
 

  



1 

Evaluating Coursebooks – a closer evaluation 

 

Classroom Research and Research Methods  

Paper submitted September 2015  

to the School of Humanities of the University of Birmingham, UK  

in part fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of  

Master of Arts  

in  

Teaching English as a Foreign or Second Language (TEFL/TESL) 

3995 words 

Question 

SM/15/04 

Make a collection of a total of three different units, one unit from each of three different 

EFL/ESL coursebooks, and identify: 

 the main teaching points 

 the main teaching methodology/methodologies employed in each unit 

 the syllabus fit i.e. how the content of the unit relates to the content of preceding and 

succeeding units 

 the type of syllabus employed by the book 

 the intended learner/teaching situation 

Evaluate the content of each unit. 

 describe the strengths and weaknesses of each of the units 

 how well does the material achieve the stated aims of objectives? 

 how well does the material fit the stated learning situation? 

Would you use any of the units you have chosen in your own teaching situation? 
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1. Introduction 

No book can be perfect for a particular institution, let alone a particular class within that 

institution or an individual within a class. (McGrath 2002: 58). 

 

Due to teaching constraints such as institutional requirements and time, it is often necessary 

to use coursebooks in class. Texts can be used in a variety of ways, from stand-alone 

complete coursebooks, to providing supplementary materials, or anywhere in-between. By 

evaluating coursebooks before use, we can find a closer fit to our teaching needs. This paper 

evaluates three coursebook units in detail and their suitability for my tertiary education in 

Japan teaching contexts. 

 

This paper has three parts. Sections 2 and 3 give background on syllabus, coursebook 

evaluation, and my personal current teaching contexts. Sections 4, 5, and 6 provide close 

evaluation of the three coursebook units, and finally the conclusion in section 7. 
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2. Literature review 

This section examines the concept of ‘syllabus,’ followed by a review of materials 

evaluation techniques. 

 

2.1 What is a syllabus? 

Syllabi focus on the ‘what’ of teaching (Finney 2002). Syllabi writers take their ideas and 

teaching styles, and place them in a hopefully understandable format, but what can be 

included varies, as illustrated by the following summary: 

Course title, number, and level  

When and where the course will meet  

Who the instructor is, and when and how to make contact  

What topical material will be covered and required  

What the course learning objectives and course policies are 

What students’ assignments will be, and when they are due  

How assignments will be assessed, and what the grading scale is 

(Fornaciari and Lund Dean 2014: 703) 

 

2.2 Types of syllabus 

Research into syllabus design has separated syllabi into two broad categories; ‘Type A’ and 

‘Type B’ (White 1988), or product and process (Nunan 1988). Product focused learning is a 

planned sequence of items that leans toward a “product”, Hedge (2000: 358) whereas 

process learning is “students developing their communicative ability, not a list of items to be 

taught, but the facilitation of language learning process” Hedge (2000: 359). 

There appears to be a consensus (Finney, 2002; McDonough and Shaw, 1993; Richards, 

2001, White 1988) that most current syllabuses are a combination of different types of 

syllabus, known as integrated or mixed syllabus. 
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2.2.1 Product syllabus, Type A 

The product syllabus can be further divided into sub-syllabi. Table 1 describes the main 

sub-syllabi occurring in the 3 coursebooks selected. Although each syllabus is independent 

of each other, one can see how an integrated syllabus can be achieved by combining 

different syllabus types. For example, a grammatical syllabus based on different topics, or a 

skills-based syllabus (writing) working through different topics such as letters, essays, or 

emails. 

 

Table 1: Types of Syllabus 

Type of syllabus Description and rationale 

Grammatical 

structural 

 Focuses on the grammar needed (White 1988) 

 Devise a syllabus that follows the natural order of acquisition 

(Ellis 1993: 101) 

 Traditionally used for lower levels where teachers select 

structures to fit the learning schedule (Richards 2001) 

Functional notional  Communicative functions being the leading element in 

predetermining structures (White 1988: 47) 

 Examples include, requesting; complaining: suggesting; 

agreeing (Richards 2001: 55) 

Lexical  Based on the frequency vocabulary occurs (Richards 2001: 154) 

 The Lexical Approach suggested by Lewis (1993) provides 

language as ‘chunks’, and is emphasized through task and 

process. 

