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Chapter One Introduction 1

Chapter One
Introduction

1.1 The Significance of Textbook Evaluation

1.1.1 The Purposes and Importance of Textbook Evaluation

A textbook, or a coursebook, in this book may be loosely defined as a
published book whose main aim or function is to assist foreign learners of
English to improve their linguistic knowledge and/or communicative ability.

A textbook is a primary learning tool given to learners. Researchers
have found that 98% of classroom instruction is from teaching materials,
not teachers, and 90% of students’ homework time is structured by materials
(as cited in Suaréz, 2001). Richards (2005) also claims that “Much of the
language teaching that occurs throughout the world today could not take place
without the extensive use of commercial textbooks™(p. 1).

Since there are too many textbooks of different characteristics on the
market, choosing an appropriate textbook seems to be quite a challenging
task. In deciding what textbooks are to be used, the educational authority and
teachers have to particularly consider what outcome these textbooks will bring
about to the learning experiences and eventual level of proficiency in English
of their students. That is because once students are used to a particular way
of learning imposed by the textbook, it will be difficult to change it later if a
wrong direction has been made in the book.

Therefore, textbook evaluation is of significant importance for both

language teaching and language learning. Firstly, it reveals the strength and
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weakness of particular textbooks for teachers and educational administrators
to consider in the adoption of new textbooks. It helps them to choose the
appropriate textbooks according to their aims or needs. Besides, it is also
useful in teacher training programs and helps teachers to learn more about the
characteristics of textbooks. They will know more clearly about the structure
of the whole materials and get a clear picture of methodology in the process of
evaluation. Finally, the thorough analysis of the textbook may also provide the
writer with some creative ideas for future revisions.

Evaluation will inevitably involve comparisons. When several
textbooks are in competition on the market, especially in competition for
adoption, “a standard procedure and a common set of criteria, applied
evenly to the different coursebooks, will be of great help in making the
process more objective, leading to more reliable results” (Cunningsworth,

1995/2002, p. 14).

1.1.2 The Urgency of Objective Textbook Evaluation in China

College English teaching in China has made great progress since China
began its reform and opening up more than two decades ago. Various English
textbooks with unique characteristics have come into the market since the
beginning of the 1990s. Among them are College English by Shanghai Foreign
Language Education Press, New College English by Foreign Language
Teaching and Research Press, New Century College English by Nanjing
University Press, College Core English by Higher Education Press, 21tk
Century College English by Higher Education Press and Fudan University
Press, and New Horizon College English by Foreign Language Teaching and
Research Press, all of which are quite popular now. The newly published New
Era College English by Tsinghua University Press, New Experience College
English by Higher Education Press, and New Concept College English by
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Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press add more varieties to this field,
offering prospective users more choices.

Which textbook series is better or more suitable for our college English
teaching and learning? What characteristics do they have? Unfortunately, there
is no feasible textbook evaluation theory that could be directly adopted under
our domestic circumstances due to the lagging behind of textbook evaluation
in China.

Actually textbook evaluation in China came to be a focus of study much
lately. There was little choice for college English textbooks even a decade ago.
Consequently, evaluation was not such an important task for most English
teachers and learners. Since there are so many English textbooks nowadays
with their own advantages and disadvantages on the market, which makes it
hard for teachers and learners to choose according to their own needs, it is
urgently important for us to establish a scientific textbook evaluation system
to further improve English teaching in China. Therefore, textbook evaluation
is of special significance for college English teaching in China.

(Note: College English, in this book, specifically refers to the English
course for general purposes taken by all college students in China as a
compulsory course, which is usually guided by a national teaching syllabus.

College English in China is largely different from that for English majors.)

1.2 Some Problems Existing in Textbook Evaluation in
China

“Evaluation is basically a matching process: matching needs to available
solutions. If this matching is to be done as objectively as possible, it is best
to look at the needs and solutions separately” (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987,
p. 97). To judge whether they are matched, a combination of professional

experts’ ideas and feedback from questionnaires or checklists, which aim to
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collect opinions from different teachers and learners, is widely adopted in
textbook evaluation in China. This approach apparently has its own merits and
demerits. The advantage is that opinions of almost every aspect of a textbook
could be attained from different sources. The disadvantage, however, is also
obvious. Some problems that have been collected in the textbook evaluation

process in China are as follows.

1.2.1 Different Needs Resulting in Different Judgments on
the Same Textbook

College English teaching in China has made great progress in the past
more than twenty years, especially after the reform and opening up. The
English proficiency of college students has been distinctively improved.
Admittedly, given China’s unbalanced educational levels among different
regions, the needs of students from a key university cannot be the same as
those of students from a quite ordinary university in the central and western
regions of China.

According to the statistics (Wei Dongwang, 2005), the vocabulary
capacity of non-English major students in China who just enter college
ranges from 1,133 to 3,500. To have a balance, The College English Teaching
Syllabus issued in 1999 required that the basic vocabulary of students who
have not entered college should be 1,800 on the basis of an investigation
into the vocabulary capacity of 12 key university students and those from
universities in remote areas like Xinjiang, Yunnan and Guangxi.

Therefore, a textbook appropriate for key university students might be
too difficult for those from universities of remote areas. And all students
will, of course, have different attitudes towards the same textbooks. Even
students from the same university may be of different English proficiencies.

This situation makes things complicated. It is known that in China the



Chapter One Introduction 5

English teaching of almost all universities is instructed by the same national
teaching syllabus consisting of specific requirements on the course. Therefore,
what the syllabus can do is to make a compromise to take all situations into
consideration, which will of course fail to meet the needs of certain teachers
and students.

In practice, different areas, different universities, and even different
teachers and students, may have different judgments and opinions on the same
textbook reflected by questionnaires based on the same evaluation checklist.
Hence, it is sometimes difficult to collect consistent opinions from teachers

and students of different universities simply by questionnaires or interviews.

