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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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