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Part 1: First steps 

Let me first dispel any illusions you may have about this series of four articles: it will be nothing like 

Confessions of an English Window Cleaner. And now let me encourage you to read on: there may be 

some revelations for you. 

This series of articles will cover five decades, from 1968 to 2018 – yes, starting from before many, if not 

most, of you were born. You may ask whether the first two or three decades have any relevance for 

you now. I think they may have, because I believe the essence of textbook publishing (and therefore 

writing) has stayed much the same. In fact, some EFL textbooks still in wide use were first published 

three or four decades ago (Side by Side, 1980, Prentice Hall, now Pearson; Headway, 1986, Oxford; 

Interchange, 1990, Cambridge). So, let’s start, with… 

My credentials as an EFL textbook writer 

I’ve co-authored 24 commercially published student’s books, and also many workbooks and teacher’s 

guides, most for adults but some for teenagers. Here they are (omitting textbooks not sold on the open 

market): 

Active Context English. 1971. Brinton, Plumb, White, Davies, Shepherd. Macmillan (3 books) 

Junior Active Context English. 1972. Brinton, Davies, Orozco, Plumb, Shepherd, White. Macmillan 

(3 books) 

Broader Context English. 1975. White & Davies. Macmillan (1 book) 

Contemporary English. 1979. Rossner, Shaw, Shepherd, Taylor, Davies (Book 1 only). Macmillan 

New Panorama: Outlines and Perspectives. 1988. Davies & Pearse. McGraw-Hill (just 1 language 

book and 1 skills book) 

Action! 1996 (revised as New Action! 1999). Davies & Pearse. Oxford University Press (3 books) 

Skyline. 2001 (revised as Sky High, 2006). Brewster, Davies, Rogers. Macmillan (5 books) 

Make It Real! 2017. Davies, with Hernández, Hernández, López. UAEH (6 books) 

As a consequence of all that, I know quite a lot about writing and publishing EFL textbooks. Note also 

that, until 2013, other ELT activities (teaching, management, teacher training and consultancy) 

occupied most of my time and attention, so I have ‘user’ perspectives on textbooks too. 

Getting started 

How do EFL (or any) textbook writers get started? In different ways, of course. When I joined the Anglo 

in January 1967, Ethel Brinton, Walter Plumb and Colin White (respectively Director of Studies and 

Director General of the Anglo, and British Council lecturer at the UNAM and ex-Anglo) had already 

started work on textbooks specifically for the Anglo because they weren’t happy with any existing ones. 

That’s one way of starting textbook writing – producing books for your own ELT institution. In 1968 they 

invited me to join the project as a ‘junior author’. That’s another way of starting – being invited to join 

an existing project. 



One thing that helped me get that invitation was that I’d written sets of ‘English Notes’ for my students 

at the Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, where I’d worked for two years before joining the Anglo. Like 

several English teachers at that university, I’d had the notes mimeographed (no photocopying then) 

and stapled and I’d sold them to the students instead of having them buy a much more expensive 

textbook or not use any printed material at all. Ethel and Walter had seen those notes and they were 

probably among the things that helped me get a branch director job at the Anglo in 1967. 

Another way of getting started is being invited by a publisher because… well, because they’ve identified 

you as a potentially good EFL textbook author, or one of their existing authors or publishing staff have 

recommended you, or you’re well-known in an ELT market the publisher is interested in.  

Anyway, back to the Anglo and that textbook project, Active Context English or ACE. By 1969-70, Anglo 

students in basic level courses (over 15,000 of them) were all using pilot editions of the ACE books, 

printed and sold by the Anglo. Then Macmillan heard about the project and approached us with the 

proposal of publishing the books commercially. Could we say no? Of course not. 

To understand how ACE was written it’s important to know that it didn’t arise just out of dissatisfaction 

with published textbooks and an urge to write alternative material. It arose also from an approach to 

ELT that had been developing in the Anglo over several years, from classroom experience and from a 

lot of reading. Although this was when Applied Linguistics as such was in its infancy and before there 

were any BAs specifically in ELT in the UK and USA, let alone Mexico, there was a lot written about or 

related to ELT: Fries and Lado, among other Americans, and Firth and Hornby, among other Britons. 

