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TEXTBOOK EVALUATION: AFRAMEWORK FOR EVALUATING THE FITNESSOF THE
HONG KONG NEW SECONDARY SCHOOL (NSS) CURRICULUM
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Wong Pak Wing L awrence
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ABSTRACT

It has been widely accepted that a textbook is an essential component of the EFL classroom. Evaluation of
textbooks, therefore, is of utmost importance so that its pedagogical contribution to the teaching and

learning process can be assured. In the context of ELT in Hong Kong, textbook evaluation is even more of
an important issue given the recent implementation of the New Senior Secondary Curriculum (NSS). Can

the newly written NSS textbooks help teachers deliver the new curriculum objectives?

It seemsthat in the relevant literature, there is alack of empirical studies showing how curriculum fitness
can be evaluated. In addition, despite repeated emphasis on the benefits of a post-use textbook evaluation
by anumber of researchers (eg. Ellis 1997& 1998, Tomlinson 2003, Tomlinson & Masuhara 2004),
relevant empirical studies, however, seem lacking as much of the available literature is biased towards

pre-use evaluations (Mukundan & Ahour 2010).

Thisempirical study, therefore, attempts to respond to the two research gaps mentioned above by first
proposing a framework on how curriculum fitness of textbooks can be evaluated. The theoretical
framework is then empirically tested by engaging in a post-use textbook evaluation with local teachers
within the Hong Kong ELT environment. Results have shown that the teachers do find the proposed
evaluation framework an effective tool in determining fitness with the new curriculum. However the
teachers have also suggested that using the framework to engage in post-use evaluation of textbooksisa

pedagogically unsound concept, which is self-contradictory in essence. Despite their criticism of the
I



pedagogical value of post-use evaluations, the teachers suggested that the framework is still avaluable

invention, and should be used in other areas of the ELT context.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

1.1.1 The Recent I ntroduction of the New Secondary School Curriculum

“ Coursebooks are perceived by many to be the route map of any ELT programme”

(Sheldon 1988)

At the time of writing of thisthesis, relevant literature about the New Secondary School (NSS) English

curriculum, because of its fairly recent introduction, was scarce and not extensive.

In 1999, the Curriculum Development Council (CDC) recognized that there was a great shift towards
an increasingly globalised economy. This demands flexibility, openness of the mind, and the ability to
think critically. Good language and communication skills were also heavily emphasized as high global
mobility was in demand. In order to cope with such a constantly changing and interdependent world of
the 21st century, the CDC saw that there was a need to reform the basic education curriculum (CDC
2001). The New Secondary School (NSS) Curriculum was then devel oped with an overall amto
prepare local students for whole-person development, equipped with life-long skills that can be used
outside schools (CDC 2009). The curriculum has been in its full implementation since September

20009.

The NSS English Curriculum as summarized by Wong (2009) has the following main objectives:

e The use of learning tasks to promote “learning by doing” and to involve studentsin “three

interrelated strands which define the general purpose of learning English.” Interpersonal Strand
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(for interpersonal communication), Knowledge Strand (for devel oping and applying knowledge),
Experience Strand (for responding and giving expression to real and imaginative experience);

e The development of specific learning targets to provide a clear direction for learning;

e Theneed of catering to individual learner differences so as to adopt teaching and learning to
different student abilities and learning styles,

e The promotion of learner independence and lifelong learning so that students can become more
actively involved in constructing knowledge and skillsin classroom activities and in their own
time;

e The use of task-based learning as an integral part of teaching, learning and assessment;

e A greater emphasis on school-based assessment rather than one-off assessment based on public
exams,

e Anincorporation of an elective part of modulesto allow for more creative approaches in learning

English.

The introduction of the NSS curriculum brings the local ELT curriculum in line with modern ELT
teaching trends, such as the use of task-based teaching and learning approaches (Wong 2009). At the
classroom level, teachers are expected to take up the important role, acting as the agent delivering the

curriculum objectives through appropriate teaching approaches and strategies (CDC 2007:71).

1.1.2 Overview of the Textbook Situation in Hong Kong.

Citing the work of Reynolds (1974), Fu (1975) suggested that Hong Kong was an extremely small
market from the publisher’s point of view, as there was a small number of the total in-school
population. Most of the textbook writers did not have full familiarity with the indigenous Cantonese
language as well as expertise in English language and teaching (Fu 1975). “ Textbooks are apparently
written in the abstract and are basically unrelated to the needs and requirements of Hong Kong

learners and society” (Fu 1975:89). Yet in the Hong Kong EFL language classrooms, textbooks remain
2



an important teaching and learning element (Edb 2010). Reynolds (1974) suggested that the heavy
reliance on textbooks indicates that |ocal teachers are generally inadequate in their English language
proficiency, as competent teachers would break away from the use of textbooks. Local secondary
school English teachers tend to display a strong reliance on textbook usage. In a survey conducted by
Richards, Tung & Ng (1992) with 149 local secondary school English teachers, it was reported that
textbooks were one of the primary sources of teaching materials. Only 28% percent of the total
respondents have claimed that they have made a significant use of self-developed teaching materials.
McGrath (2006)’s study revealed a similar trend. The study involved 75 teachers of English, mainly
English teachers of secondary schools, and severa hundreds of secondary school students. It was
found that teachers mostly think that the use of textbooks is important (McGrath, 2006). Since the
learning culture in Hong Kong EFL classrooms is also primarily public-examination-driven,
additionally, exam-drilling supplementary textbooks,are especially popular anongst teachers (Evans

1997).

The wide use of textbooks in thelocal ELT classrooms is understandabl e as given the fact that,
“materials [textbooks] are not ssmply the everyday tools of the language teacher, they are an
embodiment of the aims, values and methods of the particular teaching / learning situation”
(Hutchinson 1987), It is therefore of utmost importance for us to evaluate newly written NSS English
textbooks so as to ensure that they are not only suitable, but also capable of helping teachersto realize

the pedagogical goals of the NSS curriculum.

1.2 Purpose of This Sudy

This study attempts to evaluate and enrich the two following areas of the literature.

1.2.1 The Lack of a Detailed Systematic Framework in Evaluating Curriculum Fitness



Firstly, it seemsthat in the literature much has been discussed on how to evaluate or assess the
contents of atextbook in the respect of training of the 4-skills. Very few studies, however, have
discussed how fitness of atextbook’s content with the curriculum can be assessed. The identification
of such aresearch gap can be well supported by the study of Mukundan & Ahour (2010) in which a
total of forty-eight major published textbook eval uation frameworks, produced within the period of
1970 to 2008, were examined. It was found out that only Byrd (2001)’s framework had given priority
to fitness of the textbook with the curriculum (pp.343). Subsequent in-depth examination of the work
of Byrd (2001) has revealed that only one generic evaluation criteria has been established to examine
such issue. A more detailed and deeper evaluation framework would be deemed necessary to

investigate the issue, as curriculum fitness is a wide and sophisticated concept.

1.2.2 A Shortage of Post-Use Evaluation Empirical Sudiesin the Literature

Secondly, a number of researchersin the area of materials evaluation (eg. Ellis 1997& 1998, Tomlinson
2003) have a'so stressed on the importance of post-use evaluation of atextbook, since it can provide
data regarding the actual effect of the materials on the users (Tomlinson 2003, Tomlinson & Masuhara
2004). However, empirical studiesin post-use evaluation appear to be limited in the literature, with

many of them biased towards pre-use eval uations (Mukundan & Ahour 2010).

The recent introduction of the new curriculum has therefore provided a natural platform for a post-use
textbook evaluation to emerge, because of the importance given to textbooks in the Hong Kong EFL
classrooms, where a post-use evaluation can yield the most relevant data concerning the extent to
which newly written NSS textbooks can assist current teachers in delivering the fundamental of the
new curriculum. This study not only can help to enrich the literature by providing an empirical
post-use evaluation study, but it can also help to provide a perspective as to what are the strengths and
weaknesses of a current NSS textbook. The eval uation results can help to enhance the effectiveness of

the use of the textbook by helping teachers to understand what areas of the textbook need further
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modification, or to what extent adaptation of other new teaching materialsis necessary.

In order to provide answers to the above two research gaps, this study first proposes a self-constructed
evaluation framework for evaluation of curriculum fitness. The evaluation framework is then
empirically examined by piloting the framework in a post-use evaluation of a current NSS textbook.
Two research questions have subsequently emerged. The first research question seeks to investigate
the effectiveness of the framework. Can the framework serve as a useful textbook evaluation device?
The second research question aims to look into how the framework can be improved. What are the
necessary changes that have to be made in order to further improve the practicability of the

framework?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

At the time of writing of thisthesis relevant literature about the NSS English curriculum is scarce and
not extensive, because of itsfairly recent introduction. While literature on the area of ELT materials
development may seem to be in readily available quantity, the area of ELT textbook evaluation seems
to be under-researched, with alimited supply of relevant literature (Dendrinos 1992, Sheldon 1988,

Litz 2005). Literature coverage as aresult is not extensive.

2.1 The Important Role of Textbooks in the EFL / ESL Classroom

A textbook can be referred to as a published book specially designed to help language learnersto
improve their linguistic and communicative abilities (Sheldon 1987). In addition to being alearning
instrument, textbooks are also used as a supporting teaching instrument (O’ Neil 1982, Ur 1996). The
student’s book usually comes with other materials such as a workbook, ateacher’s book or even
additional multimodal texts for reference as atextbook package (Masuhara & Tomlinson 2008). They

are “designed to give cohesion to the language teaching and learning process by providing direction,
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support and specific language-based activities aimed at offering classroom practice for students”

(Mares, 2003) and foster effective and quick learning of the language (Cunningsworth 1995).

The wide spread use of textbooks in different ELT contexts requires little further explanation. It
continues to play an essential role in ELT classrooms all over the world (Dendrinos 1992, Lee 1997,
Williams 1983). The importance of textbooks in the ELT classroom is so extensive that it is almost a
universal element in ELT teaching (Hutchinson & Torres 1994) and it is crucial to any ELT program
(Litz 2005, Sheldon 1988). Research has suggested that it is extremely common to see ELT
professionals incorporating the use of textbooks for daily teaching purposes and very few of them
would not use published ELT materials at some stage of their career (Byrd 2001, Cunningsworth 1984,

Harmer 1991, Litz 2005, McDonough & Shaw 1993)).

Even though the importance of use of textbooksin ELT has been justified by many different
researchers, opinions on whether textbooks can actually help or hinder the teaching and learning
process seem to polarize. In view of this, | would like to provide aso aliterature review on both pros

and cons of using textbooksin EFL teaching.

2.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Use of Textbooks

First and foremost, textbooks provide areadily available source of ELT materials for teachers to focus
on doing the real work of teaching, and not having their energy dispersed by preparation of teaching
materials (Edge & Wharton 1998). The way textbook chapters are designed and structured can provide
a blueprint of how lessons shall be conducted (Hutchinson & Torres 1994). Textbooks can also serve
as atool to motivate and stimulate language learning (Allwright 1981, Lee 1997, Skierso 1991). Ina
learning environment in which learners are motivated and positive about their learning environment,
the speed of language acquisition can be greatly enhanced, making language learning more effective

(Tomlinson 2008:5). Secondly, textbooks can serve as areference point for teachers managing their
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teaching progress, and also help to provide afocus for teaching (Tomlinson 2008). One of the major
motivations in using textbooks in the ELT environment is that textbooks can serve as a good monitor
for measuring progress of teaching and learning. Textbooks can have a similar function of a map,
showing the teaching progress (McGrath 2002, O’ Neil 1982, Ur 1996) and can provide for direction
and ideas in how lessons can be delivered (Tomlinson 2008) .They are effective tools in terms of
allowing for carefully planned and systematic presntation of the syllabus of an ELT program (Ur 1996)
and can facilitate curriculum change (McGrath 2002). Thirdly, textbooks are particularly useful in
providing support and security for new inexperienced teachers or teachers, who have relatively low
confidence to deliver ELT lessons in a communicative way (Edge & Wharton 1998, Mares 2003,
Tomlinson 2008, Ur 1996).A good textbook can be an extremely valuable ELT device, especialy in
situations where interesting and motivating authentic materials are difficult to compile in an organized

manner (McDonough & Shaw 1993).

Students can also benefit from using textbooks in many different ways. Similar to the case of teachers,
textbooks can act as a reference point for their learning process and keep track of their development
(O’ Neil 1982). Students can use the textbook as atool for revision of previously taught items, and at
the same time, familiarize themselves with the new items that will be taught soon. Textbooks are also
one of the more economic and convenient forms of access to carefully structured packaged learning
materials (O’'Nell 1982, Ur 1996). According to Cunningsworth (1995), textbooks provide additional
benefits to students as they are an efficient collection of materials for self-accessed learning and for
knowledge consolidation. Textbooks can also potentially save learners from teacher’s incompetency

and deficiencies (O’ Neil 1982, Litz 2005).

With the many advantages that textbooks may have as an essential tool for ELT, a number of
researchers (eg. Allwright 1981, Harwood 2005, Swales 1980) have highlighted the disadvantages
regarding the use of textbooks. At one extreme, the wide use of textbooks can be seen as an

educational failure (Swales 1980). Harwood (2005) attempted to neutralize the situation, based on his
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review of previous literature, by arguing that there are “ Strong” and “Weak” versions of anti-textbook
attacks (Harwood 2005:154). Nonetheless, we shall explore the rationale behind the anti-textbook

voices to better understand the potential downside of using textbooks.

One of the advantages as suggested by Hutchinson et al. (1994) was that textbooks can provide abasic
framework on how alesson can be delivered. In reality, many teachers would, therefore, develop
reliance on the textbook and become uncreative in teaching (Tomlinson 2008, Ur 1996) and uncritical
of content and values portrayed by the textbook (McGrath 2002). Although textbooks can function as a
framework for the learning and teaching process for both students and teachers (O’ Neil 1982), no one
textbook can effectively addressindividual learning styles, differences of learners, and the
requirements of every classroom setting (Tomlinson 2003, Ur 1996, Williams 1983). At its worst, the
teachers may become totally reliant on the textbook (Ur 1996), and not spend time preparing their
lessons (Tomlinson 2008). This would ultimately lead to an adverse situation which the teacher
“teaches the book” rather than teaching the language itself (McGrath 2002, Reynolds 1974). Also, in
ELT contexts which constitute a strong exam-oriented culture, such as Hong Kong, textbooks are often
regarded as exam practice sessions rather not afacilitation tool for successful language acquisition.
(Lee 1997, Tomlinson 2008). Allwright (1981) argues that textbooks, in some situations, may affect
learner involvement in the language acquisition process. He suggested that pre-packaged textbooks are
inadequate to sufficiently cater for the complex dynamics of the process of language acquisition. The
structure of the textbook may inhibit creativity and imagination during the learning and teaching
process (Ur 1996). Teachers may even be led to believing that the activities and tasks of the textbooks
are always superior to their own ideas (McGrath 2002). Also, learners may dislike the topics covered
by the textbook and this may lead to association with boredom in English lessons (Lee 1997, Ur 1996).
After al, language learning should be interactive and shall not be limited to the structure imposed by
the textbook (Tomlinson 2010). No matter how pedagogically sound the textbook is, learners will
quickly lose interest if they find the materials dull and not interesting (Cunningsworth 1995).

