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CHOOSING AND USING TEXTBOOKS

Whenever foreign language teachers
meet each other for the first time, the first
words after “How do you do?" are usually
“What textbook do you use?”

Since the selection of textbooks is so
important to us, it might be expected that
there would be many articles in our profes-
sional literature devoted to the topic of
criteria for selection, but such is not the
case. An examination oftwo leading Amer-
ican journals over the past five years
revealed only a few articles dealing with
overall textbook content, and there were
no articles which proposed criteria for
selection.

On the other hand, there were several
articles that contained ideas which could
be used to develop criteria, but only if a
framework were available in which to fit
the ideas. This article describes one pos-
sible framework.

When it comes time to select a new
textbook at your sehool, you and your col-
leagues probably talk a lot about what you
want and do not want, and examine as
many different books as possible. You are
also well advised to prepare a written set
of criteria in advance, and match your
findings of each book in writing against
these criteria. You must then revise your
criteria as you learn about new develop-
ments in foreign language education. Al-
though you may share your opinions with
your colleagues, if you do not put your
criteria in written form, | would urge that
you do so. In that way, you will be sure to
evaluate all texts using the same measur-
ing instrument.

Let us review briefly the things we do
not like about the textbooks we have used,
and then we will turn to the things we
would liketo see. Bear inmind thatthereis
probably not one perfect textbook for
everyone, but that there are books that are
superior to others, given our individual
requirements. After years of experience
with various textbooks and accompany-
ing materials, | know what | do not like,
and | would imagine that your list is very
similar to mine. Figure 1 summarizes these
dislikes. As you consider this list, you will
probably think of specific examples from

your own experience.
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' Figure 1
TEXTBOOK DISLIKES

1. Too much material.
2. Noidentification of moreimportant
items. g 7
3. Grammarexplanationsunrelated
to core content.
4. Grammar drills with unrelated,
uncontextualized items.
5. Unreal dialogues.
6. Unrelated drawings and photos.
7. Lack of communication practice.
8. Insufficient practice forimportant
structures.
9. Lack of clarification between
spoken language.
10. Workbook exercises that are
repetitious, irrelevant, uncreative.

Perhaps what | have disliked most is
being unable to get through a two-book
series in two years; in having to take three
or even four years. One journal article
referred to this problem as “too much
between the covers to cover.”

| object to the presentation of large
amounts of vocabulary and grammar in
any one chapter, and to the lack of identi-
fication of those items which are more
important than others.

Another peeve is the use of examples
for the grammar explanations which are
completely unrelated to the core content;
the la plume de ma tante examples. Also
passé are those textbooks with an empha-
sis on drills composed of items which do
not hang together in one context.

| do not like acultural dialogues, obvi-
ously invented to present grammar points,
where the characters are Pollyannas, where
everything is bland and unreal, and where
the setting is a neutral never-never land. |
also object to photographs and illustra-
tions, no matter how pretty, which have
nothing to do with the printed content.

A textbook without many specific sug-
gestions for student-to-student commu-
.nication practice should be seriously re-
considered. It is not that we teachers are

unable to create such activities; it is that
we simply do not have time.

| am annoyed when | have to develop
exercises: for the practice of important
structures that are insufficiently treated in

‘the text, orto clarify which items belong to

the spoken language and which to the

‘written. Teachers should not have to re-

write their textbooks to use them in the
classroom.

As for workbooks, | have never liked
those which repeat exactly the same mate-
rial in the textbook or those which consist
of fill-in-the-blank items which are not
personalized or situationalized and which
do not tap the creativity of students.

As | reviewed these dislikes and thought
about what | would like to see in text-
books, three key words kept coming to
mind: authenticity, communication, and
integration. These were the same key
concepts which | have used as working
guidelines to write workbook materials. |
found that they could also be used to de-
velop criteria to select textbook materials.

The concepts of authenticity, commu-
nication, and integration are interrelated,
but each one will be discussed separately
for the purpose of analysis. We will direct
our attention primarily. to beginning and
intermediate level textbooks. Figure 2 (see
page 12) contains a framework for rating
textbooks with criteria based in these
three concepts. ;

Authenticity

First, consider the concept of authentic-
ity. The claim is often made that the study
of another people provides the most direct
access to their culture. But for this claim to
be valid, the culture and language pre-
sented must be authentic, and textbooks
must be carefully examined in this light.