The Anglo writing team based its work particularly on Firth and others’ ideas about ‘context of 

situation’, along with the Behaviourist view of language learning as habit formation, which pervaded 

both American and British ELT at that time (in spite of Chomsky’s reasoned rejection of that view almost 

a decade earlier). We (or the three senior authors, with me and Nick following their lead) extended 

context of situation from the different contexts of use of specific language patterns and expressions to 

an overall context – the everyday lives of two young women, Kate and her cousin Penny, and their 

relatives and friends. From that third-person overall context (who Kate, Penny and the others are, 

where they live, what they do, what they did yesterday, etc., etc.), practice moved to the first-/second-

/third-person worlds of the students. 

Looking back at those books now, almost fifty years later, they’re very old-fashioned and peculiar in 

their approach: brief episodes of something like a feeble soap opera of everyday life were followed by 

‘pattern practice’ exercises, oral and written. Their presentation was also unimaginative design in black 

and white, like almost all EFL textbooks back then. And, in spite of our dissatisfaction with published 

books, ACE was not very different from them. Many books had a cast of a few ‘characters’ appearing in 

every lesson or unit, and virtually all had contrived dialogues and texts followed by pattern practice. 

With Macmillan’s marketing know-how, ACE sold very well in Mexico, and quite well in parts of Latin 

America, Japan and other countries. Japan? We weren’t writing for places like Japan! But why not sell 

what you’ve got wherever you can? Well, there are reasons for not doing so, but that’s another matter. 

So there we were, published authors, with royalties beginning to come in (12% of published price in 

those days – not any more now! – though divided among five authors in our case). The extra money on 

top of our regular salaries, was great, of course, but it was the reward for working most evenings (and 

many nights) and weekends on top of quite long hours in our regular jobs, adding up to something like 

60-70 hour working weeks. The personal and professional satisfaction was also great, but we’d have 



written rather different books if we were starting again after they were published (just as second-year 

university students would write their first-year assignments differently if they had them to do again). 

Writing a second series of EFL textbooks 

Almost immediately we did get the chance to start again, and I was promoted to full co-author status. 

They were books for a specific population of students, those in Mexican lower secondary education. In 

1972, the Secretaría de Educación Pública English syllabuses for lower secondary schools were up-dated 

from traditional grammar ones to structural-situational ones – better late than never, but it was late, 

with notions-functions on the horizon. We all knew the new SEP syllabuses were coming a couple of 

years earlier, and Macmillan had us working hard on textbooks for them almost as soon as we’d finished 

the last ACE book in late 1970. Junior Active Context English (JACE) was published in 1972. 

The books had a cast of characters and a story-line (or series of episodes), like ACE. The characters were 

Canadian teenagers (about two years older than most Mexican lower secondary school students) – that 

is, in North America but not the USA, which was not universally loved in Mexico. The texts were shorter 

and (we hoped) more natural than in ACE. The student’s books had texts and oral practice, and full 

colour illustrations, and there were separate workbooks (which ACE didn’t have) for vocabulary and 

written work and extra reading practice. Here are 2 pages from near the end of Student’s Book 1: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I think our team of five authors did significantly better with JACE than we had with ACE, though that 

was probably a good first effort in the terms of over 40 years ago. We were learning the trade and 



becoming professional EFL textbook writers. Certainly, our publisher, Macmillan, saw us as an asset, 

giving us that second project, and then more (see the next article, and the one after that). 
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Part 2: The end of the beginning 

In the first article in this series I wrote about my first effort at EFL textbook writing as a co-author of 

Active Context English (Macmillan, 1971), and what I consider a better second effort with Junior Active 

Context English (Macmillan, 1972). Those two projects involved me also in EFL textbook promotion. 

Publishers expect their authors to promote the books they’ve written, if asked to. So, from time to time, 

we authors of ACE and JACE gave promotional and training sessions for English teachers and visited 

institutions using or thinking of using our books. That put us in touch with a wide range of teachers and 

let us see inside institutions of different types with ELT, including schools. 