Tomlinson (2010) points out that a big potential disadvantage of using textbooksisthat only a
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minority of textbook writers have actually applied language acquisition principles when writing the
materials (Reynolds 1974, Tomlinson 2010). Many of them instead rely on their intuition as to what

they perceiveis best for language learning (Tomlinson 2008).

2.3 The Need for Textbook Evaluation

The ever increasing number of textbooks on the market makes formulating the right choice in
textbooks difficult (Cunningsworth 1995, Green 1926). Textbook selection can have a massive impact
on the teaching and learning process as teachers would make references to the textbooks
(Cunningsworth 1995, Harmer 1991, McGrath 2002) or even design the entire EFL syllabus around it
(Garinger 2002, Harmer 1991). In that sense, the quality of atextbook might be so important that it
can determine the success or failure of an ELT course (Green 1926, Mukundan 2007). However,
textbooks are often purchased without careful analyses (Green 1926, McGrath 2002). Frequently, a
textbook selection is not based on itsintrinsic pedagogical value, but of the perceived prestige of the
author and or the publisher (Green 1926, McGrath 2002), or skillful marketing by the publishers
(McGrath 2002). Preference is given to books printed in attractive covers or that teachers would
blindly use the best-selling textbooks which are used in many other places (Green 1926, M cGrath

2002, Tomlinson 2010).

A number of studies have suggested that most current global, local ELT textbooks are developed for
commercia purposes but are not based on principles of language acquisitions and development
recommended by scholars and educators (Tomlinson, 2003, 2008 & 2010). Financial success has
become the primary goal of textbook publishing (Sheldon 1988, Litz 2005, Tomlinson 2003: 3).
“Textbooks, like any other book that publishers print, are pieces of merchandise; the ultimate objective
of their production is[for] commercial success’ (Dendrinos 1992:35). Instead of contributing
positively to student’s development in the acquisition of the English language, many textbooks are in

fact leading to learner’s failure in acquiring the language and in the worst case, contain serious
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pedagogical flaws and practical shortcomings (Litz 2005, Tomlinson 2008:3).

According to Tomlinson (2008), the cause of learning failure is twofold. The first cause of failureis
that possibly motivated by the need of commercial success, publishers would have to produce
according to the public demand. Textbook writing as aresult is moulded according to the liking of
teachers, parents and administrators with a heavy focus on teaching of linguistic items instead of
creating opportunities for students to acquire the language (Tomlinson 2008). Also, teacherstend to
choose textbooks that are designed to allow for minimal preparation for their classes (Dendrinos 1992,
Tomlinson 2008 & 2010). The second cause of failureis that instead of focusing on how learners could
actually benefit from using the textbook, textbook writers relied on their intuition and produce
materials what they think would work best for their intended users (Tomlinson, 2008:7). They are
biased towards perceived rather than actual needs of learners (Tomlinson, 2003:3). Though the
textbook written by professional writers are usually of good quality in terms of organization,
packaging and design, they tend to be lacking in qualities of being creative and imaginative
(Tomlinson 2003). Litz (2005) also suggested that some more recent scholarsin the areaof ELT
materials development expressed concerns for the cultural content of textbooks which are “inherently
social and culturally/ biased” and help to perpetuate aform of “gendered” English (Banegas 2011, Litz

2005:6).

In view of the above, it istherefore very important for us to conduct EFL textbook evaluation so asto
ensure ELT textbooks can effectively facilitate the attainment of our teaching objectives, and at the
same time, be economically viable to teachers and students. Wrong choice of textbooks would be
likely to negatively affect both teaching and learning. Financial resources would also be wasted

(Mukundan 2007, Sheldon 1988).
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2.4 A Review of Textbook Evaluation as a Pedagogical Process

ELT materials evaluation or more precisely textbook evaluation, “involves measuring the value or
(potential value) of a set of learning materials [textbooks] by making judgments about the effect of the
materials [textbook] on the people using them” (Tomlinson & Masuhara 2004). The areaof ELT
textbook evaluation seems to be under-researched, with alimited supply of relevant literature
(Dendrinos 1992, Sheldon 1988, Litz 2005). As summarized by McGrath (2002:25) and Litz (2005:10),
many researchers (eg. Cunningsworth 1995, Ur 1996) have suggested that it would be best for
textbook evaluation schemes to adopt a“leveled” approach in evaluation in which afirst level

overview “impressionistic” evaluation should be first conducted followed by an in-depth evaluation.

The work of Cunningsworth (1995) has helped to provide a good brief summary of how aleveled
evaluation can be conducted. When applying the impressionistic method, we take the literal meaning
of the method by quickly looking through the textbook cover to cover, to try and get an overview of
the strengths and weaknesses of the book (Cunningsworth 1995:1). The overview can provide
formation of a quick opinion as to the design and structure of the textbook, such as how attractive the
cover is, what ancillary materials come with the textbook, and how the textbook is sequenced.
Textbooks found unsuitable for use would have been screened out after this process (McGrath 2002,
McDonough & Shaw 1993). An in-depth evaluation will be undertaken subsequently to provide a
detailed evaluation of specific items in each textbook on areas such as how the exercises can cater for
the syllabus and learners’ needs (Cunningsworth 1995, McDonough & Shaw 1993). An example of an
in-depth evaluation would be to select one or two chapters and look at the balance of skills and

activities contained in each unit (Cunningsworth 1995:2).

Although different labels have been used by different theorists referring to the “leveled” approach of
evaluation, for example the “CATALY ST” approach of Grant (1987), “First glance and Arm-chair

evauation” of McGrath (2002), “Internal and External evaluation” of McDonough & Shaw (1993) and
1



“General and Specific evaluation” of Ur (1996). In essence, they are all stressing the importance of a
combination of impressionistic and in-depth evaluation of atextbook in order to help bring about a

quality evaluation process.

A number of researchers (eg. Daoud & Celce-Murcia 1979, Ellis 1997, Grant 1987, Mukudan 2007)
have also expressed different opinions regarding when atextbook evaluation should take place. There
are generally three different stages at which atextbook can be evaluated: pre-use, whilst-in-use and
after-use. As suggested by McGrath (2002), each stage of evaluation bears its own significance.
Pre-use evaluations can facilitate the textbook selection process by gaining an impression as to the
potential educational value of the textbook (Tomlinson 2003:23). It is especially a quick and useful
way for textbook selection if done by experienced teachers (Cunningsworth 1995). Whilst-in-use
evaluations can help to examine the suitability of the textbook while using them or by observing how
it isactualy being used (Mukundan 2007, Tomlinson 2003:24). Lastly, post-use evaluations can help
to assess comprehensively the short and long term implications of continued use of the textbook
(McGrath 2002, Tomlinson 2003). Harmer (2001:301) has provided further clarification by explaining
that during the pre-use stage, we are to use impressionistic evaluation methods to form a judgment on
how well the textbook will perform in class by “assessing” atextbook, while we would try to
determine how well abook has performed by “evaluating” atextbook during the whilst-in-use and
post-use stages. In its most ideal form, it is suggested that textbook evaluation shall be a“cyclical”
process. The pedagogical values and suitability of the textbook should be continuously evaluated in all

of the above three stages of usage (Allwright 1981, McGrath 2002, Mukundan 2007).

We should all be reminded that regardless of the framework applied to evaluate a textbook, and also
regardless of at which stage the textbook is evaluated, the process of textbook selection and evaluation
ultimately is a subjective practice (Angell, DuBravac & Gonglewski 2008, Green 1926, Sheldon 1988).
We shall point out and stress that however, textbook evaluation remains an important process, since

through evaluating a textbook, teachers can know the fundamental merits and drawbacks of the
12



textbook itself, thereby being able to select the most appropriate textbooks for the learners (Green
1926, Harmer 1991, McDonough & Shaw 1993, Mukundan 2007). After al, textbooks have avery
important role to play in the EFL classroom and teachers must equip themselves with knowledge in

conducting textbook evaluations (Williams 1983).

2.5 The Importance of Conducting Post-Use Textbook Evaluation

Post-use evaluation of atextbook is the least administered type of evaluation (Ellis 1998, Tomlinson
2003) to an extreme that most teachers are even unaware of such an evaluation scheme (Mukundan

2007). Thereisvery little literature about how such an evaluation can be conducted (Ellis 1997).

Post-use textbook evaluation does not seem to enjoy similar prominence in textbook evaluation
literature (Ellis 1997 & 1998, Litz 2005, McGrath 2002). Most of the literature pays heavy emphasis
on pre-use evaluation. In fact, thereis alimited amount of literature available for further investigation

of thistopic (Ellis 1998:221).

Ellis (1997 & 1998), McGrath (2002) and Harmer (2001) suggest that the major reason for such a bias
isthat post-use evaluations are difficult to carry out. Ellis (1998) provides a detailed explanation of the
problem. First, “ Teachers see no need for a systematic and principled post-programme evaluation”.
(Ellis 1998:221). The main reason for thisis that having used the textbook for a prolonged period,
teachers would develop a tendency to think that they would intuitively know whether a textbook works
or not as they have been using it continuously over a period of time. Also, during the evaluation
process, most of the time teachers would be invited to provide feedback, which would then be used as
empirical data for evaluation. Many teachers would feel “daunted” by the sheer amount of time and

effort one would have to put in.

Despite the above mentioned hurdles, Tomlinson (2003) suggests that post-use evaluation is probably
13



the most valuable type of evaluation as it can measure both short and long term effects of the use of
the textbook. Ellis echoes this view and recommended that post-use evaluations are highly desirable
(Ellis 1998:222). Moreover the value of post-use evaluations has actually been recognized by a
number of researchers advocating the use of pre-use evaluation scheme. Daoud & Celce-Murcia
(1979), Grant (1987), Harmer (2001) and Skierso (1991) for example, recommend that the same
pre-use evaluation scheme, most of the time a checklist, can be used again for post-use evaluation so
asto provide in-depth conclusive information regarding the suitability of the textbook. “A
re-evaluation of the selected text, perhaps using the identical checklist both times, would help the
teacher to decide whether to continue using the adopted text or to ook for anew one” (Skierso 1991
441). Particularly concerned with the importance and desirability of post-use evaluation, Sheldon
(1988) has also suggested that “the success or failure of atextbook can be determined during its use
and after use”. Daoud & Celce-Murcia (1979) have offered very similar proposition suggesting that
“the ultimate evaluation of atext [should] come with actual classroom use.” It would indeed be most

useful if the textbook is evaluated after its use.

2.6 The Use of a Checklist as an Evaluation Tool

Textbook evaluation seems to be an under researched areain ELT with alimited supply of relevant
literature. A large number of textbook evaluation framework researchers, such as Byrd (2001),
Cunningsworth (1979, 1984 & 1995), Daoud & Celce-Murcia (1979), Ellis (1997), Harmer
(1991,2001), McDonough & Shaw (2003), Sheldon (1988), Skierso (1991), Tomlinson (2003, 2008),
Ur (1996), Williams (1983), have used the checklist based approach in helping teachers evaluate ELT
textbooks, though the literature coverage is not extensive (Sheldon, 1988. Litz, 2005). One major
advantage of using the checklist approach isthat it can provide a very economic and systematic way to
ensure all relevant items are considered for evaluation (Cunningsworth 1995, McGrath 2002). A
well-designed checklist should contain evaluation criteriathat are clear and concise. Evaluation items

can also be customized according to one's needs so as to provide flexibility during the evaluation
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process (Mukundan & Ahour 2010).

A number of researchers such as Sheldon (1988), Harmer (1991), Skierso (1991), Cunningsworth
(1995) have proposed the use of checklist or checklist like evaluation forms to see how textbook
materials can match up with student needs. Harmer (1991) suggested that the use of evaluation forms
would be useful to see whether it is appropriate for students. Following a quick impressionistic
evaluation, detailed checklists can be constructed to perform in-depth evaluation on a textbook, to
enable examination of the appropriateness of the textbook in serving demands of the syllabus and
educational needs of the students (Cunningsworth, 1995). The checklist is a good channel to make
different opinions of evaluators explicit. When opinions are explicitly shown on the checklist, it can
allow for easy comparison between different sets of textbook materials, and thereby facilitate decision

making (McGrath 2002:27).

While most of the more popular checklists cater to pre-use evaluation (Ellis 1997, Mukundan 2007)
the same checklist can actually be used for post-use evaluation to measure the actual outcome of the
use of the textbooks, which would help to arrive at a more reliable and comprehensive evaluation

result (Daoud & Celce-Murcia 1979, Ellis 1998, Skierso 1991).

In conclusion, the checklist is avery economical way for textbook evaluation. It can provide a
systematic way to ensure all relevant items are considered (Cunningsworth 1995, McGrath 2002). It is
also a convenient and flexible evaluation tool as evaluators have the total freedom to add or drop

different evaluation items according to individual and situational needs.

2.7 The Construction of a Localized Checklist Based on the NSS Curriculum

Thereis no universal checklist for ELT textbook evaluation because of many real life variables

affecting the teaching and learning process. Teachers should identify their own teaching needs and
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develop different evaluation criteriafor different contexts (Cunningsworth, 1995:2, Mukundan 2007).
It is therefore necessary to make modification to an existing checklist, or to draw up an entirely new
checklist to accommodate their individual needs as “global lists of criteria can never really apply in

most local environments, without considerable modification” (Sheldon 1988).

