
M07 How to Use Coursebooks 

HOW TO USE COURSEBOOKS 
 
• Complete these sentences. 

a. When I learnt a foreign language at school the coursebook ……… 

b. The best kind of coursebooks for a language students ………………………. 

c. If I wrote a coursebook, I………………………….. 

d. When I plan a lesson and open the relevant page of the coursebook I use, I usually 

consider …………….……………………………. 

 
I think you usually consider whether language is at the right level, whether the topic/content is 

suitable for the students, whether the activities satisfy you and are the right ones for your 

specific and global aims and, finally, you would take into account whether the sequencing of 

the lesson is logical. 

If all these issues are appropriate, you will want to go ahead and use the coursebook, at least 

for that certain lesson. But, if you believe there is something wrong with the coursebook, you 

have to decide what to do next. 

Four alternatives have been suggested for a teacher who is not satisfied with the lesson 

his/her coursebook offers: 

 

1) Omission: the lesson will be omitted. That solves the problem of inappropriacy and allows 

the teacher to get on with something else. This is the so-called "pick and choose" approach 

to the use of a coursebook, especially one you have not chosen yourself, but, remember, if 

you omit too many pages, your students may begin to wonder why they are using the book 

in the first place, especially given that they have bought it themselves. 

 

2) Replacement: the coursebook lesson will be replaced with one of the teacher's own. This 

has obvious advantages: the teacher's own material probably interests him/her more than 

the coursebook and it may well be more appropriate for the students. If the teacher is 

dealing with the same language or topic, the students can still use the book to revise that 

particular vocabulary/topic. But the same comments apply here as for omission. If too 

much of the coursebook is replaced, both students and teacher may wonder if it is worth 

bothering with it at all. 

 

3) Addition: the teacher will decide to add to what is in the book. If the lesson is rather 

boring or too controlled or if it gives no chance for the students to use what they are 

learning in a personal kind of way, activities and exercises may be added which extend the 

student's engagement with the topic. Addition is a good alternative since it allows the use 

of the strong points of the coursebook but marries them with the teacher's own skills and 

perceptions of the class s/he is teaching to. 
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4) Adaptation: the teacher will choose to adapt what is in the book. If, for example, a 

reading text in the coursebook is dealt with in a boring or uncreative way, if an invitation 

sequence is too predictable or if the teacher simply wants to deal with the material his/her 

way, adaptation may follow, which means using the same basic material but doing it in 

one's own style. 

 

Creativity in using coursebooks is one of the leading teaching skills. However good the material 

is, you often feel the need to add your personal touch, your own ideas which stem from your 

experience but may also derive from your enthusiasm in approaching the teaching profession. 

Anyway, it is important not to rely exclusively on what a coursebook offers but to try and look 

at it critically, trying to spot its strengths but also its weak points on which work must be done. 

All this helps to kill monotony given by routine. 

 
• What do you usually do when you are not satisfied with a lesson in your textbook? Do you: 

 browse other coursebooks to look whether there might be any activities to add to or to 

replace the ones in the coursebook; 

 decide to follow the coursebook all the same: you have no time and then - who knows? 

- your students may like it; 

 sit at a table and try to design a new lesson for that particular topic/language system? 

 

 
Adding, adapting, replacing 

In the following examples, you will see how coursebook materials can be used creatively by 

teachers.1 

 
Addition (intermediate) 

Most books are provided with lists of words (vocabulary belonging to a certain semantic area, 

vocabulary which appeared in that lesson or unit…) which teachers hardly ever use because it 

makes no sense to ask students to look at the words and try to learn them by heart. Some 

students may try to translate them but translations are often inaccurate and give only a partial 

usage of that word. 

Yet, since word lists are there, there is a chance to add to them in enjoyable and useful ways. 

After three lessons of intermediate material teacher and students find the following wordlist: 

 
admire exciting killer professor 
attendance experience law protection 
attractive factor leader record 
bad fair-haired lovely rugged 
beautiful fair-skinned lover scenic 
boring fantastic magnificent sick 
                                                             
1 The examples are taken from J. HARMER, How to Teach English, Longman, 1998. 
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cute fascinating Melanin skin cancer 
dangerous flight memorable song 
dark-haired attendant motorway striking 
dark-skinned freckles moving stunning 
die gang newscaster sunburnt 
doctor good-looking picturesque sun-tanned 
dramatic handsome pig trust 
elegant impressive place ultraviolet 
event interesting pretty unmemorable victim 
 
• Can you detect three categories the words might fall into? 