Topic Based  Based on various topics 

 Topics are defined by meaning, not form (White 1988: 65) 
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2.2.2 Process syllabus, Type B 

The process syllabus is “viewed in terms of procedures rather than content, behavioral 

outcomes or measurable products” White (1988: 34), and can be divided into two 

subsections, process and procedural. A process syllabus is organized around learners’ 

learning preferences, and uses joint planning. For example, private teaching situations where 

the learner can outline their specific needs, allowing both the teacher and learner to produce 

the syllabus together. A procedural syllabus is also known as methodological or task-based. 

Whilst there several different definitions of a ‘task’, as presented in Nunan (2004: 4), they 

“emphasize the fact that pedagogical tasks involve communicative language use in which 

the user’s attention is focused on meaning rather than grammatical form.” Characteristics are 

“the syllabus style has been specifically designed to target second language learning”, and 

“grammar learnt as a byproduct of carrying out tasks” Richards (2001: 161). Also, White 

(1988: 103) proposes “tasks that engage the learner in thinking processes, the focus of which 

is completion of the task rather than learning the language”; and instead of focusing on the 

language, the teacher (and learner(s)) focus on the task, and such attention to language as 

occurs is in order to complete the task. 

 

 

 

Skills Based  Based on one or a mix of the four skills, reading; writing; 

speaking; listening 

 “Approaching a language through skills is based on the belief 

that learning a complex activity… involves mastery of a number 

of individual skills or micro skills that together make up the 

activity.” (Richards 2001: 159) 
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2.2.3 Future considerations 

It is important to note there has been little updating of the syllabus, with Fornaciari and 

Lund Dean (2014) specifying the traditional structure of a syllabus may not be relevant to 

today’s learners who want tailor made (individual) information, and who may be more 

receptive to digital information. Also, following the learner centered focus of recent English 

language teaching, and evaluating learner’s needs as suggested in McGrath (2002), 

McDonough and Shaw (1993), and Richards (2001), higher level students should take part 

in syllabus planning. 

 

2.3 Materials evaluation 

Closer evaluation of a coursebook should examine whether the materials meet the needs of 

both the learner and teacher in its intended user context, McGrath (2002), McDonough and 

Shaw (1993), and Richards (2001). 

 

Coursebook evaluation has been broken down into five factors by Richards (2001: 259), 

“program factors, teacher factors, learner factors, content factors, and pedagogical factors”, 

encompassing the ideas of McDonough and Shaw (1993), ‘focusing on the areas of 

presentation of the skills in the materials, grading and sequencing of the materials, 

authenticity of information, suitability for different learning styles, and motivation for both 

teacher and learner.’ In order for these different areas to be evaluated and compared, 

McGrath (2002) encourages the use of checklists produced by the teacher for individuality 

of the intended class, but stresses, as did Richards (2001), that any published checklist will 

need adaption. In a review of four decades of checklists, Ahour and Mukundan (2010) found 

no specific pattern or arrangement of criteria. Their suggestion is not that of a fixed checklist 

for every situation, but a checklist that covers the three areas of clarity, conciseness, and 

flexibility. 
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3. My current teaching situation – 2 Japanese universities 

Although it is possible to assess materials without knowing the environment they will be 

used in, having information to hand such as learners’ age, interests, major, level of 

proficiency, and more, coupled with the setting of English language pedagogy in a particular 

country and institution, we are able to give a more thorough analysis of the appropriateness 

of a text. 

 

My current teaching situation consists of multiple classes of various levels and focus, and 

the choice of coursebooks for this paper reflects specific classes as outlined below. 

 

Now You’re Talking! This book was selected for evaluation for consideration for use in a 

private university with two classes of around 30 students in each class. The language unit 

consists of one, 90-minute class a week, 15 times for each of the two semesters that 

comprise the Japanese academic year. From 16 years personal experience in the Japanese 

education system, the students’ English ability is low and the level of motivation is 

extremely low for about half the students in each class. The head English teacher at this 

university only request was that I provide an interesting class. This language unit is 

compulsory, although students can choose the unit that fits their schedule. Half of the 

students in this unit are placed there by their supervisor. 