Literature on textbook evaluation is a good source to look at for readily available checklists. However
many of these “off-the-shelves’ checklists do have inherent deficiencies (McGrath 2002, Swales 1980),
making it seem more justifiable in using a self-constructed checklist. Checklists readily available from
literature have a principal problem of encouraging users to make quick impressionistic judgments of a
textbook. Many of the evaluation criteria contain implicit assumptions which tend to lead evaluators
into believing how an ideal textbook should look like (Littlgohn 1998). Also, the criteria can either be
unspecific and too general , or that they are too abstract and complex, making it very difficult to apply
to actual evaluation (McGrath 2002, Sheldon 1988). In Skierso (1991)’s checklist for example,
Mukundan (2007) suggests that some evaluation criteriawould very likely be an unrealistic and is very
difficult to respond to, such as: To what extent are new structures controlled to be presented and
explained before they appear in drills, dialogues or reading material.. Littlejohn (1998) has also
suggested that using these * off-the-shelf checklist” for actual textbook evaluation, leaves users
compelled to make an impressionistic judgment and arrive at an “unguided” evaluation result.
McGrath (2002) also agrees with Littlgjohn (1998) and suggests that many of the above suggested
frameworks seemed to have reached consensusin practical considerations of the use of atextbook (eg.
content coverage, design layout and organization). Instead, what is important for textbook evaluation
frameworksisto help its usersto arrive at their own conclusion but not to decide for them on what are

the desirable qualities of atextbook (Littlejohn 1998).

In the light of the above, instead of relying on “off-the-shelves’ checklists, it isimportant for
evaluators to develop their own evaluation criteria so as to effectively assess the suitability of a

textbook with a particular group of learners (McGrath 2002, Tomlinson 2003). When evaluating a
16



textbook, the first area that should be assessed is its fitness with the curriculum (Byrd 2001:416). This
is because the selection and preparation of teaching materialsis an integral part of the implementation
of acurriculum (Richards 2001). It isimportant to evaluate the textbook’s fitness with the curriculum
as textbooks can directly affect the teaching and learning process which in turn, affects classroom
instruction (Johnson 1989). Richards, citing the work of Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998), has also
stressed the importance of assessing to what extent the material matches the stated |earning objectives.
While it can be argued that curriculum objectives are most of the time utopian in nature (Johnson 1989)
and that they may not always be clear and specific (Brown 1995), it is still important for material
writers to at least demonstrate formally how curriculum specifications have been met (Johnson

1989:7).

The curriculum can be generally defined as specific skills and knowledge to be delivered to students
(Cheng 1994). More specifically, it isaplan for the continued process of teaching and learning which
serves as a blueprint for how instructional acts of the teaching and learning process are to be
conducted (Pratt 1994). As summarized by Print (1993:64), Tyler (1949) suggested that the
development of curriculum is a systematic and logical process, which can provide answers to four
fundamental questions regarding the administration of the teaching and learning process in the
following sequential order. 1) What educational purposes should be attained? 2) What education
experiences are likely to attain these objectives? 3) How can these educational experiences be

organized effectively? 4) How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?

According to Tyler (1949), curriculum devel opers (usually personnel from the relevant government
authorities), in order to facilitate an efficient and effective teaching and learning process when
planning the curriculum, would need to first consider and decide what are the objectives and what the
ELT program wants to achieve. This part of the curriculum, which illustrates the main intention and
theoretical aspects of the ELT program, can be referred to as “the Intended Curriculum” (Morris &

Adamson 2010). In the case of Hong Kong, the Intended Curriculum would be the NSS English
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Language Curriculum & Assessment Guide issued by the Curriculum Development Council in 2007

(Morris & Adamson 2010).

One of theroles of the teacher, in the local language classroom, isto deliver the curriculum (CDC
2007:71). In order to determine the effectiveness of curriculum implementation at the classroom level,
one should look at how the teaching process is helping learners gain the appropriate learning
experience (Cheng & Tsui 2000). Print (1993) elaborating on the work of Tyler (1949), suggests that
the Intended Curriculum cannot be realized until its philosophies and recommended approaches are
implemented by teachers at the classroom level through instruction. Therefore, after having decided on
the general program philosophy, the next logical step will be to plan for the appropriate use of

instructional strategies so that the program philosophies can be realized at the classroom level.

A good language program should have relevant instruction which teaches what it claims to be offering
(Brown 1995). According to Sowell (1996) the term “Instruction” is aterm that describes the process
of how the curriculum is delivered to a particular group of students. It describes how the teacher, who
acts as an agent between policy makers and the learners, can use various different teaching strategies
and required resources to realize the stated |earning objectives set by the policy makers by helping
students reach the intended learning outcomes. Curriculum and instruction, therefore, as according to
Sowell (1996), are systematically related in which instructional strategies are used to realize the

theoretical aspects of the Intended curriculum.

In view of the above, we can see that the success of curriculum implementation isinitiated at the
classroom level through instruction. As aresult, teachers are viewed as being primarily responsible for
implementation of curriculum change and are central to the whole reform and implementation process
(Man 2000, Marsh & Willis 2003:346, Morris & Adamson 2010). The urgency to evaluate ELT
textbooks written for the new curriculum on its pedagogical fitness with the recommended

instructional strategies has therefore become an urgent concern as many local English teachers have
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displayed heavy reliance on textbooks in their daily teaching. The degree of relianceis so strong that

Reynolds (1974:41) suggests that “the textbook is taught, but not the students.”

One possible way to evaluate curriculum fitness of textbooks is to develop tailor-made evaluation
criteria, based on the recommended approaches of the instructional component of the curriculum,
which areillustrated in chapter four of the C& A guide. By using chapter four of the C& A asthe
primary pedagogical reference, different stipulated instructional strategies can be transferred to a
checklist. The checklist will then be used as the evaluation device allowing evaluators to express their
opinion on to what extent, a particular NSS textbook’s pedagogical fitness matches with the
recommended instructional strategies. It thus can immediately provide teachers with abasis for
evaluating the role of the textbook. As suggested by Richards (2001) “evaluation, however, can only
be done by considering something in relation to its purpose’. If the evaluation results show that the
textbook has minimal fitness with the curriculum, the teacher will be prompted to decide whether there
isaneed for adaptation of new materials, or should he/she smply stop using the textbook and start to

look for new alternatives.

Using the instructional part of the curriculum as the primary pedagogical reference can alsoleadto a
principled evaluation process. The curriculum can act as a compass, guiding the direction and help
evaluators to understand the important principles evaluation criteria should seek to assess. As such, a
principled evaluation can, therefore, help to lower the possibility that the evaluation is ad hoc and also
help to minimize the number of mistakes made by the evaluator (Tomlinson 2003:22). In addition, if
the evaluation is concentrated with a particular focus, it would make the whole process of textbook
evaluation easier and more practical. (Richards 2001:259). Moreover, as suggested by Skierso (1991),
“before one even begins the process of evaluating textbooks or just looking for potentially appropriate
texts, one needs to establish a basis of comparison”. One major advantage of using the curriculum as a
guiding principleisthat the official curriculum can serve as a basis for comparison. When different

curriculum objectives are transformed into different evaluation criteria, alogical evaluation framework
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can be realized and can help to guide teachers through the evaluation process, highlighting important
areas, to which specific attention has to be paid. Teachers can thereby logically assess the pedagogical
value of atextbook by making a comparison between the approaches of the textbook to the approaches

suggested by the official curriculum.

Another advantage of linking evaluation criteria to the contents of the official curriculum isthat one
can also avoid the problem of, as suggested by Swales (1980:16), the list of criteriato be evaluated
growing forever, making the whole evaluation process self-defeating, as it would be difficult to

conclude the evaluation.

In sum, as textbooks are regarded as an indispensable tool in the local ELT language classroom, in

addition to the general criteria of what attributes a textbook should possess, textbooks ultimately need
to be evaluated on the basis of its contribution and pedagogical value (Littlejohn 1998, Sheldon 1988).
By using a self-constructed contextualized checklist for textbook evaluation, different local variations

and fitnesses to the pedagogical goal of the curriculum therefore could be reasonably assured.

2.8 A Review of Previous Research Sudies

As mentioned in earlier sections, one of the major research focuses of this study isto enrich the
literature by carrying out an empirical post-use evaluation study of atextbook, since literature in this
area seems lacking. As aresult, only relevant previous research studies related to post-use evaluation
are reviewed. The small amount of readily available literature in the area of post-use evaluation is
expected, since post-use evaluations are generally more difficult to carry out (Ellis 1997 & 1998,

Harmer 2001, McGrath 2002, Tomlinson 2003).

Litz (2005)’s study evaluated a university level textbook used in one of the language courses at a

university in South Korea. A total of eight university instructors teaching that particular language
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course and five hundred students had been surveyed. The study adopted a post-use evaluation
approach focusing on how the textbook can meet student’s and teacher’s needs. “[This] research
project needed to beinitiated in order to determine the overall pedagogical value and suitability of this
book towards this important component of the university language program”. Questionnaires were sent
to both students and teachers to survey their post-use experience on their perceived pedagogical value
of the content of the textbook and also practical considerations such as layout and design. A student
learning needs analysis had also been conducted as the researcher felt that such analysis can help
course designers to ensure that the teaching objectives of the language course are aligned with student

needs.

Al-Yousef (2007)'s master thesis evaluated secondary level third grade intermediate English textbooks
used in Saudi Arabia. The study used the checklist-method for evaluation which, based on the work of
Cunningsworth (1995), was a modified checklist suitable for the local environment. The checklist
which was termed by the author “ Textbook Evaluation Tool” or ssimply “TET” was then sent to a
group of one hundred and eighty four research participants consisted of teachers and students as a
guestionnaires for a post-use evaluation of the textbook. Quantitative methods were applied to analyze
the evaluation results. Two unstructured interviews were also conducted with two administratorsin the

Saudi Arabian Ministry of Education to provide supporting data to the evaluation findings.

These studies were designed to provide a comprehensive assessment of the overall pedagogical value
of the textbook content. Using different specifically designed post-use textbook evaluation devices, the
researchers were able to reveal some of the major strengths and weaknesses of the content of different
textbooks. While the use of post-use evaluation can yield the most valuable type of evaluation data

(Ellis 1998, Tomlinson 2003), these studies are not without their limitations.

One of the major limitations of these studiesisthat little light has been shed upon how to evaluate a

textbook’s pedagogical fitness with the official curriculum. After all, as suggested by a number of
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researchers (eg Byrd 2001, Richards 2001), we shall check first the pedagogical fitness of the textbook
with the curriculum. Litz (2005) has minimal coverage investigating such an area. Only one question
(no.37) in the teacher’s questionnaire (Litz 2005: 45) was designed to investigate the pedagogical
fitness of the textbook with the curriculum. Al-Yousef (2007)’s study has specifically dedicated one
research question to investigate the fitness of the design of the textbook in relation to the national
curriculum (Al-Yousef 2007:5). However, the checklist used in the study (pg 120) did not contain any
evaluation items to evaluate this. Also to a certain extent, even though the researcher has answered the
research question by providing an analysis in the Result section, the researcher did not indicate what
data source the analysis was based on to arrive at the conclusion. Is it based on evaluation responses
gathered from the sample of one hundred eighty four participants using the modified checklist? Isit
based on interview data? Or isit only based on his’her personal opinion? Given that the modified
checklist did not contain any evaluation items, concerning evaluation of curriculum fitness, it is highly

possible that the research question has not been adequately answered.

Another limitation is that these studies would be deemed highly localized asit is only evaluating
suitability of textbooks used in a particular local EFL language program. As suggested by McGrath
(2002) and Skierso (1991), teachers should develop their own evaluation schemes suitable to their
local environments, evaluation schemes used in these studies may not be applicable to the situation

here in Hong Kong.

Another important issue is that assuming we have checked and can conclude that the textbook does
have an acceptable level of fitness with the curriculum, it would be logical to proceed next to
evaluating the content of the textbook. However, at this stage of the evaluation, one may ponder how
the pedagogical validity of the content can be determined? Tomlinson (2003:51) suggest that
evaluators can make reference to findings from the most relevant and up-to-date Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) research studies to help validate the content design of textbooks. However,

Tomlinson (2003) has aso warned that SLA research studies can be far from conclusive and can
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stimulate disagreements. Pursuant to this point of view, a high level of knowledge in the area of SLA
research is therefore demanded from the evaluators, although, it is difficult to measure the level of
SLA knowledge of the researchers. It is therefore possible that SLA research referred to in these
studies may not be the most appropriate. For such reason, this study has opted not to evaluate the
content of the textbook based on SLA research studies. This study will focus instead on evaluating the

content of the textbook in terms of its fitness with the curriculum.

To summarize, it seemsthat few studies have touched on how a post-use evaluation can be conducted
(Ellis 1997). Even though the previous post-use eval uation studies were able to discover the strength
and weaknesses of the contents of the textbook, the important question of textbook’s fitness with the
curriculum seems to have remained unanswered. Indeed minimal research has been done to show how

the fitness of atextbook with a particular ELT curriculum can be eval uated.

2.9 Research Questions

Many published checklists contain alarge number of unspecific generic questions (McGrath 2002). In
some cases, the questions can be very difficult to answer making the evaluation process self-defeating
(McGrath 2002, Mukundan 2007). The construction of atailor-made evaluation scheme would
certainly be deemed necessary (McGrath 2002, Skierso 1991). This study, therefore, came into its
existence by suggesting an evaluation framework, based on which a self-constructed checklist
tailor-made to the ELT teaching and learning situation in Hong Kong is produced. The focus of the
evaluation framework isto attempt to provide a suggestive framework as to how atextbook’s fitness
with the curriculum can be evaluated in detail using the checklist approach. Such an evaluation

framework can provide answers to two research questions:

(1) How well does the framework function as an evaluation device?

(2) How can the evaluation framework be further improved?
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By answering the two research questions above, this study can help to fill and enrich the two following

research gapsin the literature.

(1) Thelack of empirical studies addressing how curriculum fitness of a textbook can be evaluated.

(2) The shortage in the number of empirical post-use textbook evaluation studies.

3 METHODOLOGY

In order to answer the first research question, it isimportant to first ensure the pedagogical validity
and the practical applicability of the evaluation framework. The checklist is, therefore, first piloted
with two current in-service NSS English teachers. Such trialing of the self-constructed checklist is
very important so asto “ensure that the criteria are sufficient, answerable, reliable and useful”
(Tomlinson 2003:32). Empirical data are then collected by using the self-constructed localized
checklist as the evaluation instrument to conduct a post-use evaluation on a NSS textbook used by the
two teachers. Two separate structured interviews were then conducted with the teachers to collect
gualitative data to: 1) obtain verbal explanation and further elaboration of the evaluation results to
answer research question number one; and 2) to invite teachers comments regarding the construction

of the self-constructed checklist so as to answer the second research question.

3.1 Subjects and Data Collection

3.1.1 The Target Textbook under Evaluation

The target textbook under evaluation is“Theme Book” of the NSS ELECT series published by

Pearson Longman. The ELECT seriesis a collection of textbooks designed for the NSS curriculum.

