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In the second article in this series I wrote about how, after my first two enthusiasm-driven projects, I 

came to see textbook writing as a more complex and controversial matter, not the fairly straightforward 

one it had seemed. With involvement in four more projects (as consultant in one and co-author in 

three), I fully realized that textbooks for different contexts (or market sectors) may need to be not just 

different, but radically different. I also realized that there’s bound to be controversy when an 

established approach (structural-situational in the late 1970s) is on its way out of favour and a new one 

(notional-functional at that time) is on its way in. And I realized that the EFL textbook market tends to 

be conservative and reject innovative products until they’re unstoppable, at least in certain contexts. 

Seven or eight years went by before I started writing another EFL textbook, and by then it was a new 

era. Notional-functional theory and Communicative Language Teaching were solidly established, so 

solidly that the Mexican Secretaría de Educación Pública syllabuses for lower secondary schools had 

been revised on notional-functional lines in 1993. In 1995, Eric Pearse and I were commissioned by 

Oxford University Press to write books for the new syllabuses, even though it was late in the day (other 

publishers had brought out their new textbooks in 1993 or 1994). It was a very good experience for us 

both, though it reminded me again that, for authors and publishers, there may be different… 

 

Types and degrees of success in EFL textbook writing 

As well as coming out late (in 1996, when schools had already selected new textbooks 2 or 3 years 

earlier and were used to working with them), our series of textbooks, Action!, was a new departure for 

OUP: they’d never produced books for Mexican state secondary schools before. Working out what kind 

of books to write, we ended up going in a similar market direction to Junior Active Context English – 

aiming at the upper half of the state school market and bottom quarter of the private school market. 

OUP’s concern with quality wouldn’t allow them to produce something of lesser quality, trying to gain 

sales through ‘dumbed-down’ content and low price. In fact, OUP put really high quality editing, design 

and printing into the books, as the examples below show. 

For our part, Eric and I tried to make the books ‘feel’ different from traditional ‘heavy and boring’ 

Mexican lower secondary school English textbooks, starting with the title, Action!, and continuing that 

film theme with Clip (1, 2, 3…), Take (1, 2, 3…) and In Focus instead of Lesson, Exercise (or Task) and 

Checkpoint (or Review). There was also an on-going cartoon series, and more reading than usual. 

From the point of view of OUP, it turned out that we hadn’t pitched the books quite right – they would 

have liked much higher sales. But sales weren’t bad, and the series went to a second edition and 

continued selling for years. From our point of view as authors, we achieved most of what we’d wanted 

to and were very proud of the books (as well as being delighted with the superb editing, design and 

printing OUP gave them). We were also perfectly happy with the royalties! 

You could say that Action! (with the second edition, New Action!) was more of a success for the authors 

than for the publishers, who must have looked a little enviously at state secondary school books that 



sold more. But “comparisons are odious”, and leaving them aside, Action! was something of a success 

for authors and publisher, and, I hope, for good teachers. Certainly, if I were to write new books for the 

SEP syllabuses (which I definitely won’t), I’d write something quite similar. I like to think that Action! 

was a series of books used by many successful teachers, whose students were among the few in 

Mexican state schools that really began learning English there and later joined the small percentage of 

adult Mexicans with a functional command of English. A vain dream, perhaps, but a better one for me 

than getting more royalties from books sold to the great majority of school students who learn little or 

no lasting English at school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From near the end of Action! Student Book 1, OUP 1996 

 

Back to textbooks for adults (and back to Brazil) 

My next EFL textbook project was for adults again, and it started about five years into the new century, 

the 21st. Like my first project, I was invited to join one that was already at the tentative writing stage 

(this time to replace someone who ‘hadn’t worked out’ – textbook writing isn’t for everyone). It took 

me back to Macmillan after some 25 years with other publishers (including two books for teachers – 

Success in English Teaching with OUP and The Language in English Teaching with Richmond). My 

previous experiences with Macmillan had been mostly good, and this one was to be even better. Our 



publishing director, Sue Jones, was very progressive, as was our editor, John Walkman, and, given a 

green light, and even encouragement, we authors, Simon Brewster, Mickey Rogers and myself ‘really 

went for it’. 

Went for what? Well, for real 21st century communicative language teaching material. In the books, 

that meant two pages of communicative skills activities at the beginning of each unit before any focus 

on grammar, then an inductive awareness-raising approach to focus on language when it came (four 

pages, including some skills activities), and another two pages of communicative skills activities at the 

end of each unit. 

We produced a very ‘communicative’ series of books (Skyline, second edition Sky High), with an 

inductive approach to grammar, but at an ELT congress in Mexico I was reminded of the fact that EFL 

textbook writers propose, but teachers dispose. A woman came up to me smiling and said, “I love your 

books, Skyline! I absolutely love them! What I do is I present and practise the grammar first, and then I 

go to the book and work with that material. I love it!” So much for textbooks determining teaching 

approaches! Well, we’ve always known that some teachers turn communicative textbooks into audio-

lingual or even grammar-translation classes, and others forced to use audio-lingual books turn them 

into communicative classes, haven’t we?  

The series was well received – i.e. sold very well! – in Mexico, and in Latin America, especially Brazil. It 

was also the basis for an Asian edition, Synergy, and an edition for the Arabic world, Flying High. I was 

the lucky author to be sent to Brazil on five 2- or 3-week trips to promote the books. It was wonderful 

to return to almost all the places I’d been to back in 1972, and to go to a dozen or so new places, 

including Belém in the far north and Porto Alegre in the far south (about 4,000 kilometres between 

them). Whenever possible (certainly when I had a Saturday or Sunday in a city) I explored the places I 

went to, sometimes walking miles looking at things between beers (or, occasionally, caipirinhas). Those 

trips were for me great perks of being an EFL textbook writer, though people tell me the charm tends 

to wear off when you travel around the world every year, as some authors do. 

I was beyond normal retirement age when the last of the second edition books (Sky High) came out in 

2006. I did some more promoting after that (in Mexico, Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Panama and Peru), 

but I thought I was definitely done with EFL textbook writing. However, destiny dictated that I wasn’t. 

Seven years later, in 2013, the Universidad Autónoma del Estado de Hidalgo made me an offer I couldn’t 

refuse – well, I tried to refuse it two or three times, but it was too interesting and deliciously challenging 

not to do it. With co-authors from the UAEH, I planned, wrote and edited a series of books for the 

university’s Prepas (upper secondary schools) and another series for university undergraduates. The 

latter was published in an international edition, Make It Real! English for Higher Education in Latin 

America, in 2017, with an accompanying online platform, including ESP material. The project was 

perhaps the most satisfying of my ELT life (though I can’t complain about a lack of satisfying projects). 

As the title suggests, the series has about as much learner-centredness as published textbooks can 

achieve – “English for higher education in Latin America”, not for Japanese, Turkish or other adults of 

all kinds. Of course, in the final analysis, learner-centredness is in the hands of teachers. 

In the last article in this series of four, I’ll put down my final thoughts on EFL textbook writing and 

publishing based on my 50 years of experience in the field, as well as some thoughts on textbook 

selection and use. 