 
The three categories the words fall into may be personal engagement, word formation, and 

word games. 

Let's consider personal engagement, that is making the students almost physically engage 

with the meaning of the words and what the words say to them. The teacher can ask students 

to discuss questions like "Which words have a positive meaning? Which words have a negative 

meaning?" The discussion can take place within groups. After group work you may find out 

that most of them think "attractive" and "magnificent" are positive words, while "dangerous" 

and "sunburnt" have a negative connotation. The teacher then asks the same question about 

the words in these phrases: "dangerous game", "dangerous lover", "dramatic success", 

"dramatic failure" etc. to show how words change their connotation. 

The teacher can ask students to list their favourite five words from the list - words that appeal 

to them because of their meaning, sound, spelling etc. Then s/he can ask whether any of the 

words look or sound like words in Italian and finally, a question should be posed as to which 

words the students think will be most useful to them in the future. 

These are ways to transform a static list of words into something dynamic and to personalise it 

linking this apparently boring collection to the student's inner world and perception of 

themselves. 

 
As regards word study, questions can be asked about how the words are constructed. 

Students can be invited to divide words according to their stress (whether it is on the first, 

second or third syllables), to find out how many of the adjectives can be changed into verbs 

and/or what endings would verbs need to become adjectives. There are more activities to 

exploit, depending on the aim you have settled for your lesson and teaching unit: how to make 

contrary meanings adding prefixes, how we give adjectives their comparative form, which 

verbs are regular and what is the pronunciation of their past tenses, and so on. This 

manipulation of language is particularly motivating for students as they feel they are doing 

what they want with words and if you want to exploit their visual perception, you can ask them 

to use colours to differentiate stressed syllables or past tenses with different pronunciations 

etc. 
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You can also use word games. Students can be asked to use words from the list to create 

headlines for a bad tabloid newspaper, such as "Attractive doctor in dramatic motorway 

experience!" 

The word list can be used for expansion too, that is the students are given a sentence like "The 

man kissed the woman" and are asked to expand it using words from the list and adding any 

necessary grammar words. 

 
• Why don't you try expansion in class? It's funny! Then, in the forum, let's share what 

comes up. 

 

This creative activity gives the teacher a feedback on the students' writing skills while the 

construction of a headline shows whether the students are aware of headline conventions and 

then if they are able to decipher them when they see them. 

Anyway, the purpose of such game-like activities is to get students to play with the words, 

using them creatively in a personal way. 

 
Adaptation (elementary/pre-intermediate) 

Though there is nothing wrong with the coursebook page you have got in front, nevertheless 

you may decide to do it differently, perhaps just because you will enjoy it more or because you 

think your students need to be stimulated in another, more involving, way. 

 

The students are studying a unit called "Keeping everyone satisfied". In the last classes, they 

discussed whether they agreed that "the customer is always right". They studied words with 

positive and negative meanings ("polite" vs. "rude"…). They did a "customer service" 

questionnaire about places they knew and they listened to people talking about good and bad 

services. In groups, they discussed whether staff needed different qualities in different places. 

As you can see, there is a great deal of variety in the activities and the focus is on oral skills. 

Now this is the page of the coursebook that the teacher has in front when s/he sets about 

preparing the next lesson:2 

 
 
A CHANGE OF IMAGE     will, may / might for prediction 
 
1. Discuss these questions in groups. 

a. Do you usually watch the news on TV? 
b. What's your favourite news bulletin? Why? 
c. Who is the best anchorman/anchorwoman and what network does s/he belongs to? 
d. What do you like best in him/her? 

 

                                                             
2 The idea is taken from True to Life Pre-Intermediate by Ruth Gairns and Stuart Redman but some changes have been 
made. 
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2. One day you switch the TV on to watch the news. Your favourite anchorwoman appears on 
the screen and she is wearing a blue hairdo similar to Marge Simpson's. She has decided to 
change her image maybe in order to arouse curiosity in the audience and to attract more 
viewers. Look at the possible consequences of her decision, and make sentences using will, 
might or won't. 

 
Examples: I think the network will lose audience. 
 or:  I think the network may/might lose audience. 
 or: I don't think the network will lose audience. 
 or: The network won't lose audience. 
 