Open Forum 2 was selected for evaluation as I currently use it in a listening skills class, and 

World English 1 was selected as an alternative coursebook to Open Forum 2. The listening 

class is in a public university with one class of around 30 students. We meet once a week for 

90-minutes, 15 times. According to the initial ranking of English ability at this university, 

students in this class rank the highest. From personal experience, student’s level of 

motivation is high. The official title of the course is Academic Listening, and specific output 

requirements from the university are not specified. Students are required to take this 
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listening class, and the most recent listening class intake of students requested more 

speaking opportunities after the course had been completed. 
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4. Now You’re Talking! (Appendix A) 

This text (see page 27) was chosen for its relevance to a Japanese audience, providing 

communicative activities as suggested by the publisher. Unit 4 was selected from the 

coursebook due to its highly communicative theme. 

 

4.1 Main teaching points 

According to the ‘book map’ (see page 29), Unit 4 focuses on offering help and making 

requests, and every page uses a conversation that includes these. The content suggests 

learners need to understand the difference in how various items are described – a bar of 

chocolate, a loaf of bread. Prices given in every conversation, requiring the learners 

understanding of numbers. 

 

4.2 Methodology 

The book claims that it is ‘task-based’ (Elvin 2011: back cover, see page 27) and the layout 

of the unit closely follows the task-based instruction outline suggested by Willis (2004): 

pre-task phrase vocabulary and listening exercises; the task itself, a role-play activity; and 

post-task writing activity. Unfortunately, this last phase does not provide a presentation to 

others as suggested by Willis (2004). 

 

According to Willis’s (2004) suggestion that the ‘task’ definition will emphasize a need for 

completion, and a focus on meaning, the role-play activity has a completion requirement in 

that you need to listen to your partner’s conversation in order to answer questions. 

One key element of task-based learning as suggested by Willis (2004) and Nunan (2004) is 

the use of authentic materials. However, the conversations presented and the accompanying 

audio, do not represent real life (see page 32). 
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4.3 Book syllabus 

Based on the information in section 2.2, this book favors a process based approach. There is 

no strong focus on the content, and a preference for tasks. By cross-referencing the table in 

section 2.2.1 with the ‘Map of the Book’ (see page 29), an integrated syllabus structure 

appears with focus on grammar, functions, and topics. 

 

4.4 Syllabus fit 

Addressing flow from the previous unit, unit 4’s focus on shopping follows on from the shop 

names topic of unit 3. It does not however, use these shop names in unit 4. The grammar 

focus of the unit seems out of place and appears as lexical items rather than grammatical 

structure. The teacher’s manual also suggests that as the units are independent from each 

other, and that they can be studied in any order. 

 

4.5 Intended learner/teacher situation 

The level of involvement of the teacher will be determined by the teacher themselves, as the 

teacher’s manual provides no clear role for the teacher, and gives no specific advice on how 

to present the material. In the introduction (see page 28), it clearly states a feature of the 

course is that it “requires very little teacher preparation.” 

 

The learner’s role appears to be very passive, and without guidance from the teacher, there is 

only one main activity for interaction with other students. Finally, without asking for teacher 

feedback, there is no need for interaction between the teacher and learner. 

 

4.6 Unit content evaluation 

In this section, after reviewing the strengths and weaknesses of the book, the coursebooks 

intentions and actuality after evaluation will be compared. 
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Table 2 shows an evaluation of more shortcomings than strong points. Many of the minuses 

appear to focus on incompletion, whereas the strengths favour variety. 

 

Table 2: Strengths and Weaknesses of Now You’re Talking! 

