost alternatives to textbooks, although someone still has to ‘pay’ for the time and/or the effort  involved.

What’s right with textbooks?

Many participants agreed that busy teachers benefited from the support and guidance that a textbook offers, especially when providing logical sequencing and pedagogically sound activities. A strong case for a blended learning approach was put forward, using traditional print material and internet-sourced activities. We also raised the circular argument that the revenue raised on sales of textbooks funds the free online material, which in turn feeds market demand for more on line material, and leads to the criticism of paid-for textbooks. Online material is, in effect, a loss leader for publishers.

Can internet-sourced material address issues of language?

It was noted that issues such as grading the language and achieving a balance between language knowledge and language skills was not addressed as thoroughly as it might be in traditional print textbooks. Some concern was expressed about the ability of CLIL to focus on form rather than on content, and that there was often a mismatch in CLIL material between the lexis and the structures which are presented or practised. 

How are textbooks put together?
A couple of participants asked about how textbooks are put together and what conceptual framework do textbook writers use today. I wrote a long explanation in reply, and since many people were complimentary about the details it contained, I reproduce it here:
>>I may have suggested that modern textbook course design is huge and that teachers don’t have time to do this, but I hope I haven’t suggested that it contrasts with teacher-made materials, only that it’s different. For my part, I’m becoming more and more interested in a Dogme-style, resource-lite approach, and in some of the digital services which exploit existing non-ELT written material, so as better to meet students’ latest interests. And it may be that the days of the traditional textbook are doomed.

But maybe not just yet. 

 Most school systems will use a textbook as a core course, a way of ensuring the English curriculum is ‘covered’ (a loaded term, I know, but I can’t think of a better one in the context of this posting.

The whole process in state schools usually begins with either a ministry curriculum or a curriculum reform, which includes a statement of objectives for language learning and lists of structures, functions and functional exponents, topic as well as detailed can-do statements for the skills, pronunciation, learner training, a socio-cultural training and other relevant syllabuses. 

Some ministries – and in my experience, the Chinese MoE – also specify the exact lexical items which need to be included in the textbook series. The textbooks will not obtain MoE approval if any words are missing. So for example, it’s 420 words for primary, rising cumulatively to 1600 at the end of Junior High, and (to be confirmed) 2500 (3500 for better students) words at Senior High. The assumption is that the students will know at least 2500 lexemes before they enter university. Curiously, the meaning of these lexemes is not specified, but we have to use common sense and experience to judge.

 But this point is often where most ministry curriculums come to an end, as a series of lists.

 So this is where the course designer(s) start work on what’s often referred to as a Scope and Sequence, but which I prefer to call a course design, which suggests something more considered, holistic and integrated – which it is!

 We need to know above all about the teachers attitudes towards grammar, and their appreciation of the ‘natural order’ in which structures should be presented. This varies from country to country. The Chinese, for example, insist on present simple, present perfect, past simple, past perfect, future within the first two years of junior high, and what we’d call zero and first conditional (but they call subjunctive) within the third year.  We also need to be sure that our description of grammar chimes with that of the teachers – many teachers see their knowledge of English grammar as proof of their professional status, their badge of office, and we challenge their expectations at our peril! We also need to know how to approach grammar, whether it should be inductive or descriptive.

We need to be sure that appropriate functions and functional exponents are matched with the grammatical points, in order to ensure an integrated approach.

The topics are critically important too, but they’re broadly similar from country to country, and act as macro-headings for the lexis. The choice of material to demonstrate the topics and to match them with the target language is the real skill. 

The most successful textbooks tend to be those who have an integrity though an integrated approach. This is where something indefinable such as flair comes in, not just thinking that students might like a passage, but knowing what students way beyond your only professional experience would enjoy too.

 Lexis, grammar, functions and topics usually constitute what I call the organizing or principle syllabuses, which give the structure to the series. They can vary of course – supplementary skills books will have a different focus, and different organizing syllabuses. 

Then we move onto the secondary syllabuses, secondary not so much in importance but in the role they play in organizing the whole series. Most of the time these are lists of microskills or discrete items of, say, pronunciation, which remain unallocated to a particular lesson until we actually write it.

We now have a vast document detailing the scope and sequence of the organizing syllabuses, and lists of discrete items, microskills, which we allocate on an ad hoc basis – at least until we have to revise the material, after realizing something doesn’t quite work.