One co-author, Colin White, and I were also sent on a promotional trip outside Mexico, three weeks in 

Brazil in the summer (winter there) of 1972. Talking with English teachers in another Latin American 

country and seeing inside some of its ELT institutions revealed many similarities with Mexico and some 

differences. We went to Rio de Janeiro, Juiz de Fora, São Paulo and Brasilia in the central part of that 

vast country, Fortaleza, João Pessoa and Recife in the north, and Curitiba towards the south. It was one 

of my most memorable experiences up to then, making EFL textbook writing even more rewarding! 

From Brazil, I went – with my wife and 2½-year-old daughter, who’d joined me for a week in Rio – to 

England to do an MA in Linguistics at Reading University. They hadn’t started an Applied Linguistics MA 

there yet, but had some good applied linguists on the staff. When I returned to Mexico and, later, to 

EFL textbook writing, I was a changed ELT professional. Let’s pick up the story around 1974 with… 

Different approaches for specific student populations (and markets) 

Macmillan, and we authors, soon realized that its first ever series of books for Mexican schools 

following the Secretaría de Educación Pública syllabuses, Junior Active Context English, didn’t respond 

well to the conditions in most state schools, and it was better for private schools and the few 

outstanding public ones. In fact, no textbook could produce much successful ELT in most Mexican basic 

education, as the results showed then – and still do now, though there has been some improvement. 

Even so, we and Macmillan thought, there must be something better than over-ambitious JACE, at one 

extreme, and unambitious and uninspiring books at the other extreme. Macmillan asked us to explore 

that possibility. 

The ACE-JACE authors turned to two colleagues in the Anglo, Richard Rossner and James Taylor, to be 

the authors, while we remained just as a team of consultants. As well as simplifying everything, Jim and 

Richard proposed using foreign characters and bits of story only occasionally, along with Mexican 

characters in different situations, and basing practice more on the students themselves and real world 

information, both about Mexico and general world knowledge. While still traditional structural-



situational (like the official syllabuses), the new series of textbooks, Basic Junior ACE, had context-based 

and learner-centred elements, and even touches of the procedural syllabus of Prabhu. 

Published in 1975, Basic Junior ACE was very well received in the state school market, perhaps partly 

because it was black and white only and self-contained, and therefore cheaper than JACE, with its full 

colour illustrations and separate workbooks. JACE continued to sell adequately in its different market 

and was reprinted in 1975 and again after that. The lesson (which should always have been blatantly 

obvious) was that different student populations (pedagogically) and different markets (commercially) 

call for different books. 

That lesson applied to the next textbook I co-authored, with Colin White (while Richard and Jim were 

writing Basic Junior ACE – our book, Broader Context English, was also published in 1975). It took Active 

Context English (still selling fairly well) to upper intermediate level. It automatically continued the 

‘different types of textbook for different contexts’ approach. Since it was for students that had reached 

intermediate level, it assumed they needed little or no controlled pattern practice before freer practice 

and lots of recycling of, and perhaps remedial work on, basic English. Also, they’d be mainly middle 

class and could relate to a Mexican protagonist (Carlos Mendoza) who’s studying in England, and might 

actually have to face the situations he does: flying to London, going through immigration and customs, 

staying with a family for a while, finding a flat, studying and living in London, and travelling abroad. And 

many students might want or need to take a proficiency test like First Certificate, so there was FCE 

practice material in the book to prepare them for that as well as developing their English in general. 

Broader Context English didn’t sell anything like as well as ACE and the other books, but that was to be 

expected as upper intermediate is a small market segment, with far fewer students than beginner and 

elementary levels. It might have sold more with an international group of protagonists, e.g. one from 

Mexico, Brazil, Turkey and Japan, rather than a single Mexican. The lesson for would-be EFL textbook 

writers, if there is one, is perhaps ‘If you’re going to write just one textbook and it’s intermediate level, 

make it very international’. After Broader Context English was published, I had a couple of years without 

textbook writing. Wonderful – free evenings and weekends! Then there was a new project, and… 

Disagreement, frustration, and a commercially successful book 

Co-authors (and editors when there’s an active one) have to work together and agree on an approach 

and on specific material, but disagreements, sometimes terminal, are not uncommon in EFL textbook 

writing and publishing. All the projects I’d been involved in had been blessed with a very high level of 

agreement, but that new one wasn’t – at least on my side, perhaps largely my fault. 