Similar to the structure of the curriculum, the ELECT series textbooks are divided into sub-series
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catering to the “core” and “elective’ part of the curriculum. Thereis also a sub-series of textbooks
named “ Skills Book”. These are practice books containing alarge amount of exercises and practices

for the training of the 4-skills.

The Theme book is one of the textbooks in the series specially designed for teaching the “core’ part of

the curriculum.

3.1.2 The Teachers

Two current in-service NSS English language subject coordinators (subject A and B) from aBand 1
local secondary school are invited to participate in this study. The two subjects were chosen as
convenient samples because their school is currently using the target textbook for teaching the NSS

curriculum.

Each of the subjects has atotal of six years of experience in teaching the English language subject at
local secondary schools, where the two most recent years of experience involved teaching of the NSS
curriculum. The subjects are qualified teachers having majored in English in both their undergraduate
and diploma of education studies. Subject B has also attained master level studies holding a master
degree in education magjoring in English language teaching. They are both currently involved in

teaching form four and form five NSS English classes.

3.2 Data Coallection and Analysis

Empirical qualitative data are collected from: 1) evaluation results from post-use evaluation of the
target textbook using a self-constructed checklist and 2) Interview data from the interview sessions
conducted subsequently after the evaluation. They are the primary data sources used as reference for

the analysis.
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A checklist adapted to the local curriculum needsisfirst constructed and is subsequently used for a
post-use evaluation of the target textbook. The checklist (see Appendix 1) was constructed on the basis
of chapter four of the C& A guide (2007:73-98), which provides the recommended approaches for each
of the target teaching and learning objectives. Since the function of the guide is supposed to give
directions and instructions and therefore it is necessary to, for the purpose of evaluation, to rewrite the
instructions into statements so that the subjects can express their opinions on the five point
Likert-scale. The wordings and terminologies are strictly referenced and followed during the

transformation process so as to preserve the originality of the C& A guide.

The target textbook is an Edb recommended textbook implying that it has strictly followed the
recommended approaches of the NSS curriculum, a high frequency of “strongly agree” to “agree”
evaluation responses are therefore expected. The author feels that while it isimportant for a textbook
to be written according to the stated curriculum, given the essential role textbooks play in the EFL
classroom, it is more important for the textbook to demonstrate congruency with the instructional

objectives of the curriculum so as to make sure that the new curriculum is delivered in the intended

way.

Having completed the eval uation, the subjects were both subsequently interviewed. To answer the first
research question, the subjects were asked to elaborate on their respective evaluation results and also
to provide comments and recommendations as to what extent it can help teachersto deliver the

recommended approaches of the new curriculum.

To answer the second research questions, a different set of questions were asked in the interview. The
guestions attempted to elicit the teachers’ perception as to how the checklist can be improved. The

teachers were encouraged to share the problems and difficulties while using the checklist.
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The interviews were structured face-to-face interviews at the school of the subjects where they had the
easiest access to the target textbook they were evaluating. Each of the subjects was interviewed
respectively at a different time, with each session lasting for about two hours. The interviews were

tape recorded and supplemented with extensive notes taken by the author during the interviews.

Prior to the interview, the subjects were given time to complete the evaluation using the
self-constructed checklist. The main reason for such planning was to allow time for a deeper reflection

on the experience of using the target textbook.

The interview questions were primarily targeted to seek for elaboration on the choices made in the
checklist and also invite comments and recommendations regarding the construct of the checklist.
Other questions which were deemed relevant and appropriate were also asked during the interview.
Interview questions were adopted and modified from the following sources. Cooker (2008),
Cunningsworth (1979, 1984 & 1995), Ellis (1997 & 1998), Fredriksson & Olsson (2006), McGrath

(2002) and Tomlinson (1998 & 2003).

Results are summarized, presented and analyzed in atwo-level (twin-level?) analysis. Thefirst level is
the presentation of “consensus opinions’ (see Appendix 2) which are evaluation items to which the
subjects have given the same opinion (eg both agreed or both disagreed). The results in this section are
presented in three different sub-categories: 1) Consensus agreement 2) Consensus heutral opinion and
3) Consensus disagreement. Data in this section are most valuable as we can see the obvious strengths

and weaknesses of the textbook from the teacher’s perspective..

The second level of analysisis the presentation of “differentiated opinions’ (see Appendix 3) which
the two subjects gave through different responses on the same evaluation criteria. There are two types
of differentiated opinions. The first type belongs to responses to which one of the subjects remained

neutral and the other expressed either agreement or disagreement. Subjects are interpreted as having
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shown “genera agreement” when results over a certain evaluation criteria displayed “one agree /
strongly agree and one neutral”. The same logic applies to the interpretation of responses which
showed “general disagreement”. Data at thislevel of analysis are also very important as we can see

what the potential strength and weaknesses of the textbook.

The second type of differentiated opinions are opposing responses given by the subjects (eg. one agree,
one disagree). Analysis of this type of responses can help to elicit the grey areas in which further
fine-tuning of the textbook content are needed. When these issues are addressed, the overall quality of

the textbook can be ensured.

Owing to the scope of this study, it should be noted that: 1) consensus neutral opinions and 2)
differentiated opinions — opposing responses will not be discussed due to the small sample sizeused in
this study. It would deem necessary to increase the scale of this study in order to yield relatively more
conclusive explanations regarding the matter. Results of this kind however can serve another purpose

of being a good starting point for further studiesin the future.

4 RESULTS

This section aims at providing an in-depth interpretation of the results as to how the collected data can
help to answer the two research questions in this study. Evaluation results gathered from the piloting of
the checklist, and also the feedback gathered from the subjectsin the two interviews serve as the major
source of data for answering the research questions. Data relevant to each of the two research
guestions are grouped and presented using the above mentioned two-level analysisfor clarity (see

Appendix 2 & 3).

The results are presented in two parts. The first part summarizes the evaluation result gathered from

piloting of the self-constructed checklist supplemented by the evaluation feedbacks gathered during
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the interviews. The second part presents the relevant interview data to provide detailed explanation as

to how the self-constructed checklist can be improved, as suggested by the teachers.

Following the approach of two-level analysis, data are summarized and interpreted under two
subsections of: 1) strengths and weaknesses and 2) areas for improvement. On the one hand, results
having demonstrated a pattern of consensus agreement and disagreement can be interpreted as the
strengths and weaknesses of the textbook. On the other hand, results having demonstrated a generally
agreed or disagreed pattern can therefore be recognized as indicators of different areas within the

textbook that are subject to further improvement.

4.1 Textbook Evaluation Results

4.1.1 Strengths:

4.1.1.1 User Friendly and Well Resourced

The textbook Longman ELECT series: “Theme Book” is one of the NSS English textbooks available
in the market. The teachers have first noted that the textbook iswell designed in terms of general
practical functionality, in that it is flexible and easy to use. A good amount of free supplementary
teaching materials such as CD-Roms and Online-language practice facilities are al'so supplied along
with the textbook as a package. The textbook is aso published by a highly reputable international

publisher Pearson Longman, so the quality of the textbook to a certain extent can be assured.

4.1.1.2 Encouraging the Use of the Task-Based Approach in Teaching and Learning

The teachers suggested that the textbook is very effective in meeting the curriculum initiative of using

atask-based teaching and learning approach. In relation to the question of “what isatask?’, the C& A
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guide has listed the five following features in relation to what a task should constitute:

® Thetasks have apurpose;

® Thetasks have a context from which the purpose for using language emerges;

® Thetaskscaninvolvelearnersin amode of thinking and doing;

® Thetasksare purposeful activities in which the carrying out of atask should lead towards a
product;

® Thetasksrequire the learners to draw upon their framework of knowledge and skills and
should also enable them to strengthen or extend this.

(CDC 2007:75)

Both subjects agree that task activities provided in the textbook can generally meet the first three
criteria. Regarding the final two criteria however, the subjects provided different opinions and failed to
reach a consensus opinion. The differences in their opinions will be further illustrated in afollowing

section.

In relation to the design of tasks, the teachers agree that the tasks can generally satisfy the qualities of
what atask shall constitute as stated by the curriculum. The tasks are generally related to the context
of the teaching text and are systematically organized into different themes. When using the
theme-based approach, students generally find that the learning of vocabularies easier. Thisis because
different vocabularies are grouped into different themes. The teachers suggest that such a clear

categorization has made vocabulary learning much easier for students.

The teachers also find that the tasks, in general, are flexible to use. They are also provided with clear
and easy-to-understand instructions and examples for both teachers and students. The different tasks
for training can provide students with an acceptable range of exercises for the 4-skills. They all have a

clear purpose, context and can engage learnersto think. There is generally a good balance of pre, while
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and post learning tasks and are effective in engaging learners into active class participation. Writing
activities, for example, are designed according to the process approach prescribed by the curriculum.
The tasks and activities can help studentsto elicit different linguistic features of different text types.
Clear instructions are provided to assist students to master different skillsfor each of the writing

processes. The purpose of writing and the target audience are all clearly specified in the task.

4.1.1.3 Promotion of Independent and Creative Language Learning

The textbook is also effective in satisfying the curriculum requirement of helping learners to become
autonomous by providing self-assessment activities towards the end of each of the textbook chapters.
Suggestive answers, skills and progress checklists are provided in those sections, in order that students

can monitor their own learning progress.

The task activities can also encourage creative language use by providing plenty of opportunities for
students to give their own ideas, by including alarge number of open-ended questions, and can
effectively arouse interest in learning. The teachers suggest that the tasks and exercises can help to
stimulate learner’s credtivity as there are no standard answers. While concerns have been voiced
regarding language abilities of the weaker students, the coverage and progression of the task activities

are still considered appropriate.

The teachers suggested that the promotion of independent and creative language learning skillsisin
evidence particularly in the writing tasks. To help students to devel op independent learning skills, the
textbook provides “mind-maps’ and self-evaluation checklists for students to develop writing ideas
and also to assess their own learning progress. Students are also given the freedom to use language
imaginatively.. For example, they can choose how they are going to respond to a complaint when
asking to write aletter of reply to acomplaint letter. The subjects all agreed that it is good that the

textbook did not limit students to produce one type of “model answers’ and has given room for
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creative thinking.

4.1.1.4 A Good Salection of Authentic Texts of Different Topics and Genre

A wide selection of authentic reading text is also amgjor strength of the textbook. The authentic texts
can effectively expose learners to appropriate language use and style in different real life contexts.
Unit 2 “Communication in the workplace” is a good example of introducing language usage stylesin
the workplace. The electronic version of the textbook (the “E-Book™), which isonly available to the
teachers, can especially help teachersto stimulate learning interest, as students were fascinated by the
graphics and the embedded video-clips. They do find the texts generally useful in helping learnersto
learn authentic real life English as the texts do contain colloquial “informal” language. The texts are
also able to explain atopic from various different angles to stimulate learner’s thinking. The teachers
also added that as the book is atextbook, it is highly unlikely that students would like it. Still, the
teachers suggested that based on their observations, students do generally find the themes and texts
interesting. The texts are also effective in helping to raise the students' awareness on global issues such
as “animal conservation” and “global warming”. Subject A has pointed out that the students are
fascinated by the embedded multimedia contents of the E-book. In one of the teaching texts, about the
hunting of Bear bile, the teachers were surprised to see that having watched one of the embedded

videos, the students were sympathetic to the Bears, and the cruel treatment they had to endure.

The subjects do think that the listening texts are also very authentic as they have strong relevance with
avarious number of real life contexts. For example, students found one of the listening texts about
interviewing students of afashion school highly interesting. The accompanying E-book also provided
supplementary video and voice documentaries of the topics covered in the textbook, and that can let

students listen to how spoken texts are used in red life.
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4.1.1.5 A Good Balance between Language Arts and Non-Lanquage Arts Materials

The teachers suggested that the textbook contains a fine balance of reading texts between language arts
and non-language arts materials. With reference to the C& A guide, teachers are encouraged to use
different imaginative texts for the teaching of Language Arts. The term “Imaginative text” has been
frequently used throughout the C& A guide. Although there is no formal definition of what an
imaginative text is, the guide suggested that texts such as poems, novels, short stories, dramas, films,
advertisements are good examples of imaginative texts (CDC 2007:87). The teachers are generally
happy with the choice of imaginative texts which include poems, songs and film reviews. They have

also suggested that the texts are able to arouse the student’s interest in learning.

One subject suggested that the imaginative texts can help to develop student’s critical thinking skills

and also their creativity by including many open-ended questions in the task activities. The density and

pace of the language are also appropriate to the learners.

4.1.1.6 Well Designed Integrated Skills and Reading Tasks

As highlighted earlier, one of the major strengths of this textbook is the availability of awide variety
of authentic texts. The publisher was able to leverage on this area of strength and has produced
integrated skills practices of the same quality. The integrated skills practices are well designed. It
requires students to listen, read and then discuss about different real world issues. The contexts and
situations are a so authentic enough as the tasks resembl e real world situations, such as conducting an

interview, listening to complaints, and writing of memos or complaint letters.

The teachers suggested that the best part of the textbook isits Reading tasks. The tasks can provide a
good mix of activities during the pre, while and post reading stages. Subject B has also noted that

pre-reading tasks are especially useful as they can help students to devel op effective skimming skills.
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The textbook is also generally effective in catering for learning diversity in reading tasks. For example
in reading comprehension questions, Subject A has praised the publishers because different sets of
guestions divided into different levels are provided in the teacher’s manual to cater to the needs of the
stronger and weaker students. There are also guidelines giving ideas to teachers about how they can

check student’s understanding of the texts.

4.1.1.7 Use of Technology Facilitating Language Learning

The teachers suggested that the publisher has done agood job in this area. The suggestive multimedia
resources provided along with the textbook are generally of good quality and can facilitate the use of
technology in language teaching. The teachers particularly find the accompanying CD-Rom, which
contained the electronic version of the textbook, useful. Many of the students are fascinated by the
different embedded videos and sound tracks. The teachers suggested that the embedded videos are

especially useful in helping students build up understanding and familiarity with areading text.

4.1.2 Weaknesses

The textbook is not without its limitations however. The research data suggested that there are three
major weaknesses in the textbook. The teachers have suggested that if the textbook is not used in
conjunction with supplementary materials, the textbook is highly unlikely to facilitate teachers to
deliver the C& A guide's recommended approaches, since the textbook 1) has failed to provide a
sufficient amount of “language input”; 2) lacks an orientation with public-examination requirements;
and 3) contains pedagogical coverage that isonly on the “surface level”. The teachers have repeatedly
stressed that textbook publishing ultimately isa commercial activity. These weaknesses can be
regarded as “ manufactured weakness’. They are the products of the publisher’s marketing strategy

deliberately created to induce the need of purchasing another sub-series of supplementary textbooks
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within the same ELECT series.