Then we divide this vast document in levels, units, lessons, or however we think the material should be organized. Some lessons may have different focuses, on reading or on listening, some may be grammar or vocabulary, but most will be a combination of items from the course design. 

 A personal wish of mine is to organize the lesson as a communicative activity sequence, where one activity is justified in communicative terms by the preceding one, and justifies the following one. This ensures an integrated approach, which avoids random inclusion of items which might otherwise be left out. Since communicative teaching is about meaning, context and integration, this is one of my key concerns.

 We’re also concerned about practical issues, such as the length of the book, the amount of time a lesson takes to teach, the relationship between the textbook lesson and the teaching lesson, the amount of visuals and the general look and feel of the series. Sometimes we have to adapt our methodology because, for example, we choose not to have lots of small photos to teach individual lexical items. The concept of yield is important for me too: the relationship between the time and space taken up by the input, and the amount of language practice generated by the output.

All the time we’re receiving feedback from focus groups and editors, often marketing people, about how the course design and the sample lessons are shaping up. Most of my course designs and sample designs go through about three revisions before we agree to go ahead.

And it’s only now that the writing begins. 

 If we’re using a multi-author team, there’s a continual process of briefing, writing, monitoring, revising, editing and checking, and this goes on until a first draft is reached. Sometimes, in the absence of suitable authentic material, we have to write our own. It needs to be appropriate to the level, aware of cultural and political sensibilities (every country has requirements and taboos; it’s not possible to know them all, but we have to be sensitive to the fact that they might exist.) 

Typically, for China, I find myself having to write a sentimental short story with a moral, a humorous article on fashion, a brief history of architecture, etc, all to the correct length, all using some new lexis not used elsewhere, and all having the spark of interest which will make the material appeal to the students.

 A first draft may have to be revised several times, according to readers’ reports, marketing feedback, piloting. 

And then the book goes into editorial and production. It begins with further rewrites and corrections based on editorial feedback, and sometimes substantial changes are required. It will then go into the layout stage, which is how the words fall on the page and how much space is left over for visuals. We often have to make cuts and rewrites at this stage. 

 Then photo selection takes place, often a lengthy process of choosing from ten or twenty photos the one we wish to use (think of how many photos there are in textbooks, and multiple them by at least ten to estimate how many photos we look at and which don’t appear in the book). 

 Next, at first proof stage, we begin to see text and photos in position. We then make many macro- and micro-corrections by changing photos or layout, or correcting typos. This goes on to fourth and final proofs, checks, corrections and so on.

 And finally the book goes to the printers.

 And then we either sit back and wait, or, more likely, get straight on to the next level.

 To return to ministry curriculum documents, it’s important to understand their claimed objectives very clearly, and we need local support for this. Alongside more common objectives such as language knowledge, language skills, cultural knowledge  and learning strategies, there are more likely to be specifications about more educational (as opposed to linguistic) aims. Once again in China, these would include motivating the students, developing self-confidence, working in teams, national commitment and international vision. 

A non-Chinese team needs to understand not just what these educational concepts mean, but what they mean in China, and how they can be reflected in our material.

 In the absence of a ministry curriculum for example international coursebooks, such as Headway or Interchange, the process is similar, except that the objectives and specifications need to be drawn up by the publishers, editors, writers and marketing people.

 Andrew, to go back to your point that teachers may not have the time to do this – it’s true, I think it’s unlikely, although of course most (all?) textbook writers were teachers first, and probably started writing while they were still teaching.

I hope I’ve been able to demonstrate the care and time which it takes to create a new textbook series. But the issues that concerns me are: do we still need something as complex as a textbook in our classrooms? Is the huge investment in time and money which a new textbook series demands (could be as high as £2 or £3 million) still justified? Publishers are certainly finding it more and more difficult to supply the teachers with everything they wish for, and the digital material which accompanies traditional textbooks are added-value for teachers without being added-revenue for them. 

With more and more digital resources apparently being used successfully in certain parts of the world, with California’s recent decision to abandon print materials and go digital, are the days of the traditional textbook numbered?

My final comment would be that maybe they are, but not while most countries rely on traditional print textbooks as the most cost-effective way of organizing language teaching and meeting the requirements of the curriculum.<<

In the follow-up, mention was made of the team work involved in textbook publishing, and that author-led textbooks had been largely replaced by market-led ones, although flair, personal skills and talent were at the interface between textbook writing as a science and an art. Much good publishing involves communication between the editors and writers, and flexibility or creative compromise. Further comments included the importance of piloting material as a way of ensuring its pedagogical viability, of the author putting ‘heart and soul’ into the project, of awareness of local conditions, and of the need to respect teachers’ expectations as much as motivating the students. It was agreed that the days of the multi-component, multi-level coursebook are numbered even though it remains a useful or even a core learning/teaching aid.