CONSEQUENCES 
 

Network Network staff Viewers Anchorwoman 
lose audience start wearing coloured 

hairdos 
be upset get into trouble 

get more young  
viewers 

think it's funny complain lose her job 

………………………. ………………………. ………………………. ………………………. 
 
Discuss your answers with a partner. 
 
3. Can you add one more possible consequence to each category? 

Compare your answers in groups. 
 
4. In your groups, choose one or two of the following situations and make a list of the 

possible consequences. 
a. The Johnsons are a family of mother, father, sixteen-year-old son and two daughters, 

aged thirteen and eleven. One day the two daughters decide to become vegetarian. 
How will this affect the family? 

b. …………… 
 
Instead of having students discuss the implications of the anchorwoman's choice to dye her 

hair blue, the teacher plans s/he will tell them that they are going to write telephone dialogues 

for the following situation: an important sponsor of the network has complained to the head 

office of "Channel 100" because the leading anchorwoman of the evening news was wearing an 

eccentric blue hairdo. Why did she do it? What's wrong with it? The personnel director from the 

head office rings up the anchorwoman to discuss the issue. 

After students have written out the dialogues, they act them out and are then asked who they 

agree with: the sponsor or the anchorwoman? (Remember that it's important that the written 

part should be only a draft, a sort of script for the dialogues to be acted out; dialogues indeed 

belong to the oral area of skills.) 

The teacher then plans a role-play. The students, in groups, will role-play a head office 

meeting in which a committee decides whether to let staff be "unconventional". While they are 

doing this, the teacher goes around listening. If s/he hears that students use will, may, might 

correctly, s/he will move on to the next section of the book. If students either don't use these 

modals correctly (as s/he expects them not to) or if they hardly use them at all, s/he will have 

them do exercises 1 to 3. The teaching sequence might then be finished with the students 

writing a letter from the head office to the anchorwoman telling her what they think about 

eccentric looks and what they are going to do about them. 
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The use of role-play and letter-writing here is neither better nor worse than what the 

coursebook offers. It is simply different because the teacher thought it might be more 

appropriate for his/her students and his/her style of teaching. The original textbook idea is 

adapted with the integration of other activities but the language and the topic are maintained. 

The material is not rejected (teacher plans to use exercises 1 to 3, if needed) but adapting the 

activities the teacher can introduce his/her own spin. 

 
 
Replacement (lower intermediate) 

If a teacher is not satisfied with coursebook material, s/he can decide to use his/her own ideas 

and material. This leads to a radically different type of lesson. 

 

The unit in the coursebook s/he is using wants students to practise the "would like" 

construction in sentences like "I'd like to live in a large metropolis", "She'd like to live on her 

own" etc. The teacher believes that both s/he and his/her students will find the material a bit 

boring. So, s/he completely changes what the coursebook has to offer. 

At the beginning of the class students are asked whether they like music and if so, what kind. 

A discussion follows, at the end of which the teacher tells them that they are going to listen to 

four different musical pieces and for each one they are asked to complete the following chart, 

working individually: 

 
 piece 1 piece 2 piece 3 piece 4 
colour     
mood     
thermometer 0-100°     
Where would you like 
to hear it? 

    

Who would you like to 
hear it with? 

    

 
For the colour box the students should say what colour the music is. They should then say 

what mood the music is (happy, sad, angry etc.) and what temperature it causes for their own 

personal thermometer (does it leave them cold or fire them up?) 

When the four pieces have been played, students compare their answers - in pairs first. Finally 

they can write a paragraph describing a piece of music following this example: 

 
  The piece from the Ebony Concerto was black and red to me.  

It was angry and funny at the same time and it made me quite  
excited. I'd like to hear it in a jazz club, I think, and I'd like  
to take my brother with me. I think it's his kind of music. 

 
This kind of replacement activity, if used sparingly, is really good for the teacher and the class 

as it completely changes the atmosphere and its unusualness makes it memorable. The 

language is the same as in the coursebook but the deviation is in the context. If you decide to 
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try this activity, remember to use four pieces which are different one from the other and which 

should provoke strong reactions. 

 

• Can any of you try this activity in class and then report to the forum? It would be really 

interesting to consider the effect, especially if your students are used to relying on a 

traditional coursebook. 

 

 
What's the use of coursebooks, then? 

• Do you like the coursebook you are using? Have you chosen it yourself? And what about 

those among you who are primary teachers? Are you satisfied with the coursebook in use?  