4.1.2.1 The " lack of language input”

“Language input” isreferred by the teachers as the necessary language knowledge and guidance
needed to be provided to studentsin order to achieve the intended learning objectives. An insufficient
amount of language input during the pre, while and post teaching and learning may deem detrimental

to the students capability of reaching the intended learning goals.

The teachers suggested while the integrated skills tasks are well designed, there is ageneral feeling
that there should be more language inputs provided in the student’s book. The teachers have suggested
that listening tasks, to a certain extent, is least affected by this problem as they are designed to test the
student’s listening comprehension ability, but not the ability to interpret or to produce written texts.
However, when evaluating the textbook content in relation to training other skills, the language input
to studentsis generaly insufficient for the reading, writing and speaking tasks. The teachers as a result
have to spend alarge amount of their time identifying such possible learning difficulties and
subsequently prepare a large number of tailor made materials to supplement their teaching. The
teachers suggested that alist or glossary of the relevant “language input” can be provided in the
student’s book. More guidance and examples should also be given to students so that the textbook can

better serve as an effective learning aid. Below is a detailed discussion of the problem.

4.1.2.1.1 Speaking ills

The teachers suggested that proficiency in oral English skillsis one of the most difficult areas to work
on. A large number of variables would affect one's oral English proficiency. It istherefore
understandable that the textbook can contribute to arelatively smaller extent to one’s oral English

skills proficiency. According to the teachers, while there are reading texts that contain colloquial
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English, minimal guidanceis provided to students showing them how to improve their overall ora

English skills.

4.1.2.1.2 Reading ills

The teachers also suggested that the problem of the “lack of language input” applies here. The
textbook should provide more guidelines and tips to help students to understand the passages better. It

would be very helpful to provide aglossary of new terms and phrases for the student’s reference.

4.1.2.1.3 Writing Skills

The teachers suggested that the “lack of language input” problem is the most serious for writing tasks.
One subject gave an example in which the students are to write aformal reply to a complaint letter.
There are sample letters provided in the textbook but little guidance is provided regarding what
phrases and expression shall be used in relation to the context of the writing task. While it may 1ook
simple and could be taken for granted to produce a simple expression such as “1 am writing in regard
to....” thereality isthat most students do not possess such knowledge. It is worth quoting the

interview responses to further exemplify the problem:

“ How should the students write? There are samples from the teacher’s copy like “ | amwriting in
regard”’ to your letter. We teachers look for phraseslike * in regard to” but students do not know it. We

have to provide a lot of inputs.”

“ There should be more examples of phrases and expressions or otherwise, the students do not know

how to write.”

“They [the students] will give you a letter anyway but they don’t have the language that is
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[appropriate] for a formal letter or for that genre......and that's why there are always tailor-made

materials’ .

The teachers suggested that the use of the process approach is good and can theoretically benefit
students in many ways. However, on many occasionsin the actual EFL classroom, students do not
have the language to express their ideas at different stages of development of the writing. As suggested

by one teacher “ But they [the students] don't have the language, how can they express themselves?”

The teachers have repeatedly stressed that without proper teacher support (eg. providing tailor made
materials) it would be highly unlikely to bring about the theoretical benefits of the process approach in

writing skills training.

Therefore, despite the strength of having a sound design of task activities, as mentioned in the earlier

section, the “lack of language input” problem remains a strong potential weakness. The problem has to

be addressed in order to enhance the overall quality of the writing tasks.

4.1.2.2 Lack of Orientation with Public-Examination Requirements

Across the 4-skills, the teachers think that only writing and reading tasks are prepared according to the
public examination format. The orientation with public examination requirements should have been

properly addressed across all of the 4-skills.

The teachers suggested that the speaking section especially has very little relation to do with the public
exam. While speaking tasks provided in the self-assessment sections of each unit are relatively more
exam oriented, most speaking tasks are not in alignment with the public examination requirement. The
teachers suggested that such a problem maybe due to the publisher’s intention of 1) using these

speaking tasks as warm up practices for writing tasks, or ssmple speaking activities or for
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brainstorming purpose; or 2) as a marketing strategy, to let teachers realize the need of purchasing the
Skills book. The subjects suggest that speaking tasks tend to restrict the responses that students can
give. Such atask requirement according to the teachersis very different from the public examination
requirements. In the public examination, students are instead required to provide spontaneous
responses which can “make and justify a choice, decide on and explain a course of action, and argue
for or against a position” (CDC 2007:118). To counter this problem, tailor-made materials have to be

provided separately for exam skills training.

Listening tasks generally are also not prescribed for the pubic examination format. The teachers
suggested that in the public-examination, students are required to respond to a series of integrated
skills questions. According to the C& A guide, integrated skills questions require students to “process
information by selecting and combining data from spoken/written sources in order to compl ete various

listening/writing tasks in a practical work or study situation” (CDC 2007:118).

As no practices of thiskind are provided in the textbook, the teachers therefore concluded that the
listening tasks are not aligned with public examination requirements. The teachers also tend to find
that the practices are too easy in relation to the standard of the public examination. The coverage and
depth of grammatical items also share the same problem. The teachers have also highlighted that if no
specific guidance was given to the students, they could be easily misled, believing that the textbook

listening tasks are aligned to public examination requirements.

4.1.2.3" Surface level” Pedagogical Coverage

Textbook publishing ultimately isacommercial activity looking at profit maximization. In order to do
S0, the teachers suggested that the publisher is using a marketing strategy by which exercises and drills
are deliberately omitted and subsequently published in the “ Skills Books™ series, a sub-series of the

ELECT series. As aresult, most examination practice and exercises are contained in the Skills books
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but not in the Theme book. The teacher suggested that as aresult of such a marketing strategy, one
major weakness of the textbook is that the Theme Book only just “touches on the surface” on various

aspects of ELT. There are minimal opportunities provided to learners to practice the language.

4.1.3 Areas for mprovement - Recommendations

The following areas have been noted by the teachers that can help to further improve the quality of the

textbook. It should be noted that as the evaluation items used in this study are based on the official

curriculum, some suggestions are more related to aspects of the curriculum.

4.1.3.1 On the textbook

Thereisastrong need for the textbook to provide more “language input”, guidance and exam oriented
language practices. The teachers suggested that in order to help maximize the effectiveness of the
student’s learning, they would first need to be provided with the relevant language. As explained in
earlier sections, relevant appropriate expressions, phrases, vocabularies should be provided in the
textbook to prepare students for completing different task activities. The teachers suggested that these
“language input” can be provided in the form of glossaries, lists or even included as additional

electronic learning materials in the accompanying CD-Rom.

The teachers have also stressed that it is understandable, that for marketing purposes, the publisher has
included a minimum amount of exercises in the Theme book. However, it is still for the benefit of
students to feature some exercises in the Theme book so as to serve as warm-up practice before
heading for specific skillsdrilling. They suggested that in order to prepare students better for the
public examination, more advanced grammatical items such as adverbials and inversions should have
been included. Practices should have more depth, and cover awider range of grammar items. The

teachers have also suggested that given the highly public examination driven culture in Hong Kong,
39



the textbook activities should have at least been prepared according to the public examination format.

One teacher has advised that although the task design is generally good as most of the different writing
processes are covered, for writing tasks it would be better to include guidance to show students how to
arrive at asensible and logical argument. Although what is considered sensible and logical can be

highly debatable, the teacher suggested that it would be especially helpful to provide guidelines to help

students to think about what is generally feasible, and what is not, when building their argument.

For speaking tasks, the teachers feel that there should be more guidance, and examples to show how
students can speak more real life English rather than “textbook-ish” English. The teachers proposed
that it may be useful, for example, to provide atable explaining how discourse markers can be used in
spoken English. One teacher suggested that the video demonstrations featured in the current
accompanying CD-ROM isvery useful in teaching the use of eye contact and accurate pronunciation.
However, there should be more guidance provided in the textbook helping students to develop group
interaction skills. The teachers suggested that it is understandabl e that it is very difficult to teach how
students can improve oral English fluency merely by referring to the textbook. It is still useful to
provide more exercises and “language input”. A good example would be to include alist of commonly
used vocabulariesin daily spoken language, so that students can have a quick source of reference for
the appropriate use of language in different real-life contexts. The teachers suggested that the publisher

can consider providing the additional language materialsin the form of an accompanying CD-ROM.

4.1.3.2 On the Design of Tasks

In order to satisfy the curriculum initiatives of catering to individual learning differences, the teachers
have noted that the textbook could have provided more coverage on helping teachers deal with the
problem. The teachers feel that adequate guidance have been provided for Reading tasks. For example,

as suggested by one subject, for comprehension questions, there are two sets of questions. Oneisfor
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stronger students and the other one is for weaker students. Guidance on the other 3-skills, however, is
generally lacking. The subjects have also noted that while it is good that the textbook has provided a
lot of open-ended questions to encourage the creative use of language, one subject is unsure whether it
can satisfy the curriculum initiative of encouraging the creative use of language mainly because
weaker students do not possess such levels of language proficiency. Again, the teachers recommended
that such problems can be eased if the publishers can provide suggestive guidelines to teachersin

catering to learner diversity.

The teachers have also advocated that the tasks tend to introduce new items and concepts too often.
Task activities should allow more recycling of previous knowledge so asto satisfy the curriculum
initiative of “tasks require learners to draw upon their framework of knowledge and skills and should

also enable them to strengthen or extend this.” (CDC 2007: 75).

One of the subjects has also highlighted that while teachers have the full control on how atask isto be
performed; a mgjority of the textbook activities are individually based. One teacher thinks that it
would be better to have more pair work activities. Based on her observation, female students tend to be
passive in task activities. Pair work tasks are especially effective addressing such a problem as they
can provide good opportunities for studentsto first practice and devel op confidence before using the

language in a group setting of more than two persons.

For writing tasks, the teachers generally think that they are effective in teaching planning and content
development in process writing skills. One of the subjects suggested that the overall quality of the
writing tasks can be improved greetly, if activities, that can cultivate the student’s ability to begin and
end a passage interestingly and conclusively, are included. The teachers have also suggested that the
wide-selection of reading texts of the textbook has helped to familiarize students with the different
linguistic features of texts of different genres. There should be relevant writing activities for students

to test that knowledge has been acquired.
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4.1.3.3 On Text Salection

The teachers suggested that the range and length of the listening texts can be improved. The teachers
have felt that owing to the marketing policy, the publisher has deliberately included only a small
amount of listening tasks in the Theme book. Feeling this to be inadequate, the teachers may, asa
result, be compelled to purchase relevant supplementary textbooks, also from the “ Skills books™ series.
The teachers, therefore, suggested that it is highly unlikely for the publisher to improve on this area by

working on it.

The teachers have also noted that the publisher can further improve its reading text selection by
providing more poems and songs in different styles and topics. The teachers have suggested that the
publisher could have included moving images such as films as part of language material for teaching
of language arts. Popular culture items such as fashion and movies can also be used as topics of the
theme to arouse the student’s interest and also can help to relate students with elective modules of the
NSS curriculum. Also, the current teaching texts tend to focus on helping to raise student’s awareness
towards global issues, but additionally, it would be better to include texts which can expose students to
different world cultures and heritage so as to satisfy curriculum initiative of “increase [students]

cultural understanding and expand their knowledge and world-views’ (CDC 2007:2).

4.1.3.4 On the Curriculum

The subjects have expressed that they find some of the terms contained in the checklist evaluation
items ambiguous and difficult to understand. There seems to be aneed for policy makersto provide
further guidance to minimize ambiguity of some of the technical terms. For example, the teachers are
confused by the term “ aesthetic sensitivity” (CDC 2007:74). Also, regarding the curriculum definition
(see CDC 2007:75) of what constitute a “task”, the technical terms of “ purposeful activities’ and the

concept of a“task product” are difficult to comprehend. More illustrations should be provided.
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Asthe terms used in the checklist items are strictly referenced from the C& A guide when constructing
the checklist, it may infer that many local teachers are having the same problem. It may be deemed
suitable for officia policy makersto provide further illustrations for clarifying possible
misconceptions, so as to facilitate the implementation of the stated recommended approachesin

practice.

4.1.4 A Summary of the Evaluation Results

The textbook ELECT series: Theme Book is one of the NSS English textbooks available in the market,
produced by one of the most reputable international publishers, Pearson Longman. The textbook is
easy to use, flexible and is well designed according to the curriculum initiative of using a task-based
teaching and learning approach. The task activities contain clear and easy to understand instructions
illustrating clearly how a certain task can be completed. In the task activities, most questions are
open-ended questions which can effectively arouse learning interest and also stimulate learner’s
imagination and creativity. There is generally a good balance of pre, while and post learning tasks and

these are effective in engaging learners into active class participation.

A wide selection of authentic reading textsis also amajor strength of the textbook. The authentic texts
can effectively expose learners to appropriate language use and style in different real life contexts.
Thereis aso afine balance of reading texts between language arts and non-language arts materials.
The wide variety of texts can also help learnersto understand the structure and style of written
language of textsin different genres. The accompanying electronic version of the textbook (the
“Ebook”) is able to provide valuable additional multimedia teaching resources and can effectively
arouse the reading interest of the students. The theme-based organization approach can aso facilitate

learning by providing alearning focus for each textbook unit.
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The textbook is not without its limitations however. The teachers suggested that if the textbook is not
used in conjunction with supplementary materials, the textbook is highly unlikely to facilitate teachers
to deliver the C& A guide’'s recommended approaches as: 1) the textbook has failed to provide a
sufficient amount of “language inputs’ and 2) the textbook content design has alow alignment with
public-examination requirements and 3) it’s pedagogical coverageisonly on the “surface level”. The
teachers have repeatedly stressed that these weaknesses can be regarded as “ manufactured weakness’
which are the result of the publisher’s marketing strategy. Language skills practice and exam drills
which are regarded as necessities by the teachers are, therefore, not included as a result. Echoing the
view of Reynolds (1974 cited in Fu 1975), the teachers suggested that Hong Kong is an extremely
small market for textbook publishing and there are only a handful of choices for NSS textbooks. The
teachers suggested that they are not left with many options, and are compelled to continue to use the
Theme book, not because of its overall pedagogical soundness, but because the wide collection of
teaching texts of different genres provided in the textbook, can suit the needs of the school syallbus.
The teachers further suggested that owing to the above inherent weaknesses, the Theme book,
therefore, can only serve asa“qguiding” text. For specific language skills drilling, one would have to
purchase supplementary textbooks from the Skills books from the ELECT collection. If the Theme
Book is used in conjunction with the Skills book, it ishighly likely that the above weaknesses would

become far less apparent.

