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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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