In 1977 or early 78, Macmillan proposed a replacement for ACE, which seemed to have peaked and be 

heading for a sharp decline in sales. Five of us put our names forward for the project. I was enthusiastic 

(with two young daughters, more income would be useful – royalties can be taken for granted), and 

the project could allow me to use some of the ideas from my MA. The two previous projects hadn’t 

offered that because one was tied to official syllabuses, and the other was beyond basic grammar. 

The five of us set to work on Contemporary English, a 6-book series for adults. The others tended 

towards something on the same methodological lines as Basic Junior ACE – structural-situational-

behaviourist, with students practising each structure by ‘talking about’ given information, real world 

general knowledge, and their own lives. I’d done my MA in 1972-3, we were then in 1978, and I wanted 

to move towards a new approach – which, unfortunately, I didn’t have clear – that would take into 

account Chomsky’s 1959 theory of Language Acquisition (as opposed to programmatic teaching-



learning of one structure after another), Selinker and Pit Corder’s 1972+ theory of Interlanguage 

(involving errors and gradual approximation to the new language), and Wilkins’ 1972+ proposal of 

Notional-Functional Syllabuses (David Wilkins had taught on the Reading MA, and he later contributed 

to the work leading up to the CEFR). 

I pushed my ideas, such as they were, in the planning meetings, but as those moved on to the plan, and 

that moved on to actual work on the first book, it became clear that I hadn’t been forceful or convincing 

enough in making my case. I suspect I was also seen to be wrong about the target market and the 

majority of teachers at that time in Mexico. So, when published in 1979, Contemporary English 1, the 

only book I worked on, contained mainly traditional structural-situational presentation and practice 

material. One ‘original’ feature was reading at the end of each lesson containing examples of the 

grammar to be focused on in the following lesson – ‘pre-exposure’ for possible embryonic twitches of 

‘acquisition’. Another ‘original’ feature was an ‘Interaction Sequence’ in each lesson, with 

communicative functions like ‘requesting actions’, ‘inviting’, ‘accepting/declining’ and ‘apologising’. 

The other authors had agreed to include these as a concession to me and my insistence that notional-

functional-communicative ELT was on its way, and had already arrived outside Mexico. 

Be that as it may, my co-authors, and Macmillan, were right about the market and most teachers: 

Contemporary English sold well, in Mexico, anyway. The fact that the books were still in black and white 

and, therefore, relatively cheap may also have been a factor, but I suspect there’s a market for books 

(necessarily with colour now) rather like that even today. Well, let’s be frank, there is, isn’t there? 

An innovative project, problems, and food for thought 

The next EFL textbooks I wrote were with a new co-author, Eric Pearse. We tried to do what I’d been 

proposing (not very clearly, perhaps) for Contemporary English, i.e. respond to the new developments 

in ELT theory and practice, which by then, the early 1980s, had generated the first few Communicative 

Language Teaching/notional-functional textbooks. In fact, we tried to do even more than that and 

attend to different sectors of the adult market, from ‘basic’ to ‘privileged’ ones. 

There were two books at each level, one a fairly slim but complete textbook on notional-functional lines 

that could be used alone in “courses with limited time or other restricting conditions”, the other a skills 

book that could be used alone where “students have a basic knowledge of English grammar but need 

to develop communication skills” or where teachers prefer to do their own language-focused work and 

only need a skills book. In addition, where there was time, the two books would “together constitute a 

truly complete course in English”; in that case, a skills book – not a workbook – complementing the 

main (if slim) student’s book, would clearly put the emphasis on communication. An interesting idea, 

in pedagogical and commercial terms, right? 

Perhaps, but we had problems from start to finish. The publisher that had taken on the project, Nelson, 

ran into financial difficulties and had to cancel many projects, including ours. About three years later 

McGraw-Hill took up the project, and the first pair of books (New Panorama: Outlines 1 and New 

Panorama: Perspectives 1) were eventually published in 1988. However, McGraw-Hill saw the 

innovative project as a gamble with a risk of losses (the EFL textbook market had changed over the past 

decade and was changing still, but even so…). They prepared for the risk by producing the first, 

exploratory edition cheaply, in black and white and without photographs. They were right – the books 

sold poorly, and the series started and ended at Level 1. Of course, I insist that the poor sales were 

partly because of the cheap presentation – just joking! 