4.2 User Feedbacks on the Self-Constructed Checklist

So far, we see that the self-constructed checklist can help to yield insightful post-use evaluation data of
the target textbook. The checklist is a useful devicein collecting empirical datato elicit the strengths
and weaknesses of the textbook and also in the search for other potential areas for improvement. As
noted by McGrath (2002) and Williams (1983), the evaluation items should be reviewed and improved
periodically, to suit the pedagogical needs of the relevant teaching and learning context. McGrath

(2002) suggested that one effective way is to seek advice from the end-users of the checklist. In this
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study, the teachers are therefore also being interviewed on as how the checklist can be improved.

The teachers generally think that the checklist is auseful and handy device in helping teachersto
familiarize themselves with the new curriculum needs. The point form presentation has helped to
clearly highlight different aspects of the curriculum requirements. As the NSS curriculum has only
been implemented recently (Sep 2009), teachers may still have to familiarize themselves with the new

curriculum requirements. The checklist is also of appropriate length and coverage.

With regard to using the recommended approaches as listed in chapter four of the C& A guide, asthe
primary reference for construction of evaluation criteria, the teachers recommended that such a choice
iSvery appropriate asit is essential to evaluate a textbook’s fitness with the curriculum’s
recommended instructional approaches. It is necessary for atextbook to be prepared according to these
different curriculum initiatives so that it can contribute positively towards the realization of NSS
curriculum’s teaching and learning objectives. Similar to the views of Johnson (1989), one teacher
suggested that it is good to have focused on chapter four, as other parts of the C& A guide policy
statements tend to be too theoretical and “ utopian”, and lacks focus in explaining the new expectations

in relation to the appropriate instructional strategies.

The teachers aso recommended that the checklist is very flexible to use asit is designed not to be used
in its entirety. Teachers can easily delete or add in new evaluation items according to individual needs,
making the checklist useful even to experienced teachers who tend to evaluate textbooks on an

impressionistic basis without using a checklist.

Despite the majority satisfaction, the teachers have pointed out a few weaknesses. First, the checklist
has contained a number of “double barreled” gquestions, where the teachers were asked to evaluate
more than one item at the same time. As the checklist items were strictly referenced from the C& A

guide during the construction of the checklist, the author feelsthat if the terminologies are separated,
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the original meaning of the evaluation item will be obscured. The double barreled evaluation items
have been hence retained. Similar concerns have also been raised regarding some of the terminologies
used in the evaluation items. For example it isfound that the term “ aesthetic sensitivity” (CDC
2007:74) is ambiguous and difficult to understand. Such weaknesses are inherited from the original
C& A guide while constructing the evaluation criteria, since the identical terminologies are used to

preserve the C& A guide’s originality.

The teachers have therefore recommended that one effective way to tackle the problem of both
inherited weaknesses and “ double barreled” evaluation questionsisto offer detailed illustration within
the checklist to help teachers visualize some of the abstract concepts that the C& A guide’'s
philosophies. In light of this, the author would like to bring to the attention of the policy making
authoritiesthat it is highly possible that many other local teachers may share the same problem. More

teachers would seem to benefit from curriculum training.

Another improvement the teachers would like to make is that an option “not applicable” or “NA”
should be added to the five-point Likert scale, so that during an evaluation, the teachers can quickly

identify the relevant evaluation criteria, making the entire evaluation process more efficient.

In sum, we can see that the teachers have generally given avery positive review of the checklist. Even
though the checklist does contain some weaknesses in terms of a number of evaluation items being
ambiguous and difficult to comprehend, it is easy to use and pedagogically sound for evaluating
curriculum fitness. However, it is saddening to learn from the teachers that they suggest that detailed
post-use textbook evaluations have little practical value, owing to reality of constraints. The teachers
advised that it would be very time consuming to perform a detailed evaluation of atextbook. It is
suggested that on many occasions, teachers with the power to make textbook selection choices are
very often panel-chair persons, who have to shoulder many job responsibilities. Such arigorous

evaluation procedure can only serve to inflict more stress and pressure. Also, the teachers advised that
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in reality, they use avery different set of textbook evaluation criteria, contrary to what the checklist
suggests. The teachers believe that the most important evaluation criteria should be not only the
overall level of difficulty but also individual task difficulty. The teachers would generally not select a
textbook that cannot satisfactorily meet these two evaluation criteria mentioned above. Curriculum
fitnessis not at all an issue as the teachers presumed that all Edb approved textbooks are well written,

according to curriculum requirements.

It iswell documented in the literature that post-use evaluations can yield the most valuable evaluation
data, so the teachers believe that post-use evaluations can offer little practical significance is surprising.
Similar to what Ellis (1997 & 1998) and Harmer (2001) have discussed the real difficultiesin
conducting post-use evaluations, the teachers also felt that there is a weak justification of conducting
post-use evaluation, arguing that they have discovered the strengths and weaknesses of the textbook as
aresult of prolonged usage. The teachers would automatically know whether the use of the textbook
should be continued or not. A post-use evaluation of atextbook would therefore deem highly
unnecessary as it would be associated with wastage of valuable time and resources. The use of a
checklist to select or evaluate textbooks is also unnecessary in most occasions. Only the panel-chair
persons have the power to select textbooks, and he/she, given their seniority, should be able to use
their knowledge and experience to select the most suitable textbook. This matter will be further

discussed in the last chapter.

Despite having suggested that post-use textbook evaluation has little practical use value, the teachers
still recommended that nonethel ess, the checklist developed in this study is a useful invention and
should be retained for future use in other areas. The teachers proposed that the checklist can serve as
an effective tool for training junior teachers, and to help familiarize them with the new curriculum
requirements. Instead of being used in a post-use evaluation stage, the checklist can actually be used
for textbook selection panel discussions, during which different opinions can be presented and

illustrated in an organized manner, thereby contributing to a more efficient and effective textbook
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selection process.

5 DISCUSSION — RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

The current study seeks to propose a textbook evaluation framework which adopts the checklist
approach to assess a textbook’s pedagogical fitness with a prescribed curriculum. In order to pilot the
proposed evaluation framework, in order to find out how well it works and to further improve the
framework, two research questions have been constructed to collect empirical data, which will provide
further validation. The first research question seeks to find out how well the evaluation criteria of the
framework can be used to evaluate a textbook’s pedagogical fithess with the curriculum. Thisis
achieved by piloting the evaluation framework to evaluate one current NSS textbook. The second
research question seeks to investigate how the self-constructed checklist could be further improved by

inviting in-service teachers to provide feedback on the strength and weaknesses of the checklist.

So far, we can see that by answering the first research question, the piloting of the checklist has
demonstrated that the evaluation framework is a useful and effective tool to help dlicit clearly the
strengths and weaknesses of a textbook. As suggested by Tomlinson (2003), the aim of conducting
textbook evaluation is to ensure that the textbook is devised and selected in reliable and valid ways. It
is, therefore, important to discuss the possible implications of this study on how the self-constructed

checklist can contribute to the process of textbook eval uation.

5.1 Providing an Empirically Tested Framework for Post-Use Evaluation

A number of researchers, such as Ellis (1997, 1998) and Tomlinson (2003) have suggested that
post-use evaluations can yield the most valuable evaluation data, since post-use evaluations can
measure the actual effect of the materials on the teachers and hig/her learners (Tomlinson 2003:25).

However, owing to many real-world constraints, such as the reluctance of teachers to perform such
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evauation, very few empirical studies had been performed at the time (Ellis 1998:221), and probably
isalso true for now, as Mukundan & Ahour (2010) echoes Ellis's view that “what is lacking in most
literature with regard to materials evaluation is the retrospective aspect of evaluation” (pg 349). This
study has filled this research gap by using a self-constructed checklist to conduct an empirical
retrospective evaluation of atextbook. However, one may question the validity of the self-devel oped
checklist. As suggested by Mukundan (2007), self-constructed evaluation instruments, such as
checklists, are largely neither tested for reliability nor validity, which in turn hasled to a
“proliferation” of checklists. Being aware of such a potential problem, following the suggestion raised
by Tomlinson (2003) that what is self developed should be empirically tested, this study has, therefore,
addressed the problem in the first research question by piloting the checklist with teachers. The

post-use evaluation framework proposed by this study is thus of reasonable practical value.

While the checklist is considered to be a practical textbook evaluation device, the value of conducting
a post-use evaluation has been heavily questioned by the teachers. To make post-use evaluation aless
daunting task, and also to be able to match with the teachers own evaluation criteria, the teachers can
perhaps follow the suggestions of Ellis (1998) by performing task evaluations. Ellis (1998:222)
suggested that empirical post-use evaluation is an enormous commitment for teachers. In order to
make the evaluation less daunting and more manageable, , the same evaluation framework can be

applied to evaluate a particul ar task, instead of evaluating the entire textbook.

Whichever method the teachers may feel appropriate, we should all be reminded that, as suggested by
Sheldon (1988), textbook evaluation itself is ultimately a subjective process, it istherefore for the
users of the textbook to determine what evaluation criteria are reliable and valid but not athird party.
The most important factor, as suggested by Tomlinson (2003), is that in a self-constructed evaluation
framework, proper discussion, trialing and updating of the evaluation criteria, certainly, have to be
undertaken. The practicability of the evaluation criteriawould then be appropriate for empirical use for

textbook evaluation purposes.
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5.2 Introducing a Framework as to how Fitness with the Prescribed Curriculum Can be Evaluated

To date, it seems that the literature has provided little guidance and discussion as to how fitness

between materials and the curriculum can be eval uated.

On the theoretical aspects of the literature, Ellis (1998) suggested that the major reason for conducting
textbook evaluations is to raise one’'s awareness on what aspects of the materials should be considered.
In the light of this, a number of researchers such as Tomlinson (1999, 2003) and Ur (1996) have
proposed different groups of specific aspects of atextbook one could look at when conducting
materials evaluation. For example, Tomlinson (2003:30-32) suggested that four categories of specific
criteria can be established: 1) Media-specific criteria; 2) Content-specific criteria; 3) Age-specific
criteriaand 4) Local criteria. However, quite surprisingly, thereis little guidance or discussion

regarding how the material’s fitness with the curriculum can be assessed.

Mukundan & Ahour (2010) aso agree that there islittle coverage in the literature to show how to
evaluate a textbook’s pedagogical fitness with the curriculum. In the work of Mukundan & Ahour
(2010), they have reviewed atotal of forty-eight published checklists which are “ selected based on
references made to them by writersin journals and other academic publications’ across four decades
spanning from year nineteen seventy to year two thousand and eight. Amongst those forty eight
checklists, Mukundan et al. have found only one study (Byrd 2001) that has given priority to evaluate
curriculum fitness. Byrd (2001) suggested that “the first areaincluded in textbook anaysisis [should
be] the fit between the materials and the curriculum”. Byrd's argument was based on the observation
that the fitness between the textbook and curriculum should be evaluated, as there may not be a
reasonabl e fitness with the textbook content with the stated curricular guidelines (Byrd 2001:416).
Having pointed out the importance of evaluation of curriculum fitness, Byrd, however, was unable to
show how such a problem can be investigated. In her checklist, only one unspecific general evaluation

criteriais available for the investigation of the problem which is deemed to be inadequate. The
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evaluation criteria has asked one to provide his’her opinion on whether the textbook “fits
curriculum/goals’ by rating Yes, Perhaps, Probably Not or Absolutely Not (Byrd 2001:427). It is,
therefore, easy to discern that such general “one-off” evaluation criteria have over-simplified the
problem and have provided little insight so that fitness with the curriculum can be analyzed
scientifically. It would be believed sensible and logical to ask: “what if only certain parts of the
textbook comply with curriculum requirements but not others?” “ What if the curriculum contains
many ambiguous and abstract terminol ogies making interpretation difficult?’ All these questions are
possible real-world scenarios and worth further investigation. It is somewhat disappointing to see that

these questions have not been addressed properly in the literature.

This study has therefore another major significance. It has proposed an evaluation framework that can
scientifically analyze curriculum fitness of atextbook. In order to systematically and comprehensively
evaluate curriculum fitness, the author proposed that one can construct evaluation criteria by making a
strict reference to curriculum documents. As demonstrated with piloting of the self-constructed
checklist, different curriculum guidance can be transformed to statements or questions for the
evaluators to express their opinions as to what extent they think that a certain aspect of the textbook
agrees with aparticular curriculum initiative. Such an approach can be “globalized” to perform
analysis of curriculum fitness of textbooks prescribed to official curriculum of different jurisdictions.
On many occasions, the textbook itself is the curriculum which determines the learning objectives, the
content and skills students will study (Richards, 1998:125). However, the primary motivation of
publishing is for financial success (Dendrinos 1992, Tomlinson 2008) and that most of the time
teachers do not have the power to make textbook selection (Dendrinos 1992, Nunan & Lamb 1996).
Pursuing this point of view, it is understandable that while no one would purchase a textbook that
bears zero curriculum fitness, it is however still important to examine the degree of fitness with the
curriculum that a textbook does constitute, given that there is a strong tendency for the publishersto
produce what the market wants, rather than what can truly benefit learners (Tomlinson 2008). With

financial success being the primary motivation of commercial publishers, curriculum fitness may be
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overlooked if it isnot amaor concern of the consumers. | argue, for that reason, textbook evaluation,
particularly evaluation on curriculum fitness, isimportant so that feedback can be heard by the central

authority and relevant revision can be made accordingly (Mukundan 2007).

5.3 Providing a Platform for a Scientific Collaborative Textbook Evaluation

The evaluation device proposed in this study can help to provide a systematic standardized evaluation

framework, making team evaluation possible and scientific.