 

 

In terms of material objective achievement, although the book promotes itself as a 

conversation coursebook, only one of 5 activities was designated for speaking. Interactivity 

appears in few activities and does not encourage communication as suggested. Although 

promoted as attractive, it lacks appeal. The coursebook promotion of practicality would 

assume authenticity, but the listening activities and fixed conversation patterns do not reflect 

Strengths Weaknesses 

different accents used in the listening 

activities 

a very straightforward coursebook without 

the need for a teacher at all 

grammar and lexical examples provided little allowance for students to think and 

produce dialogue outside that presented 

 very fast listening – touted as a basic level 

coursebook, but as a native speaker I had 

trouble with some of the listening 

 unfinished conversation – no examples of 

giving change when purchasing 

 as task-based teaching requires knowledge 

of the language in order to use it in various 

situations, this book needs to provide the 

learners with more structural and lexical 

pre-tasks 
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the real world. The use of dollars as the only currency does not echo possible scenarios in 

the real world. 

 

Regarding the learning situation material fit, the coursebook suggests it is a basic level text, 

but the listening is too fast. It also promotes ‘task-based’ learning, but doesn’t fulfill the 

requirement of sharing information at the end of the task. 

 

4.7 Summary 

This book does not seem to justify its own objectives, and could be easily used as a 

self-study book at home. The content is not enough to sustain a one semester 15 week course, 

and is not stimulating enough for low motivated students. The presentation of the book is not 

appealing to students, and the language used in the teacher’s book does not provide me with 

confidence to use the materials presented. It certainly does not provide the ‘interesting’ of 

‘interesting course’ as requested by my institution’s head teacher. 
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5. Open Forum 2 (Appendix B)  

Open Forum 2 (see page 36) was chosen for evaluation as it is currently used in my 

classroom, and the request by students to have more speaking opportunities warranted a 

closer look at this coursebook. Unit 2 was chosen for its listening focus, and reflecting on 

listening activity. 

 

5.1 Main teaching points 

All sections in this chapter focus on language associated with leisure time. The chapter has 

been broken up into smaller sections focusing on different areas, lexical items and noun 

suffixes, pronunciation, listening, and speaking. There is a small section focusing on 

listening skills encouraging students to be aware of various issues that make listening 

difficult.  

The speaking skills section encourages students to elaborate on their answers when in 

conversation. 

 

5.2 Methodology 

Although Open Forum 2 appears to use a communicative language teaching (CLT) approach, 

it can also be seen to follow the ‘Presentation, Practice, Production’ (PPP) method. The 

approach falls into the function category of communication as described by Johnson (1981, 

cited in McDonough and Shaw 1993: 27) as “the practical uses to which we put language, 

most usually in interaction with other people.” However, White (2006) has broken down the 

traditional listening approach to encompass PPP, present with the new listening, practice by 

listening many times, and produce by completing the activity. The listening skills focus 

appears after the comprehension tasks have been completed. The book does not take into 

account the difference in listening abilities of the students, or that different learners will pick 

up different information from the same audio referred, White (2006). 
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5.3 Book syllabus 

As described in section 2.2 (see page 5), this book uses an integrated syllabus. The main 

syllabus type is that of skills, listening and speaking. Other syllabi incorporated include; 

structural, as there is a focus on grammar; and functional, evident in the speaking skill focus 

column on the contents page suggesting a function focus for each chapter (see page 38). The 

syllabus is also topic based, noticeable on the contents page (see page 38) with 12 different 

topics. 

 

5.4 Syllabus fit 

The listening skills focus in this chapter flows on well from the chapter 1 focus “background 

information”, although all other skills could be taught randomly. The speaking skills focus 

sits well at the start of the book, as keeping a conversation going is necessary to encourage 

communication, but again, other skills presented in the book could be taught in any order. 

Although there is a grammar focus in each chapter, as with the topic order, there is no clear 

flow or connection to other chapters. 

 

5.5 Intended learner/teacher situation 

Initial analysis of the activities presented in the unit appears to show the students as taking 

an active role. This is apparent in the discussion tasks, working with a partner, and active 

listening with comprehension. White (2006) suggests that the PPP style of listening, used in 

parts in this text, may actually represent passive learning due to teacher focused ‘topic 

selection’, and pace and frequency of audio listening. The teacher’s role is facilitator, 

prompting students for possible answers and conversation, and also that of decider, in that 

teachers choose when and how the chapter will progress. 
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5.6 Unit content evaluation 

By looking more closely at the information presented in one of the units, we can compare 

the strengths and weaknesses, and evaluate the reality of the book against the publisher’s 

claims. 