I didn’t write another EFL textbook for eight years after that. It was sweet relief (most evenings and 

weekends for myself and the family), but the continual decrease in royalties wasn’t so sweet. From time 

to time, as I worked hard and enthusiastically for the Anglo in different posts and activities, and then 

for the British Council, I would think about the many lessons about EFL textbook writing that I’d had, in 

case I ever wrote more books. 

When I did eventually write again, the new era in EFL textbooks that I’d seen on the horizon before it 

came was well established. Read all about it in the next article in this series! 
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Part 3: New era, similar challenges 

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. 

 

Part 4: Summing up 

In the three previous articles in this series I wrote about my half-century of experience in writing EFL 

textbooks (lots of them), and a bit about related roles – consultant, editor and promoter. I mentioned 

also being for many years (well, three decades) a language centre director and classroom teacher, which 

is the ultimate perspective on textbooks – their selection, use and evaluation in practice. In this final 

article, I’ll sum up my observations on EFL textbooks under two general thoughts: “Good (and bad) EFL 

textbooks are the product of many actors and factors” (i.e. It’s complicated), and “Even the best EFL 

textbooks aren’t the main key to best learning outcomes” (i.e. It’s teachers that teach, not textbooks). 

1 Good (and bad) EFL textbooks are the product of many actors and factors 

The main actors determining the nature and quality of EFL textbooks are: 

 Publishers. These are usually commercial companies, but sometimes institutions, like universities or 

ministries of education. They’re composed (or should be) of ELT publishing experts including project 

managers (called ‘publishers’ within publishing companies), editors, and marketing and sales staff. 

Publishers usually have the initial, main and final say on everything in each textbook project. 

 Writers. Some write only one book or series, some two or three, and some many, perhaps for different 

publishers (like me). Most do EFL textbook writing as a secondary activity (with teaching, teacher 

training, applied linguistics, etc., as their main activities), but a few live mainly off EFL textbook 

writing. Writers can have a very big say in a textbook project if the publisher allows that, but 

sometimes they have to produce material according to strict guidelines from the publisher/editor.  

 Users. ELT coordinators and EFL teachers, who select and reject textbooks, determine their 

commercial success or failure (i.e. their sales) and influence the types of books publishers offer. Of 

course, sales aren’t always a good measure of quality (some best-selling books are used mainly where 

few students actually learn English), but textbooks that sell very well tend to become models for 

future projects of most publishers, who identify markets and market segments as generally 

‘conservative’, ‘progressive’, ‘grammar-focused’, ‘communication-focused, etc. 

Obviously, commercial publishers are all in business, seeking profits, but they vary considerably in their 

orientations and policies (or business plans). Some publishers are very short-term commercial, sticking 

to conservative books for large conservative markets, or safe bets on smaller market segments that are 

virtually captive or nobody else is attending to. They’re “purveyors of old methodology”, seldom if ever 

“promoters of state-of-the-art methodology”. 



Other publishers have longer term visions and business plans. They too usually have some conservative 

textbooks, often including one or more that were first published over a decade ago and are still selling 

well, all of which guarantee reliable income. But they also take risks on some quite progressive 

textbooks, usually based on predictions of what the market will be open to, or actually demand, in 

coming years. Some of these progressive books don’t sell well (though publishers usually manage to 

lose little or no investment and actually make some profit), but some do, and a few eventually become 

the books that are still selling well one, two or more decades after they were first published, perhaps 

with a changed title or with “Second Edition” or “Third Edition” attached. 

Overall, publishers produce many more conservative textbooks than progressive ones (whatever the 

blurb on the back cover says – “communicative”, “task-based”, “learner-centred” – ha ha!), and that’s 

largely because markets tend to be conservative, especially in regions like Latin America (as opposed to 

parts of Europe). There’s still some demand for textbooks like the better structural-situational or early 

CLT ones published in the 1970s and 80s (that is, books published today very like those old PPP books). 