During the interview, when being asked about how the teachers would select textbooksin real life
practice, the teachers suggested that they generally prefer an impressionistic “implicit” model of
textbook evaluation, owing to reality constraints of having limited time to perform a detailed “explicit”
evaluation proposed in this study. Regarding the use of the impressionistic approach to evaluation,
Cunningsworth (1995) and Mukundan (2007), for example, suggest that it would be a quick and
effective method for selection of materials if only done by an experienced teacher. The comments
made by the teachers have demonstrated similarities to what have been suggested in the literature in
this respect. The teachers suggested that an evaluation checklist, much less a post-use evaluation
would be unnecessary for textbook selection, since only the panel-chair persons have the power to
make a selection. Using his’her experience and given his’her seniority, he/she should be able to make
the most appropriate choice. Mukundan (2007) suggested that however, such aview is potentially
dangerous, asin general, nowadays many teachers are involved in teaching a particular level of
students, and team evaluation of textbooks would be judged necessary. Mukundan (2007) further
explained that the main problem of using the impressionistic approach of evaluation is that evaluation
criteriawould become “implicit” and hidden, thereby prohibiting team evaluation as it would become
difficult to communicate the evaluation criteria across the team. Impressionistic evaluations may not
be reliable, as significant weaknesses and important omissions can be left undetected. It isindeed, all

things considered, relatively weak in giving detailed evidence as to how the fitness between a textbook
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and the requirements of alearning/teaching situation can be attained (Cunningsworth 1995). Instead of
relying on one or two person’simplicit impressionistic judgment, teachers can sit down together and
decide on what criteriawould be used to assess a textbook, starting at a macro level than at amicro

level (Richards, 1998).

In light of the above, this study is significant in terms of providing a common platform allowing for
team evauation. In relation to team evaluation, a checklist is particularly useful as the checklist can
make the evaluation criteria contributing to a standardized evaluation explicit (Mukundan 2007:81).
Combining the use of impressionistic and an in-depth checklist evaluation approach in examining
textbooks, it would allow for a sound decision making, with regard to the choice of textbooks
(Cunningsworth 1995:2). Most evaluations after all are certainly subjective, but however, it is
important to have the evaluation based on different sets of principlesto achieve greater reliability and

validity (Tomlinson 2003).

5.4 Extending the Range of Users and Usage of the Evaluation Framework

“Most of the literature in the area of materials development has so far focused on materials evaluation”
(Tomlinson 2003). It seems that in the literature, spanning across four decades, there is a bias towards
predictive evaluation which isto help teacher’s selection of textbooks (Mukundan & Ahour 2010). It
seems that teachers are the primary research targets. There are afew instances, such as Donovan
(1998), whose research study caters to non-teachers. Owing to the comprehensiveness of Mukundan &
Ahour (2010)'s study, it is, therefore, fair to suggest that most published works are targeted towards
teachers as the end-user of an evaluation framework. With evaluating curriculum fitness as abasic
premise of the proposed evaluation framework, this study is thus significant in the respect that it has
helped to make available the evaluation checklist useful to curriculum devel opers and government
education policy makers. Policy makers can use the checklist to monitor the local textbook situation.

For example, authorities can use the checklist to collect data from schools to see whether the teachers,
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as the end-users, think that the textbooks are written according to curriculum requirements. The
evaluation framework proposed in this study can act as a bridge, bridging the gap between views of
the policy makers and the ultimate end-users of textbooks. It isimportant asit provides a channel for
feedback to reach government authorities so that it can reassess the suitability of the use of the

textbook in aformal education setting (Mukundan 2007).

In the real world context, the implication of evaluating a textbook’s fitness with the prescribed
curriculum is therefore immensely profound, since all teachers do not have the power to select the
textbook of their choice for teaching. According to a confidential study conducted by Tomlinson
(2008:7), atotal of twelve undisclosed countries were surveyed. It was found out that eighty-five
percent of the surveyed countries have ELT textbooks selected by government administrators. In
Malaysiafor example, book selection is done by the government’s Ministry of Education (Mukundan
2007).While one may presume that the policy makers would make the best possible textbook selection,
there are only afew studies on such a selection procedure, not mentioning how atextbook fitness with

the curriculum evaluation is administered.

In Hong Kong, teachers can freely select textbook of their liking. The Edb, which can be regarded as
the equivalent of the state’'s Ministry of Education, has issued guidance regarding selection of
textbooks. A sub-unit of the Edb, the “ Textbook Committee”, has a Reviewing Panel which examines
teaching materials “in terms of coverage, content, sequence, exercise, language, illustration and
format” (Edb, 2011). Textbooks deemed suitable are then included in the “Recommended Textbook
List” (RTL), thelist of which is updated on a monthly basis. Teachers are advised to use textbooks of
the RTL, but adherence is not compulsory. Referring to the latest (at the time of writing of this thesis)
relevant online official document (Edb 2011:3), it is advocated that when selecting textbooks, teachers
should refer to the “Guiding Principles’ which can be accessed online. It isinteresting to see that in
the relevant online document: “Guiding Principles for Quality Textbooks’ (Edb 2003), thereis no

specific detailed guidance on how to evaluate textbook’s curriculum fitness. For example in Edb
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(2003), one generic statement (see item C-1) guiding the assessment states that, “ The aims, targets and
objectives are compatible with those laid down in the relevant curriculum or subject guide”. While it
can be argued that such a statement is not an evaluation criteria but just a general guiding statement,
the statement itself, nevertheless, still can be difficult to answer. It |eft evaluators puzzled, asking the
level of compatibility that is considered acceptable. How do we evaluate compatibility? What if the

materials are compatible with the relevant curriculum but not the subject guide?

We can see that the above example can provide a good illustration of one of the key problems of
evaluation criteria, as suggested by McGrath (2002:31) that thereis alack of specification in the
criteria. It would ultimately make textbook evaluation self-defeating if the problem is left uncorrected.
Evaluation criteria should be answerable and should not be so large and vague that it cannot be
answered (Tomlinson 2003). The question of compatibleness can be seen as one of those questions of
thiskind, which is highly undesirable. Also, Tomlinson (2003) suggests that “each question should
only ask one question”. We can see a “double-barreled” question that had been asked in the Edb (2003)
example. What if the materials are compatible with the relevant curriculum but not the subject guide?

Again, thisis also a highly undesirable attribute that evaluation criteria should be constituted with.

In the light of the problems listed above, the evaluation framework proposed in this study would deem
highly suitable for the Textbook Committee as the criteria are constructed in strict accordance with the
stated objectives of the relevant curriculum document, the C& A guide. Also, the evaluation framework
can provide a clear and concise way to help serious evaluators, such as curriculum devel opers,
government officials, and panel-chairpersons to visualize to what degree an item or a specific areaof a
textbook fits with the pedagogical focus of the curriculum. Different opinions of the evaluators can be
transformed into scaled responses to the self-constructed checklist, with their points of view are clearly
illustrated. Not only can this allow for easy interpretation of different opinions, but it can also allow
for the quick elicitation of strength and weaknesses of the textbook, as evaluators are using the same

evaluation criteria. If the evaluation results revealed that a particular textbook is not up to curriculum
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standards, the Edb can quickly react by deleting the textbook from its recommended list of textbooks
to minimize the degree of damage done to the formal education setting because of poor selection of

teaching materials.

5.5 Provide a Link between Teacher Development and Textbook Evaluation

Despite the availability of materials of different kinds, commercia textbooks are still extensively used
at least in the school context (Richards 1998). The problem seemed to be even more complex
considering the sheer number of commercial materials available in today’s market (Green 1926,
Tomlinson 2008). It is therefore not surprising to see that textbook selection and evaluation remains
one of the most important items teachers want from their training. Given the strong prominence of the
use of textbook in the language classroom (Hutchinson and Torres 1994) and that there is no “ perfect”
textbook that can satisfy every need of the teachers and learners (Nunan & Lamb 1996), it isimportant
for teachers to know how to evaluate textbooks so that the choice of textbooks can best fit a particular
EFL teaching and learning situation, or to make necessary adjustments by adapting the material
(Brown 1994). | would like to contend that textbook evaluation is an important pedagogical skill.
Engaging in a systematic evaluation process itself is aform of teacher development. Teachers should
see textbook evaluation as part of their professional development (Mukundan & Ahour 2010) so that

they can have a better understanding of the role textbooks play in the classroom (Richards 1998).

Even though the literature has suggested many of the benefits of textbook evaluation, it is still often
regarded as a time-consuming and difficult task (Tomlinson 2003), particularly post-use evaluation, as
teachers often see no reason for doing since they know “inside out” the strengths and weaknesses of
the textbook after prolonged usage (Ellis 1998, Harmer 2001). Empirical data collected during the
interview unfortunately reveals the same problem. The teachers have spoken about the difficultiesin
engaging in a detailed textbook evaluation process owing to a number of reality constraints of

logistical problems. In addition, contrary to what the literature has suggested that post-use evaluation
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can yield the most valuable evaluation results (Tomlinson 2003), post-use evaluation of textbook is
seen as a counter productive evaluation strategy and thereis little claim whether the required time and
resources should be invested in conducting such arigorous evaluation procedure. The teachers argue
that detailed evaluation frameworks, such as the one proposed in this study, is largely impractical asa
quick impressionistic evaluation done by experienced teachers would serve the same purpose.
Although there is some validity to the statement given the workload of English teachers, we shall ook
beyond the context. We can evaluate a textbook for teacher education rather than evaluate just for the

sake of evaluation.

While pointing out that detailed evaluation framework, such as the model proposed in this study, is
generally impractical for real life textbook evaluation purposes, the teachers recommended that the
evaluation framework can be a useful tool for teacher training. Researchers such as Cunningsworth
(1995), Tomlinson (2003) and McGrath (2002) have stressed that teachers should develop their own
evaluation criteriafor evaluation and that the criteria should be specific and transparent. However,
especially for new teachers, these tasks would be daunting. By participating in an evaluation process,
teachers would then be able to obtain an understanding of potential difficulties and the implications of
how evaluation criteria are constructed. By using an explicit and systematic evaluation framework like
the one proposed in this study, internalized impressionistic selection criteria can aso surface and be
visualized, providing valuable education to new teachers to see what are the relevant criteria, and the
importance of the criteriain relation to textbook selection. In addition, a detailed systematic post-use
evaluation can facilitate to elicit clearly the areas where adaptation of materials are deemed necessary,
and it can also help to raise the teaching awareness of new teachers. A good example is that the
framework used in this study can indirectly familiarize new teachers with the new NSS curriculum
requirements, as the framework is prepared strictly according to curriculum guidelines. Several other
interesting questions — such as: (@) is the use of authentic language suitable? (b) Is the use of
theme-based approach appropriate? (¢) How communicative are the communicative tasks? — can be

raised during the evaluation process, and in return help new teachers to develop his or her own
57



professional insights.

6 CONCLUSION

This research study has attempted to provide a suggestive textbook evaluation framework on how a
textbook’s pedagogical fithess with the NSS curriculum can be evaluated. Two research questions
were established in order to find out 1) how well the framework works as an effective evaluation tool ?
and 2) how the evaluation framework can be further improved? The first research question seeks to
provide atextbook evaluation framework based on which atextbook evaluation checklist was first
constructed. The checklist has been subsequently empirically trialed to evaluate one current NSS
textbook “Theme Book” of the Longman ELECT series to examine the validity and practicability of
the evaluation criteria used in the checklist. Thetrialing of the checklist has proved the evaluation
framework is an effective evaluation device capable of eliciting systematically the strengths and

weaknesses of the target textbook.

The second research question seeks to investigate whether the self-constructed checklist needs to be
further improved by inviting in-service teachers to provide feedback on the strength and weaknesses of
the checklist. The teachers have generally been given avery positive response to the design of the
checklist. The teachers suggested that it is arightful decision to have constructed the evaluation
criteriaon the instruction part of the curriculum asit is most relevant, detailing how the NSS teaching
objectives can be achieved in daily teaching. The checklist has done a good job in materializing
abstract curriculum concepts for ease of reference. The checklist isalso very user friendly asit allows
for expression of opinion on the five point Likert-scale and that evaluation criteria are grouped under a
different section, allowing for a principled and concise team textbook evaluation procedure. The
teachers have also suggested that the evaluation framework is a useful invention asit can be used asa

tool to familiarize new teachers with the requirements of the new curriculum.
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Despite the majority satisfaction, the teachers recommended that some minor problems have to be
corrected so as to further improve the practicability of the checklist. First, the problem of “double
barreled” and ambiguous technical terms contained in evaluation criteria have to be addressed. The
author feels that separating the evaluation criteria or to attempt to provide the author’s own
interpretation of ambiguous technical terms would possibly lead to distortion of the original meaning
of the curriculum guidance. More curriculum training to teachers provided by the policy making

authorities would seem appropriate to help clarify any misunderstandings.

The author does agrees with the teachers that an option “not applicable” or “NA” shall be added to the
checklist to facilitate quick processing of the evaluation procedures. The checklist should be amended

accordingly for future textbook evaluation purposes.

Post-use evaluation should not be deemed unworthy and impracticable without considering its potential
significance. While the evaluation framework proposed in this study is regarded as pedagogically sound
by the teachers, the use of the checklist for post-use evaluation however, is determined to have alow
real- world practicability owing to many different real world constraints. An impressionistic “on the
surface” evaluation is generally considered an appropriate practice. Such research finding confirms with
the findings of previous research studies (eg Ellis 1998, Harmer 2001) that post-use evaluations are
generally difficult to carry out because teachers see there are no reasons to suggest that a systematic and
principled post-use evaluation is needed (Ellis 1998:221). This study, however, has offered to
investigate such phenomenon, and indeed illustrated the profound implication that post-use eval uation

can have on the teaching and learning of EFL, thereby achieving the following significance:

® Contribute to the literature by conducting a post-use evaluation empirical study, which to date,

is heavily under researched (Ellis 1998, Mukundan & Ahour 2010).

® Add onto the existing literature in textbook evaluation by introducing a framework as to how
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pedagogical fitness of textbook content with prescribed curriculum requirements can be

examined systematically.

® Provide an evaluation framework allowing for timely, collaborative and systematic elicitation
of strengths and weaknesses of a textbook, thereby fostering efficient decision making

regarding the use and choice of teaching materials.

® Expand the range of users of post-use textbook evaluation frameworks from traditionally

focused on teachers, to official policy-makers and curriculum devel opers.

® Expand the function of textbook evaluation frameworks primarily for evaluation purposesto a

devise for teacher development.