 

Table 3 highlights the variety provided by the publishers as the strengths of this coursebook. 

The weaknesses focus on the provided listening for the unit, and the lack of realia provided 

for EFL contexts. 

 

Table 3: Strengths and Weaknesses of Open Forum 2 

 

 

Open Forum 2’s objective is the development of listening and speaking skills through 

presentation and practice. Unfortunately, the time spent on the listening outweighs the 

practice of skills presented. The structure of the unit focusing on the skill after the listening 

Strengths Weaknesses 

good variety of topics to keep most students 

interested 

listening skill focus appears after the 

listening 

good quality audio, good pace, different 

accents 

same listening repeated many times, less 

variety for skill practice 

many opportunities to discuss or confer with 

a partner 

lengthy listening 

 outside of class activity – difficult to do with 

EFL 

 few conversation structures introduced for 

correct speaking practice 
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does not reinforce learning, and the use of the same listening may hinder student’s grasp of 

the intended listening skill. The speaking skills activities could be increased to balance the 

listening/ speaking ratio. 

 

With a variety of topics throughout the text, there are enough stimuli to cater for learner 

individuality. The coursebook focuses on the intermediate level and may suit students in 

English as second language situations, but the intermediate level Japanese students’ lack of 

exposure to native speaker conversations, combined with their limited breadth of vocabulary 

and grammar, would not suit this level. 

 

5.7 Summary 

As this is a book I currently use, this evaluation has posed the question as to whether I retain 

it as a coursebook. The focus on listening skills requested by my university provides an ideal 

setting for this book. Although I have used it with supplementary materials for two years 

now, closer evaluation has made me realize that there is more adaption needed. As a 

learner-centered focused teacher, I need the students to be more involved in the types of 

listening’s they will evaluate and talk about by researching listening’s available online that 

correspond to the topic being discussed. 
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6. World English 1 (Appendix C) 

World English 1’s claim of reality (see page 51) combined with its glossy and appealing 

layout were reasons for choosing this coursebook as an alternative to Open Forum 2. As I 

had recently taught a lifestyles unit from another text, this unit’s content was fresh in my 

mind. 

 

6.1 Main teaching points 

This unit provides information on how to express oneself in regard to lifestyle using 

suggested grammar and vocabulary. As the unit progresses, language is expanded, but 

repetitive. For example, Goal 1 (see page 58) focuses on healthy and unhealthy habits, and 

progresses to Goal 4 (see page 66), where these habits can be used in a writing exercise 

describing ‘your own lifestyle’. 

 

6.2 Methodology 

This book promotes itself as Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), and in the sense 

that it provides students the opportunity for communication, it has achieved its goal. In order 

to achieve a communicative classroom, the book has based itself on the ‘PPP’ model, 

contradicting “the P-P-P approach … was gradually replaced in the 1980s by teaching 

methods which focus on communication” (Richards, and Renandya, 2002: 94). In this 

situation however, the activities used with the PPP approach are more reflective of CLT. 

 

Each unit is divided into 4 sections. The beginning of each section provides the learner with 

new information, present, followed by a controlled activity, practice , and the ‘goal check’ 

(see page 59) having the student’s converse using the information learned in the previous 

activities, produce. 
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The book includes all four skills in each unit, aiming for balance, and therefore addresses the 

notion of individuality in learning styles. 

 

6.3 Book syllabus 

The book strongly appears to be a product based syllabus. Attention is given to what is being 

learned, most of the activities appear to have right or wrong answers, focusing on form. The 

sub-syllabi appear to be a combination of lexis and structural, apparent from emphasis on 

language selection due to frequency, and heavily topical, as each unit concentrates 

specifically on one theme. 

 

6.4 Syllabus fit 

This unit is toward the end of the book, and is completely independent of preceding and 

following topics. When looking closely at the grammar, unit 9’s focus on comparatives and 

superlatives could be better connected to the comparisons focus. The vocabulary is 

independent of preceding and following units, therefore there is no need to teach the units in 

the order suggested. 