Which brings us to writers: someone has to write the old-fashioned or conservative textbooks still 

published today. There’s a market for them, publishers see the market, and they seek and contract 

writers to produce manuscripts. Those writers are either very conservative ELTers themselves (probably 

in the best possible way if a decent publisher has contracted them), or they put their progressive 

inclinations (or even convictions) to one side while they put their nose to the grindstone, follow the 

publisher’s conservative template, and make some money. 

Of course, there isn’t a border wall between conservative and progressive: even very progressive ELT 

includes, or admits, a lot that’s virtually timeless ELT good sense, creativity, pragmatics and so on, and 

even very conservative ELT may admit some innovative and imaginative elements. The writers of 

generally, and perhaps openly, conservative textbooks sometimes surprise us with their imaginative 

and effective handling of what they had to do (you could say “This book would have been fantastic if it 

had been published in 1990… and it’s not that bad today”). And the writers of textbooks that purport 

to be progressive sometimes disappoint us with material for clearly conservative ELT (though that may 

be because their publisher and editor twisted their arms or their original manuscripts somewhat). 

Textbook writing nirvana for authors who have themselves reached a progressive state of ELT, including 

learner-centredness, is when a project is intended to be progressive and for a fairly well-defined learner 

population, and the publisher and editor are strongly behind it. That could be, for example, a 

progressive intermediate level business English book, or a series of books, starting at beginner level, for 

Latin American teenagers in decent learning conditions (3+ hours per week, groups of under 30 

students, trained teachers with B2+ English, etc.). Who should the writers of such textbooks be? 

Logically, people who have considerable experience in teaching those types of classes and/or 

considerable experience observing them. 

That often isn’t the case, and simply can’t always be with internationally sold textbooks. Some of the 

books you use or have used here in Latin America may have author information on the back cover like 

this: “Jane Smith has extensive experience teaching in schools in Switzerland, Qatar, Thailand and 

Japan” (all expensive private schools, of course, and Jane has no experience at all with Latin American 

students). Did any of the teachers in Japan that used the first books I co-authored know I and my co-

authors had experience only in Spain (just me) and Mexico? 



Which brings us to teachers and others who select and use textbooks. In 1811 Joseph de Maistre wrote 

“Toute nation a le gouvernement qu'elle mérite”, and there’s some truth in saying that teachers in 

general get the textbooks they deserve. If most teachers (or coordinators and ELT managers) want 

conservative textbooks focused mainly on and working deductively through the grammar of English, 

with ‘communicative’ tasks largely at the service of that grammar work, rather than more communicative, 

inductive and learner-centred textbooks, then publishers will mainly publish and sell such books (which 

is, in fact, what happens). Teachers who want to take a more communicative, inductive and learner 

centred approach have to search hard and pray for more appropriate books, or adapt and supplement 

the least conservative books they can find, dissatisfied though they may be with them. 

2 Even the best EFL textbooks aren’t the key to best learning outcomes 

“Teach the language, not the book”, says the old ELT adage. Indeed, textbooks should be, and be used as, 

aids and resources only. Perhaps based on that, some EFL teacher training courses pay little or almost no 

attention to textbooks (which is a pity because textbooks can be very useful when well used, or they can 

be a bad influence to be resisted). Nonetheless, many teachers use their textbooks as sacred scriptures, 

sometimes through mistaken conviction (“This is an excellent textbook and it gives me all and only what 

I need”), and sometimes through that and laziness, or laziness alone (“I go through the book task by task, 

page by page, lesson by lesson, and it works well”). Some publishers even produce textbooks specifically 

for such unthinking or lazy teachers: the material consists of a series of PPP (presentation-practice-

production/skills) sequences which teachers can go through without planning at all or thinking much.  

But even in the above cases different teachers interpret the sacred (or convenient) scripture differently. 

Some do memorization and recitation of bits of the scripture, others go into grammar-translation 

extension work, others into structural situational extension work, and others into CLT-PPP extension 

work. Between what writers, editors and publishers intended in a textbook and the course it’s used in 

comes the teacher’s use and interpretation of the book. The same textbook may be used in very 

different courses, and ELT is realized through courses, not textbooks, even when teachers think they’re 

using the book as the course. 