It is very important that the language
presented in the textbook ring true — that
the samples of spoken language be those
actually used by natives in face-to-face
communication and that the samples of
written language be those which could
appear in, or are adapted from, real written
material such as letters, reports, news-
papers, and magazines.

continued . . . Page 12
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spective is cross-cultural awareness. It is
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Figure 2
RATING SCALE FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEXTBOOKS

High | Mid | Low

Authenticity
Authentic spoken language samples
Authentic written language samples
Wide range of cultural topics
Typical cultural situations
Global awareness potential

Target language and culture in the world

Communication ;
Balance of practice in all four skills

Emphasis on use of language in realistic situations

Limited grammar and vocabulary

Language practice exercises situationalized and

items contextualized
Range of meaningful activities
Open-ended questions

Integration

Relationship between language and culture clear

Communicative activities built in
Systematic treatment of culture and
communication as well as language

Equal weight to language, cuiture, and

communication

——————

The cultural content must also be au-
thentic and must reflect contemporary
ways of life. There are textbooks on the
market which contain lovely photographs
in full color of pastoral scenes and folk-
loric festivals, but which ignore industrial
and business aspects.

The situations in dialogues and read-
ings must reflect those situations impor-
tant in the various geographical areas
where the language is spoken. For too
long, textbooks ignored the many places
in the world where the target languages

were spoken. Several years ago, | used a

French textbook with unrealistic dialogues
set in a locale which could have been
anywhere, except that Paris was specified
and Textbook French was spoken.

The varied aspects of daily life in differ-

ent social settings should be treated. The -

themes: should range from those of the
immediate environment, such as greet-
ings and personal identification; through
the activities of daily life, such as shopping
and meals; significant events, such as
career choices and vacations; and societal

/
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issues, such as education and ecology.

There exists no definitive set of cultural
topics that should be included in foreign
language textbooks. Colleagues in Indi-
ana have developed a set of topics which
could be treated in all foreign language
courses, as shown in Figure 3. You might
evaluate your own textbooks by determin-
ing to what degree they treat these topics.
You may not require that every item be
covered in your courses, but this compre-
hensive list can be very helpful.

The claim is also made that the study of
a foreign language is necessary to the
acquisition of a global perspective, but
classroom materials must be specifically
focused on a global awareness for this
claimto bevalid. The 1981 Northeast Con-
ference Reports contained a rating scale
for evaluating foreign language textbooks
for global awareness content. Thisscaleis
reproduced in Figure 4. | would suggest
that you measure your textbooks against

_this instrument, too. The results might

surprise you.
One of the dimensions of a global per-

also claimed that the study of a foreign
language fosters cross-cultural awareness.
For this claim to be taken seriously, mate-
rials must specifically treat similaritiesand .
differences between the native and target
cultures. In the past few years, there have
been many improvements in textbooks
regarding the authenticity of language
and culture, but the cross-cultural aware-
ness dimension is still not adequately
treated. ;
Textbook exercises must also be au-
thentic regarding participation of the stu-
dent. It is assumed that one of the pur-
poses of foreign language instruction is to

_prepare students to be travelers abroad.

This is a distinct real-life possibility, and
activities are needed which would cast
students in authentic roles, activities in
which they would be called on to show
understanding of the target culture and -
contrast their own culture.

Communication
The second concept in the framework

- above is communication. In the past ten

years or so, there have been many helpful
journal articles and professional meetings
dealing with classroom techniques which
stress communication.

We have learned that mechanical pat-
tern drills do not automatically lead to oral
proficiency. We know that the classroom
climate will be warmer and student atti-
tude more positive when oral practice is
personalized and meaningful. We have
also become aware that if we claim to
teach communication, we must allow stu-
dents to talk more: researchers have found
that foreign language teachers are not
much different from others when it comes
to giving students the opportunity to talk
only one-third of the time. We also know
that an emphasis on grammar rules is not
effective in developing speaking ability. It
is also important to recognize that com-
munication involves all four skills of listen-
ing, speaking, reading, and writing.