1.2.2 Unstable Factors Affecting Textbook Evaluation

Since the textbook evaluation bases its result mostly on questionnaires
or interviews which have many unstable variables that are difficult to control
in the process, the final judgment is inevitably inaccurate to some extent. To
sum up, the factors in a questionnaire or an interview that might affect the
evaluation accuracy can be analyzed as follows.

(1) Different emphases on the two sides of teaching and learning

Teachers and learners may have different emphases on the skills needed
and the materials favored. Sometimes, therefore, teaching materials will
have to make a compromise to balance the two sides’ different concerns.
Of course, it is now widely acknowledged that learners’ needs and interests
should be the main focus in language learning and teaching. Teachers’ concern
and sense, however, should not be ignored in textbook compilation either.
Because teachers and learners, in general, see teaching and learning from their
own perspectives respectively and sometimes learners just can not foresee
what is really helpful for their future development for the lack of experience.

Therefore, different emphases from learners and teachers might pose problems
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in textbook evaluation on deciding what is really good for them.

For example, according to an investigation (Zheng Shutang & Wei
Naixing, 1996), about 62.5% of the learners in a questionnaire claimed that
the textbooks being used were bad or fairly bad in training speaking ability.
While the analysis of teachers’ responses shows that classroom activities are
still largely occupied by the traditional methodology of imparting linguistic
knowledge from teachers to learners. What is more, Zheng Shutang and Wei
Naixing (1997) also found that teachers and learners have different interests
in choosing subjects of materials. Teachers seem to pay more attention to
the subjects that are believed to be helpful for the future development in the
learners’ professional fields, while learners to their own emotional likings,
such as novels, biographies, and social customs. Jin Lixian et al. (2005) made
an investigation on Chinese college students and revealed the top 20 topics for
their English reading, which are similar to Zheng Shutang and Wei Naixing’s
findings. These disagreements are quite common in the relationship between
learning and teaching. Hutchinson (1987) expresses similar opinion from the
teachers’ side: “What you think leamers are doing in a particular activity may
be very different from what the learners think they are doing. They may well
enjoy and find useful something which you consider a poor activity and vice
versa” (p. 41).

The expert opinion is the most common form of evaluation (Dick
& Carey, 1991). Experts are supposed to give professional judgments on
textbooks. In his analysis of questionnaires from experts and students for the
putpose of a textbook revision, Suaréz (2001) noticed that the experts varied
in their own opinions siguificantly, while students stay consistent in their
evaluations and observations, which are totally different from expert opinions.

This lack of agreement between expert evaluation and

formative evaluation of the material makes a strong argument
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for utilizing a combination of sources of feedback to determine

revision priority. If we were only to rely on expert opinion about

the difficulty of our text, we would likely fail to revise sections that

cause students difficulty (Suaréz, 2001, p. 38).

Therefore, this discrepancy posed from different points of view will
definitely play a role in textbook evaluation due to different emphases.

(2) Personal influences of emotional factors from the interviewees

The accuracy of a questionnaire is influenced by many factors.
Sometimes it is hard to eliminate all the irrelevant emotional factors when
true opinions are expected from the interviewees by means of questionnaires.
These factors include the experts’ preconceived preference for or dislike of
the textbook which had been formed before evaluation, their personal bias and
traditionalism, etc.

Expert opinions are usually based on personal judgments deriving from
different evaluation procedures and standards that are often unique to the
individual. Therefore, the process of expert judgment is somewhat a “black
box™ in which professional experiences and expertise are strongly relied on
and hence those interferential emotional factors will to some extent disturb the
evaluation result.

Other factors like the learners’ feelings towards the course and the
teacher, their attitudes in filling out the questionnaire etc., will also severely
affect the objectivity of the textbook evaluation.

In a constructivist’s view, learning is actually a process of interaction
between the learner and the outside world. The focus of teaching is on the
empowerment of the learner. The teacher’s role is to engage learners in the
discovery of knowledge and provide them opportunities to reflect upon and
test theories through actual applications of knowledge. Teachers serve as the

media of interaction between learners and teaching materials in classroom
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activities. If the emotional interaction between teachers and learners fails, it
will consequently affect learners’ efficiency of interaction with materials and
their attitude towards the textbook. A good teacher will make a dull textbook
interesting and a bored teacher will make attractive materials tiresome. In
a word, the relationship between teachers and learners will influence the
judgment on textbooks. Besides, the attitude in filling out the questionnaire is
also worth mentioning. A casual attitude or reluctance to present true feelings
because of certain pressure will also affect the final evaluation result.

These personal influences of emotional factors are almost inevitable and
hard to control in the whole process of textbook evaluation. Minor deviation
from the true judgment due to emotional factors sometimes may be ignored
if it does not significantly affect the final evaluation result. However, strong
personal emotional factors will undoubtedly lead the evaluation to deviate
from the right path.

(3) Validity in the designing of the checklist or questionnaire

Many textbook evaluation systems would provide a checklist based on
certain criteria to perform a kind of matching process. However, using these
checklists without any adaptation will be dangerous and may not bring out
what is truly needed. Cunningsworth (1995/2002) also suggests that it is
best to identify your own priorities and draw up your own checklist because
different criteria will be applicable in different circumstances. Sheldon holds
the same opinion. He thinks that textbook evaluation criteria are emphatically
local, that is to say, “any culturally restricted, global list of criteria can never
really apply in most local environment, without considerable modification”
(Sheldon, 1988, p. 242).

Almost all evaluation systems tend to embrace every aspects of the
textbook being evaluated, aiming for comprehensiveness. “Swales (1980)

has criticised this tendency, arguing that the more questions one asks of a set