 

• Before reading on, complete this chart about using coursebooks. 

 
advantages of coursebook use disadvantages of coursebook use 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Coursebooks are often criticised. Teachers, especially the most creative ones, find they are 

boring, they stifle inventiveness, they are often inappropriate for the class in front of them, 

they reduce the teaching/learning process to a kind of mechanical routine. 

It is undoubtedly true that coursebooks are sometimes uninteresting and lacking in variety. 

Who has never thought that they could do much better with a reading text or a listening 

passage than the way the coursebook treated it? Added to this must be the ever-present 

danger that both teacher and students will get locked into the book, using its content as the 

only material which is taken into the classroom, always approaching a piece of teaching and 

learning in the way the book says it should be done. Besides, most teachers who change 

school or work as substitute teachers have to cope with coursebooks they have not chosen 

themselves (as you know coursebooks are chosen at the end of the previous year) and in 

some cases they find them definitely inappropriate. 

As a result, some teachers take the decision to do without coursebooks altogether, a decision 

which will be of benefit to their students only if the teacher has the experience and time to 

provide a consistent programme of work on his/her own and if s/he has a bank of materials to 
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back up his/her "ultimate" decision. Especially in higher classes it is a good idea to ask for the 

agreement of the students and to involve them in the creation of the above-mentioned bank of 

materials. As you have seen. the key words for this drastic operation are in italics. You must 

be experienced - or, at least, firmly convinced that what you may create is better (or better 

suited to your aims) than what is in your coursebook; you must have a lot of time available for 

searching for materials, planning, inventing….; you must possess a bank of materials ready to 

use or know where to find the materials you will need; there must be involvement on the part 

of your students: they must be invited to cooperate with you in the selection of materials, and 

even to suggest activities. This issue is a good one if you want to foster responsibility for one's 

own learning development but this aim may be enhanced also using a coursebook. 

 

Let's try to change perspective. So far we have been dealing with teachers adapting, adding or 

replacing materials because the basic idea for them is that the coursebook must be used step 

by step, in a very rigid way. But for the vast majority of teachers who do use them, 

coursebooks are just collections of materials, they are a bank ready at hand. They are 

perfectly aware that however well they are planned, they may be inappropriate for their 

classes. They, therefore, approach them with a degree of healthy scepticism which allows them 

not only to assess their contents carefully but also to use them judiciously for their own ends, 

rather than have the coursebook use and control them. And then students, especially young 

ones, often feel positive about coursebooks. For them, the coursebook is reassuring. It allows 

them to look forward and back, giving them a chance to prepare for what's coming (rare 

behaviour) and review what they have done. Then over the latest years coursebooks have 

displayed a lot of colourful photos and illustrations and the layout of the pages has been 

designed very carefully. Most students enjoy looking at the visual material in front of them. 

 
• Have a look at your coursebook. Does it look colourful? Are different colours used to help 

the students use the book at best? 

 

• After reading this passage on coursebook use, are there any advantages or disadvantages 

you may add to your list? 

 

What coursebook shall I choose? 

 

At many stages during their careers teachers have to decide what books to use. 

According to Jeremy Harmer, there are nine main areas to consider when it is time to select 

your coursebook, the one you believe will be the most appropriate for your style of teaching 

and for your classes. It is easier if you have known them for a year or even more. 
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area questions to consider 
1. price How expensive is the coursebook? Can the students afford it? Will they 

have to buy an accompanying workbook? Can they afford both? Will the 
teacher be given book, tapes, CD-ROMs, video etc. if s/he decides to use 
the coursebook? 

2. availability Is the course available? Are all its components (students' book, teacher's 
book, workbook etc.) in the shops now? What about the next level? Has it 
been published? Is it available? What about tapes, videos etc? 

3. layout and 
design 

Is the book attractive? Does the teacher feel comfortable with it? Do the 
students like it? How user-friendly is the design? 

4. methodology What kind of teaching and learning does the book promote? Is it 
consistent with the teacher's style of teaching and idea of the 
teaching/learning process? 

5. skills Does the book cover the four skills adequately? Is there a decent balance 
between the skills? Is the language of the reading and listening texts 
appropriate? Are the speaking and writing tasks likely to engage the 
students' interest? 

6. syllabus Is the syllabus of the book appropriate for your students? Does it cover 
the language points you would expect? Are they in the right order? Do the 
reading and listening texts increase in difficulty as the book progresses? 