‘Given this knowledge, textbooks should
contain many exercises allowing for per-
sonalized, meaningful practice and for a
balance of practice in all four skills. If
communication is a goal claimed by text--
book publishers, then they must provide
appropriate practice in the form of realis-
tic activities. :

But saying merely that communication
is important.is not enough: we need to -
know what constitutes communication at
various levels of proficiency. Until recently,




such descriptions were not available, but
the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages (ACTFL) has now
published a set of generic proficiency
~ guidelines for the four skills and for cul-
ture. Parallel language-specific guidelines
have been developed for French, German,
and Spanish, and work is underway for
‘Chinese, Japanese, and Russian. These
. guidelines can be used to estimate to what

~ degree textbooks meet communicative
goals.

- However, statements of goals do not
contain specifics for the selection of con-
. tent. Having said that students need to be

able to ask questions, for example, we
~ need to know what topics they should ask
stions about, in what situations, which
ctures they should use, and what vo-
cabulary is needed. There are no definitive

‘answers at present to these matters, nor s
there one definitive inventory of language
unctions, but there are some helpful ref-
‘ences available, a few of which are men-
ioned in the selected reading list below.
hey contain lists of functions, as well as
nany suggestions for communication
practice.

- Textbooks should strive to present situa-
ons which aretypical of the everyday use

mber of grammatical and lexical items,
‘esenting only those which are relevant
d appropriate. Items should be included
sed on such things as usefulness to
Students, frequency of occurrence in the
culture, generalizability to other situations,
d relative degree of simplicity.

‘When examining textbooks, look for ex-
cises to practice grammar and vocabu-
ich set forth realistic situations and
vhich all items are contextualized within
€ situations. Look for open-ended
-tions about content as well as those
iring specific information.

k for a large number of speaking
cises which direct students to. talk
.h' ch other about classroom transac-
NS, their personal opinions, and their
utside the classroom; activities in
IICh students pretend that they are in
hersituations; and role-playing in which
Situations and roles are imaginary.
D0k for writing exercises which are mean-
9iul and which tap student creativity,
( letters to pen pals, reports of inter-
»and personalized paragraph writing.
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Figure 3
GENERIC CULTURAL CONTEXTS
Specific Cultural Situations

TRAVEL/TRANSPORTATION LEISURE TIME
Long-Distance Travel Television
Travel Within a Country Sports
Getting Around in the City Expressing Preferences
Obtaining Lodging Sunday with the Family
Introductions : Attending a Special Event
Food and Meals Bringing Back Souvenirs
Getting Around in the Country TV/Radio
Weather Popular Media
Famous Places to Visit Going to the Movies
Fantasy

MEETING PERSONAL NEEDS
THE WORLD OF

Shopping

THE TARGET LANGUAGE The Weather

Geography Using the Telephone

The Contemporary Scene Making Requests

A Specific Country “Small Talk”

Interdependence Letters

Contrastive Practices Obtaining Services or Help
SCHOOL AND EDUCATION

The Daily Schedule FWE_“ AhTg

Classroom Directions Visual Arts

The School Plant Literature

Weekly Schedule of Classes Famous Creative People

\ Literary Themes or Values: Death,

FAMILY AND HOME > Love, Honor, Humor

Family Relationships Drama

Living Quarters Fairy Tales, Folklore, -

Food and Meals Children’s Literature

Famies HISTORY AND POLITICS

Entertaining e

Conveying Personal Information Major Events

Birthday Observances Historical Figures 0

Governmental Organization

WORLD OF WORK Historical Periods

Professions Current Movements

Summer Employment

SOURCE: Indiana Department of Education and Office of School Programs, Indiana
University, Advance Copy, October 1985.
“
: : Figure 4
GLOBAL POTENTIAL RATING SCJ_\LE

Material:
Will this material help the student . . .
High Low
- potential potential