In whatever context (a semi-bilingual primary school, a regular secondary school, a technical institute, 

a language centre, etc.), the best possible learning outcomes (and the worst ones), don’t appear to 

come mainly from the textbooks used but from the teachers and the learners. As mentioned above, the 

same textbook may be used in very different courses and, even in the same type of context, some 

courses may have very good learning outcomes while others have very bad ones. In other words, using 

the same textbook, one teacher, or group of teachers in an institution, may create engaging, 

communicative, practical courses clearly related to the students and their needs and get their 

collaboration, while another teacher or group of teachers may create heavy, ‘academic’, unrealistic 

courses unrelated to the students and their needs and fail to engage them and get their collaboration. 

In both cases, the teacher or group of teachers have probably used, omitted and supplemented the 

textbook material, but in very different ways. In short, teachers are much more significant (for better 

or worse) than textbook writers and publishers.  

Summing up and concluding 

Teachers are much more important for good learning outcomes than textbooks (or ‘programmes’, etc.), 

and up-dated, progressive teachers are generally more effective than out-dated, conservative ones. 



However, many of the latter are effective teachers because effective teaching doesn’t depend only on 

the most solid applied linguistics theories and latest methodological trends but also on virtually timeless 

ELT good sense, creativity, pragmatics and so on, and on teacher personality, especially the ability to 

relate to students (and some progressive teachers get poor results because of that). 

After teachers (and teaching-learning conditions, some of which in Latin America and elsewhere, are 

virtually impossible to work in), textbooks can be very important. They can provide hard-working 

teachers with little time to plan lessons fully with a good basis to work from and produce ‘express’ 

lesson plans. They can give teachers with little or no training but good English acceptable activities and 

methodology (both through the student’s book and the teacher’s guide) and even help turn them into 

decent teachers without ever taking a full EFL teacher training programme. Progressive textbooks can 

push teachers professional development forwards and stop them from stagnating in the ELT of their 

initial training (perhaps 20 or 30 years before today’s date). To do all that, textbooks have to be quite 

good, of course. 

There are many good international EFL textbooks, but local teachers have to adapt and supplement 

them a lot if they’re to give their students the best possible courses and get the best possible learning 

outcomes. A given textbook can’t be used appropriately in almost exactly the same way in Japan, 

Thailand, Turkey, Germany, Mexico and Brazil, or even in Tijuana, Guadalajara and Tapachula, can it? 

The best textbooks for definable student populations are books written, from experience, for those 

specific student populations, i.e. textbooks that are, as far as possible, learner-centred. Good 

international ESP textbooks, especially from upper elementary level onwards, when native language 

matters less and less, are such books – English for Business, or Medicine, or Travel and Hospitality, or 

Engineering, etc. Especially at beginner and elementary level, textbooks written for learners with 

certain native languages or language families may be useful – learners who speak Arabic, or Malay-

Indonesian, or Chinese languages, or, of course, Latin American Spanish and Portuguese. And textbooks 

for regions with different likely uses of English: I’ve repeatedly contrasted Europe (where many people 

travel from and to Britain and Ireland, other countries where English is the main lingua franca, and 

study, work or retire abroad within Europe) and Latin America (where very few people travel, study, 

work or retire abroad, and English is used mainly for higher studies or training and work). 

The ideal textbook for Latin American medical students starting English again at beginner-elementary 

level would be one combining all the above, considering native language (Spanish or Portuguese), likely 

general use of English (mainly for study-work-professional updating in their own country, not travel and 

stays abroad), and definite specific use of English (for medicine). For most publishers, that might mean 

too much market segmentation, not commercially convenient. But a Mexican university has turned EFL 

textbook publisher and done it – the Universidad Autónoma del Estado de Hidalgo. 

In my last five years of ELT work, I had the good fortune to be the editor and main author of Make It 

Real! English for Higher Education in Latin America, which is what its title says and has ESP material for 

six professional areas (including health sciences) on its online platform. I was paid fees for my work and 

get no royalties, so I’m not mentioning this textbook series out of pecuniary self-interest. No, my 

interest and hope is that commercial (or Latin American university) publishers will start producing more 

EFL textbooks specifically for Latin America, and for important student populations within Latin 

America. I want Make It Real! English for Higher Education in Latin America to face worthy competition! 
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