I explained my belief in a post-communicative approach: 

>>I dream of a post-communicative approach: 

... where we embrace all the comments we have made about communicative teaching, but – most important – at the same time, we make sure teachers don’t feel bad about how their classes, their educational systems fall short of methodology and teacher training imported from visiting lecturers from BANA, or exported from BANA courses.

... where we accept that most classes in many countries have 40 or 50 students and yes, it’s tough to do groupwork because the desks are bolted to the ground, 

... where we accept that many (most) teachers around the world, especially those outside mainstream UK/US publishing, see that their knowledge of English grammar is respected as their badge of professional competence 

... where teachers don’t feel bad because they don’t feel comfortable with pairwork  or something similar

... where every aspect of the ELT industry acknowledges the practicalities of teaching and learning in the vast majority of classrooms around the world, and makes teachers and students feel good about teaching, about learning ... and about themselves.<<

Why are publishers regularly referred to in a negative way as `commercial'?
Several participants were publishers rather than writers or teachers/teacher trainers. One pointed out that publishers did their best to provide a service which teachers may not have time to do, and that the reward for this is market success. Publishers are commercial enterprises but which try the best to meet what the majority of teachers want. But it was stressed that the teacher still has the greatest role to play in the teaching/learning mix.

What’s the Dogme position on textbooks?

The discussion turned towards if Dogme teaching take place alongside textbooks in the classroom. At first the two positions seem mutually exclusive, but it was agreed that different teachers and learners need different types of material, and they should be encouraged to find what’s right for them. It was noted at the very least that in a Dogme classroom there was usually a coursebook, which could be used, and that Teachers’ books for textbooks could usefully introduce Dogme activities and techniques. 

But the main problem was that textbooks are often required to be the keeper of the grammar syllabus and a focus on formal complexity, not on communication. In effect, grammar supplied the content that was otherwise lacking in traditional ELT. 

It was then pointed out that grammar is not usually the only syllabus, but one of the organizing syllabuses in a textbook, and that a multi-syllabus course design will cover the more communicative aspects of a learner’s language needs, as well as other formal aspects. 
Further questions arose concerning the demands of Dogme on inexperienced or non-western teachers, which both locally and internationally-published textbooks might avoid. In Dogme’s favour is that it may present a real alternative in some classrooms in the west, where teachers are receptive to alternative methodologies because the changes in their society make them ready for changes in their professional practice. 

A final important point was made that the Dogme approach ‘has got nothing to do with finding stuff, but eliciting stuff from the students’, which textbooks also aspire to do. Dogme practitioners have always insisted that teachers need to apply dogme in a context-sensitive way.

Are textbooks a second best solution?

Towards the end of the discussion, I raised made this point: I’m daunted by the huge size of our business, and the influence it has over the rest of the ELT profession, and I have regularly alluded to doubts about its sustainability. I’m increasingly concerned about its status as a second best solution to language teaching, even though we haven’t yet quite nailed down the first best yet. ... << As one contributor put it, no textbook can be perfect. 
But as another contributor said, ‘Stop trying to be perfect.’

And what about CLIL?
Finally, we turned briefly to CLIL. It was claimed to be a way of adopting a learner-centred approach, which both Dogme and traditional textbook writers hope to instil in their teaching. On the other hand, it was pointed out that traditional EFL lacked content, which both CLIL and Dogme did not. In fact, in EFL, it was grammar which rushed in to fill this void.

So what?
This was a wide-reaching discussion, covering the financial and commercial implications of publishing textbooks, the art (or science) of the textbook writer, the role of materials-lite, Dogme teaching and content-heavy CLIL instruction.

I feel that we’re at an important point of change in textbooks, which over thirty years have grown from fairly low-key, cheaply produced materials to a suite of traditional print and on-line components of unsustainable expense for publishers. The input from the Dogme specialists, and to a lesser extent, the CLIL proponents, made me feel that any change must seek guidance from these (relatively) emerging influences on ELT. 

But we should still not neglect the requirements of a vast number of teachers, probably the majority around the world, who still rely on the textbook as a guide and a support to their teaching.