1 Learn accurate information about another culture? 5 4 3 2 1

2 Decrease egocentric perceptions? ; Al 2 1

3 Decrease ethnocentric perceptions? 5 4 3 2 1

4 Decrease stereotypic perceptions? 5 4 3 2 1
- 5 Increase the student's ability to empathize? SRR B T S

6 Develop constructive attitudes toward diversity? 5 4 3 2 1

7 Develop constructive attitudes toward change? 5 4 3 2 1

8 Develop constructive attitudes toward ambiguity? 5 4 3 2 1

9 Develop constructive attitudes toward conflict? 5 4 3 2 1

SOURCE: Lowe, H.Z., Bragaw, D.H. and Wooster, J.S., “Global Responsibility: The
Role of the Foreign Language Teacher” in Foreign Languages and International
Studies: Toward Cooperation and Integration. T.H. Geno (ed.), 1981 Northeast
Conference Reports (Middlebury, VT: The Conference, 1981), 65. ;
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Communication activities should be in-
. terspersed throughout a chapter, not added
on at the end as optional. Workbook exer-
cises should be truly complementary, rein-
forcing the language and culture learn-
ings of the textbook, but varying the
situations and activities. Recordings should
contain listening comprehension material
not found in print that is also complemen-
tary, not merely supplementary.

Integration
The third and last concept in the frame-
work above isintegration. The 1983 Annual

Edition of the NEA publication Today'’s .

Education, in a section about foreign lan-
guages, pointed out a difference between
good and bad textbooks. The authors
stated that good textbooks integrate their
presentation of the language with descrip-
tions of the culture that goes with it, and
that separating them is like studying the
Renaissance without mentioning art, or
vice versa. They said that the worst texts
are those that separate culture from lan-
guage and those that leave communica-
tive activities up to the teacher, instead of
building them into the text.

In: 1980, a group of foreign language
education experts were convened by
ACTFL in Boston to discuss priorities for
the profession. Those experis charged

GRADUATE
STUDY IN
TRANSLATION

FRENCH

SPANISH

_ GRADUATE
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GERMAN

with the priority area of curriculum and

_ materials identified three necessary com-

ponents of a foreign language program: a
linguistic component, a cultural compo-
nent, and a communicative component
(Stern, 1983). Most textbooks up to the
present have treated only the linguistic
component systematically. What is need-
ed is asystematic treatment also of culture
and communication, with equal weighting
given to all three components.

A textbook must make clear the rela-
tionship between language and culture to
be selected. A textbook which keeps cul-
tural information isolated should be re-
jected. A textbook which does not empha-
sizethe use of language for communication
should not be adopted. In summary, for a
foreign language textbook to get high
marks, authentic language must be inte-
grated into authentic cultural contexis
with the focus on communication.
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Edited by Thomas H. Geno. Middlebury, VT:

The Graduate School of The City
University of New York offers a
specialization in Translation,
leading to the Master of Arts degree
in Liberal Studies. Students

‘combine advanced work in French, -

German, or Spanish with courses in
other, non-language areas in the
Graduate School’'s 30 disciplines.

* Graduates are prepared for careers

in government, business and
industry, and other international
organizations. Training in
translation is also of interest to-
foreign language teachers, for it
offers excellent opportunities for
high-level, sophisticated language
work.

For more information, contact:
Professor Renée Waldinger,
Executive Officer, Master of Arts in
Liberal Studies Program, CUNY
Graduate School, 33 West 42
Street, New York, N.Y. 10036; (212)
790-4497.
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More than just another language cO
It's an experience you'll never forget.

The LORD TWIG METHOD prograr:
subconscious through association of
enabling you to learn far faster and s
and “think in Spanish” without transk
from English.

4 hrs. daily - $ 325,00 dlis/mth in grouP
4 hrs. daily - $ 365 dlis/mth in privaté’

Homestay in Guadalajara with a caré
selected Mexican family (Room and BO
$ 250.00 monthly. :

Instituto Mexmano de Cultura Internaciof
Av. Chapuitepec 444 Av. Fco. Villa 4 i
Guadalajara, Jalisco - Puerto Vallarta, Ja

44100 MEXICO 48330 MEXI
Tel: 16 66 36 Tel: 2388
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