This study however is not without limitations. For this study to yield conclusive results, it is necessary
to implement alarger sample size selection in future research. Due to the relatively small sample size
and the scope of this study, there may not be sufficient input as to how the framework can be further
improved. Similarly, it is possible to leave deficiencies of the framework undetected. A larger sample
size selection might well be considered for further research to analyze such areas. In addition, with a
larger sample size, it would be more likely to arrive at a more comprehensive evaluation result. With a
larger size, it would be easier to obtain different perspectivesto interpret grey areas, such as
“consensus neutral opinions’ and opposing opinions (“one agree, one disagree”). They are dll
evaluation results arrived at in this study, but have yet to be properly addressed owing to the small
sample size. Given the scope of this study, alarger sample size was quite impossible. Indeed a possible
future research direction isto try applying the checklist to not only alarger number of teachers but also
policy makers. We can, for example, investigate whether the checklist can serve as an effective

textbook evaluation tool in helping Edb’s Textbook Committee to maintain the RTL.
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So far, we can see that by piloting the evaluation framework proposed in this study, the framework is
regarded to be an effective evaluation tool in helping teachersto clearly elicit the strengths and
weaknesses of atextbook in an organized manner. It is hoped that the framework proposed in this
study would be able to provide a common platform for its usersto effectively make the best decision
in selecting and evaluating curriculum materials. Textbooks are considered part of the ELT curriculum
(Brown 1995, Richards 1998), not only for selecting appropriate teaching materials that can contribute
to successful curriculum implementation, but also to truly bring to life the spirit of the NSS curriculum

for the students, especially the good ones, of Hong Kong.
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APPENDIX 1 — The Salf-Constructed Checklist Used for Textbook Evaluation

This checklist servesas an aid to help teachers of the English language subject of the New Senior Secondary (NSS)
curriculum to identify how far a NSS English textbook has helped the fulfillment of the recommended teaching
strategies and approachesin sections 4.3.1(pg.73) to 4.3.6 (pg.98) of the English Language Curriculum &
Assessment Guide (2007) issued by the Curriculum development council (CDC).

This checklist isnot designed for evaluation of the teacher’s edition of a textbook. One textbook shall be evaluated

at atimeusing this checklist.

This checklist is designed to be comprehensive but not exhaustive. Users are recommended to adapt this checklist to

different situational needs and consider the appropriatenessregarding the use of this checklist in its entirety.

Please read each of the following statements and choose the best answer which is closest to your opinion by

ticking( v ) the box which correspondsto your choice.

Strongly Agree Neutral | Disagree | Strongly
Agree Disagree

Recommendation section 4.3.1 — Use of task-based approach* teaching and learning strategies
(CDC 2007:73)

* Tasks are activitiesin which learners are required to draw together and further develop their knowledge and skills. They are
characterized by an emphasis on activity, participation and communication among participants through a variety of modes and

media.” (CDC 2007:75)

Learner-centered instruction (pg. 73)

The tasks suit my learner’s needs

Tasks encouraged group work or pair

work

Tasks can help my students apply suitable
guestioning techniques to stimulate

thinking

The task can give opportunities for

students to give their own ideas

Target-oriented English learning (pg. 73)

Tasks have clear and appropriate targets

and objectives

Tasks have a balanced progression and
comprehensive coverage of learning

targetsfor al three Strands
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I ntegrative and creative language use (pg.74)

There are different theme-based materials

for me to choose from the textbook

Tasks can introduce students to a variety
of different text-types (eg. Informational ,

persuasive)

Tasks can enhance learner’s
communicative competence through

realistic contexts

Tasks can stimulate learner’s imagination

and sharpen their aesthetic sensitivity

Tasks encouraged student’s creative use
of English

Learning grammar in context (pg.75)

Exercises are devoted to different stages
of atask (Pre-task, while-task and
post-task)

Language support is given to learners to

carry out different tasks

Exercises can help learners to master the

target structures and items effectively

Ample opportunities are given to learners

to apply their knowledge of grammar

Exercises can help students to see the

connection between forms and functions

Tasks and exercises (pg.75)

The task activities of the textbook have
the following five features which satisfy
the definition of atask:

1.The tasks have a purpose.

2.The tasks have a context from which

the purpose for using language emerges

3.Thetasks can involve learnersin a

mode of thinking and doing

4, The tasks are purposeful activitiesin
which the carrying out of atask should
lead towards a product.
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5. The tasks require learner to draw upon
their framework of knowledge and skills
and should also enable them to strengthen

or extend this.

Thereis ajudicious combination of tasks

and supporting exercises for learners

Exercises are sequenced systematically
and integrated with each other to support
the task

Extended tasks and project learning (pg.76)

Suggestive extended learning tasks are
provided so that teachers may engage

students in extended tasks or projects

Extended tasks are suitable to my

students

Recommendation section 4.3.2 I ntegrated skills— Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing
(CDC2007:77)

I ntegrated skills (pg.77)

Activities encourage learners to learn and

exercise integrated use of skillsfor

authentic purposeful communication

Listening (pg.77)

The textbook materials offered a broad

range of listening texts

Listening materials have used authentic

(redl life) English language

Listening materials can draw learner’s
attention to spoken English in their daily

lives

The activities can help studentsto
develop different listening skills (eg.

Skills of anticipation, understanding

instructions or anidea).
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Speaking (pg.79)

Textbook activities can help learners to
acquire arange of speaking skills. These

include (items 1-6):

1.Accuracy: the skill of using
pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary

to correctly communicate ideas

2. Fluency: the skill of linking what one
says together and producing it at a
reasonable “normal” speed

3. Appropriateness: the skill of using the

right language to suit particular situations

4., Cohesion: the skill of producing
utterances which “hang together”

grammatically

5. Coherence: the skill of producing
spoken utterances that “ hang together”
semantically and logically

6. Interaction strategies: strategies such as
asking for clarification, seeking further

information

A wide range of activities are provided to
help learners to develop the ability to
present information and feelings clearly

and coherently and to interact effectively

Reading (pg.81)

Reading activities can motivate learners

Pre-reading, While-reading and
Post-reading activities are provided to

help learners to become effective readers

Activities can enhance pre-reading,
while-reading and post-reading skills

Thereisawide range of different reading

texts with different subject content

Reading materials help learnersto relate
English Language learning to daily life.
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Writing (pg.83)

Activities encourage the use of a process

approach to writing

Activities can help to develop skills at
various stages of the writing process (eg.
| dea generation, planning, drafting and

revising)

Activities can help students to apply the
whole process when they have gained

mastery of all strategies

Activities can help students to identify
writing purpose and audience of different

text types

Activities can develop skillsin effective
beginning and ending of different
text-types

Reading tasks are provided in the writing
activities to allow learnersto develop
insights into the structure of various

text-types

Activities can help learners to enhance

their power of structuring writing

Activities can allow learnersto practise

writing a broad range of text-types

Peer review writing activities are

provided

Guidanceis given in the textbook to

guide learners through the review process

Recommendation section 4.3.3 The Teaching of Language Arts (CDC 2007:87-88)

" The term “ Imaginative text” has been frequently used in the C& A guide. Examples of imaginative

texts are films, songs, lyrics, movies, dramas, hovels and short stories.

The place of language arts in the English Language Curriculum (pg.87)

Imaginative texts can help learners
progress towards the objectives of the

Experience Strand

Imaginative texts can help to develop

learner’s critical thinking skills
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Imaginative texts can help to develop

learner’s creativity

A wide range of language arts materials
and activities are provided for teachers
for the teaching and learning of English

through Language Arts

Considerations for selecting language arts materials (pg.88)

Imaginative texts provided are suitable
for the language classroom in terms of
(items 1-8):

1. Appropriateness of content

2. Likelihood of interest to the readers

3. Amount of cultural knowledge required

4, Density, pace, level and clarity of

language

5. How the materials are related to the
learning objectives, themes of the
learning units and students learning in

other areas

6. Degree of visual support (ina
film/documentary)

7. Clarity of sound and picture (in a

film/documentary)

8. The techniques employed (in a

film/documentary)

Recommendation section 4.3.4 Promoting I ndependent Language Learning (CDC 2007:93)

What Self Access Language Learning (SALL) isand why it should be promoted (pg. 93)

Learners can choose materials that suit

them

Developing SALL materials (pg. 94)

SALL materials supplied with the
textbook (items 1-9):

1.helpsto cater for learner diversity

2.can motivate learners to take more

responsibility for their learning

3.can giver learners wide exposure to
English

4.are relevant and interesting to learners
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5.are categorized carefully and
systematically

6.are graded and arranged from easy to
difficult

7.contain instructions on how to use the

learning materials

8.all have built-in assessment tools

9.have transcripts included

Recommendation section 4.3.5 - | nformati

on Technology for I nteractive Learning (CDC 2007:97)

The textbook and supporting learning
materials encourage the use of technology

in learning English

Online resources are available for
students to motivate English language

learning

Suggestive multimedia resources are

provided for teachers

Students find the technological learning
aids interesting

Recommendation section 4.3.6 — Life-wide Learning (CDC 2007:98)

The textbook provide students wide

exposure of authentic (real life) English

Activities can encourage studentsto learn

authentic English
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OVERALL FITNESSWITH THE RECOMMENDED APPROACHES & STRATEGIES

The textbook can deliver the
recommended approaches and strategies
without much need of adaptation of new

materias

In sum, | think this textbook has fully
satisfied the approaches and strategies
recommended by the NSS English

Curriculum and | would like to use this

textbook again (Please circle)

If no, reason is:

Yes

No

Notes
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Appendix 2 - Textbook Evaluation Results

Evaluation results: Consensus opinions

AGREEMENT (both agree) DISAGREEMENT (both disagree)

Recommendation section 4.3.1 — Use of task-based approach teaching and learning strategies (CDC 2007:73)

The task can give opportunities for students to give their own ideas Ample opportunities are given to learners to apply their knowledge of

grammar

Tasks have clear and appropriate targets and objectives

Tasks have a balanced progression and comprehensive coverage of

learning targets for all three Strands

There are different theme-based materials for me to choose from the

textbook

Tasks can introduce students to avariety of different text-types (eg.

Informational , persuasive)

The task activities of the textbook have the following five features which

satisfy the definition of atask:

1. Thetasks have apurpose.

2. Thetasks have a context from which the purpose for using language
emerges

3. Thetaskscan involve learnersin a mode of thinking and doing

Recommendation section 4.3.2 I ntegrated skills— Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing (CDC2007:77)

Integrated Skills:
o Activities encourage learnersto learn and exercise integrated use

of skillsfor authentic purposeful communication

Listening Skills:
o Listening materials have used authentic (real life) English

language

Reading Skills:
° Pre-reading, While-reading and Post-reading activities are
provided to help learners to become effective readers

° Thereis awide range of different reading texts with different

subject content

77



Writing Skills:

Activities encourage the use of a process approach to writing
Activities can help to develop skills at various stages of the
writing process (eg. |dea generation, planning, drafting and
revising)

Activities can help students to identify writing purpose and
audience of different text type

Reading tasks are provided in the writing activities to allow

learners to devel op insights into the structure of various text-types

Recommendation section 4.3.3 The Teaching of Language Arts (CDC 2007:87-88)

Imaginative texts provided are suitable for the language classroomin

terms of amount of cultural knowledge required

Recommendation section 4.3.4 Promoting | ndependent Language Learning (CDC 2007:93)

(Not applicable as this study is focused on evaluating the textbook but not its accompanying Self Access Learning materials.)

Recommendation section 4.3.5 - | nformation Technology for I nteractive Learning (CDC 2007:97)

Online resources are available for students to motivate English language

learning

Suggestive multimedia resources are provided for teachers

Recommendation section 4.3.6 — Life-wide Learning (CDC 2007:98)

No consensus opinions in this section

OVERALL FITNESSWITH THE RECOMMENDED APPROACHES & STRATEGIES

The textbook can deliver the recommended approaches and strategies

without much need of adaptation of new materials
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Appendix 3 - Textbook Evaluation Results

Evaluation results: Differentiated opinions

GENERAL AGREEMENT (one agree & one neutral) GENERAL DISAGREEMENT (one disagree & one neutral)

Recommendation section 4.3.1 — Use of task-based approach* teaching and learning strategies (CDC 2007:73)

The tasks suit my learner’s needs Exercises are devoted to different stages of atask (Pre-task, while-task
and post-task)

Tasks can help my students apply suitable questioning techniques to Exercises can help learners to master the target structures and items

stimulate thinking effectively

Tasks can stimulate learner’s imagination and sharpen their aesthetic Exercises can help students to see the connection between forms and

sensitivity functions

Tasks encouraged student’s creative use of English

The task activities of the textbook have the following five features which
satisfy the definition of atask:

4. The tasks are purposeful activitiesin which the carrying out of atask
should lead towards a product.

5. The tasks require learners to draw upon their framework of knowledge

and skills and should also enable them to strengthen or extend this.

Thereis ajudicious combination of tasks and supporting exercises for

learners

Suggestive extended learning tasks are provided that teachers may engage

students in extended tasks or projects

Recommendation section 4.3.2 I ntegrated skills— Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing (CDC2007:77)

Listening Skills:
o The textbook materials offered a broad range of listening texts
o Listening materials can draw |learner’s attention to spoken English

intheir daily lives

Speaking Skill:

° Fluency: the skill of linking what one says together and producing | ® Accuracy: the skill of using pronunciation, grammar and

it at areasonable “normal” speed vocabulary to correctly communicate ideas

° Appropriateness: the skill of using the right language to suit ° A wide range of activities are provided to help learners to develop
particular situations the ability to present information and feelings clearly and

° Interaction strategies: strategies such as asking for clarification, coherently and to interact effectively

seeking further information

Reading Skills:

° Reading materials help learners to relate English Language

learning to daily life.
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Writing Skills:

° Activities can help learners to enhance their power of structuring
writing
° Activities can allow learners to practise writing a broad range of

text-types

Peer review writing activities are provided
° Guidance is given in the textbook to guide learners through the

review process

Recommendation section 4.3.3 The Teaching of Language Arts’ (CDC 2007:87-88)

Imaginative texts can help to develop learner’s critical thinking skills

Imaginative texts provided are suitable for the language classroom in

terms of the techniques employed (in afilm/documentary)

Imaginative texts can help to develop learner’s creativity

Imaginative texts provided are suitable for the language classroomin

terms of
° appropriateness of content
° likelihood of interest to the readers
° density, pace, level and clarity of language
° how the materials are related to the learning objectives, themes

of thelearning units and students learning in other areas

Recommendation section 4.3.4 Promoting | ndependent Language Learning (CDC 2007:93)

(Not applicable as this study is focused on evaluating the textbook but not the accompanying Self Access Learning materials.)

Recommendation section 4.3.5 - I nformation Technology for I nteractive Learning (CDC 2007:97)

The textbook and supporting learning material s encourage the use of

technology in learning English

Students find the technological learning aids interesting

Recommendation section 4.3.6 — Life-wide Learning (CDC 2007:98)

The textbook provide students wide exposure of authentic (real life)

English

Activities can encourage students to learn authentic English

OVERALL FITNESSWITH THE RECOMMENDED APPROACHES & STRATEGIES

No differentiated opinionsin this section
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