7. topic Does the book contain a variety of topics? Are they likely to engage the 
students' interest? Does the teacher respond to them well? Are they 
culturally appropriate for students? Are they too adult or too childish? 

8. stereotyping Does the book represent people and situations in a fair and equal way? 
Are various categories of people treated equally? Is there stereotyping of 
certain nationalities? Does the book display conscious or unconscious 
racism or sexism? 

9. teacher's guide Is there a good teacher's guide? Is it easy to use? Does it have all the 
answers the teacher might need? Does it offer alternatives to lesson 
procedures? Does it contain tests? 

 
I would like to draw your attention especially to points 8 and 9, which, in my opinion, are very 

important; point 8, as we deal with young human minds who live in a world which is imbued 

with prejudice and hostility towards those who we perceive as "different". In most classes 

there are students who come from different countries and belong to different cultures. Our 

main aim is to favour knowledge, exchange and hence integration. We must then be very 

careful in considering how crucial topics are dealt with in the coursebook we have selected as 

our own. 

As regards point 9, a good teacher's guide really helps, not only with the answers to the 

different activities but also when it suggests you might do something different, when it offers 

alternatives thus adding to the flexibility of use and trying to suit different views on teaching. 

It is also important that the teacher's guide should contain tests covering all the skills. 

 

When a teacher has to decide which coursebook to choose and wants to rely on the questions 

posed in the grid above, s/he should try to follow this four-stage procedure. 

 

♠ Analysis: the teacher can look through the various books on offer, analysing each for 

finding the answers to the questions in the grid. It may be helpful to have a chart so that 

the information is clearly displayed. 
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♠ Piloting: the best way to find a book's strengths and weaknesses is to try it out with a 

class, seeing which lessons work and which do not. If you are teaching two groups at the 

same level (two "seconde medie", for example), you may try out two different books and 

then compare them. 

 

♠ Consultation: before choosing a book, you should find out if any colleague has used it  

and how well s/he got on with it.  

 
♠ Gathering opinions: anyone who might have an opinion on the book is worth speaking 

to, from the publisher, to the distributors, to colleagues. It is also a good idea to let 

students look through the book and see how they react to a first sight of it. If they express 

their preference, they are likely to be more committed to the coursebook. 

 

But above all, keep this golden rule in mind: although choosing a coursebook is an important 

step, it is what the teacher does with such a book that really matters. 

 

 

 

TASK 
 
Look at the following extract from a popular coursebook and do these tasks: 
 
a. What is the aim / are the aims of the lesson? 
b. What should /might students be able to do at the end of the lesson that they were not able 

to do at the beginning? 
c. If you were going to replace any part of the lesson, which would it be? 
d. What adaptations, if any, would you make to the page? 
e. What additions, if any, would you make to the lesson? 
Remember to state the level of your class and to justify your suggestions. 
 
• Before you read 
Have you ever tried to contact someone on the Internet? 
 
(the text looks like a web page with the photo of a boy and a girl) 
 
LOST FRIENDS 
Lost Friends puts you in touch with people you want to contact again. 
 
Has anyone seen Marco? 
Your name is Marco. You're seventeen and you've got short brown hair and glasses. You've got 
a green and black scooter, and you've just taken your exams. My name is Amy and we met at 
a campsite near Lake Balaton in Hungary on 27th July. You were wearing a blue T-shirt, a grey 
striped shirt and a checked jacket. We swapped names and addresses and someone took this 
photo. I've written to you twice but you haven't answered. Have I done something wrong? 
Please get in touch. 
 
Amy@ajd.telstar.uk 
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• Read 
Read the Lost Friends message and copy and complete the information. 
 
Name:     Amy 
Looking for: 
Physical description: 
What he was wearing: 
When and where they met: 
 
• Memory bank 
Hair colour and style 
• blonde   • brown   • dark   • fair   • short   • long   • curly   • wavy   • straight 
 
Eye colour 
• blue   • brown   • green   • grey 
 
Clothes 
• jacket   • jeans   • trousers   • skirt   • sweater   • dress   • belt   • boots   • top   • shoes   • 
T-shirt   • pullover   • cardigan   • sweatshirt   • trainers   • shirt 
 
Style of clothes 
• baggy   • tight   • long-sleeved/short-sleeved 
 
• Over to you 
Close your eyes and describe: 
 
- what you are wearing today 
- what your partner looks like 
- what your partner is wearing 
 
• Write 
Write a Lost Friends entry for the Internet with details of someone you want to contact. 