 

6.5 Intended learner/teacher situation 

Based on the PPP model, the presentation of new information is given by the teacher. The 

focus on form also indicates the teacher guiding the students to aim for correctness. The 

‘goal check’ provides the teacher with an opportunity to act as a facilitator. It is in this 

section where we can see learner-centred learning. 

 

6.6 Unit content evaluation 

This section will compare the pluses and minuses of Unit 10, and compare the pitched 

publishers ideas with those identified in this evaluation. 
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By taking a closer look at unit 10, see table 4, one can see a focus on clarity and presentation, 

whilst the weaknesses cover many different areas from methodology to presentation. 

 

Table 4: Strengths and Weaknesses of World English 1 

 

 

The coursebook’s objective to inspire students to engage with ideas and each other through 

the topics and presentation is a mismatch. The book is beautifully presented, but it lacks 

activities for students to engage with each other. It focuses on form, rather than what 

students perceive about a particular topic. This connects to another claim that the book 

provides encouragement for learners to personalize the unit theme. Most of the activities 

provided do not allow students to veer off the suggested path. The only free section for 

conversation is the ‘goal check’ provided in the last activity of a two page spread (see page 

61). Although touted as a ‘goal check’, there are no indicators provided to know whether one 

has achieved the ‘goal’ or not. 

 

The objective of goal 2 is to be able to compare lifestyles (see pages 57 and 60). There is no 

grammar of vocabulary presented for students to compare, only to provide statements on 

information received. The way of asking about lifestyle for comparison (see page 62), is 

given on the page following the ‘goal check’ (see page 61). One of the main claims of the 

Strengths Weaknesses 

a well-presented coursebook teacher centered 

students goals clearly stated extensive use of “bubbles” – confusing (see 

page 59) 

four skills in one unit too many individual activities 

 TED lectures are too advanced 
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book is its use of ‘real’ (authenticity), but contradicted in the teachers manual where it 

clearly states listening audio and video has been altered. 

World English 1 promotes itself as an integrated skills coursebook. Throughout the unit the 

four skills are presented in order, and there is little integration between the skills. The stated 

level of low intermediate students seems appropriate. 

 

6.7 Summary 

On first glance of this book I was impressed with the visuals and reference to the real world, 

and flagged it as an adaption text for my academic listening class. Upon closer inspection of 

the materials, I found it to be a teacher centered text with a focus on accuracy rather than 

communication. The level of the book seems to contradict itself, as the vocabulary and 

grammar presented in the activities are of a lower level, but the readings and TED lectures 

are a much higher. 
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7. Conclusion 

By evaluating coursebooks before use, the marrying of teachers’ and learners’ needs can be 

assessed. What may reveal itself to be a suitable and attractive text at first glance, may not 

end up as such. The beliefs each teacher has will do doubt be one of the most instrumental 

factors in selecting a coursebook. 

 

Not only has this paper evaluated three coursebook units, but has provided me with greater 

insight as to what I believe as a teacher. By looking at my evaluations of the three 

coursebooks, I am clearer on what I believe is important when teaching. It will not only help 

in my future coursebook decisions, but class presentation, as I adapt coursebooks to my 

views on teaching. One area that has influenced this is section 2.2.3 (see page 8) regarding 

the lack of literature and attention paid to learners as individuals in syllabus planning, 

especially students’ need for today’s information yesterday.  

 

Due the requirements of this paper’s question, only 3 coursebooks out of the many available 

were chosen, and only one unit evaluated to the criteria set out in the question. In addition, 

my own teaching methodologies and bias have swayed evaluations. Adaption of textbooks, 

information layout, and many other factors discussed in McGrath (2002), and McDonough 

and Shaw (1993) were not addressed. Most importantly, the needs of the students were not 

reviewed in detail, and will certainly have further implications in a teacher’s choice of 

coursebook. 
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9.1 Appendix A – Extracts from Now You’re Talking! 
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9.2 Appendix B – Extracts from Open Forum 2 
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9.3 Appendix C – Extracts from World English 1 
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