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Introduction

The Cambridge First Certificate in English (FCE¢mees to have become the
most popular examination assessing the knowledgEnglish in Poland. Its
popularity lies in the fact that at the moment Bwish Ministry of Education
does not offer any standardised examination in iEimgFurthermore, the FCE
examination is not only widely recognised by thstitlations and employers in
Poland but also all over the world. As a resulgparing the students for the
examination has become a fairly profitable busirfessnany language schools
in Poland. The popularity of the examination ioassource of enormous profit
for the publishing houses that offer tonnes of heagr materials for the exam.
When we enter the bookshops we can see dozenskotdxhooks and the first
question that comes to our mind is 'Which textbtm&hoose?'

The selection of the textbook to use with a graupdt an easy task even for
an experienced teacher. The more so that the wgbare by no means cheap.
Thus, ideally the teacher should choose such hdektthat is sufficient in itself
and does not need additional supplementing.

Obviously, textbook evaluation is to a great exteased on a subjective
judgement. One universal checklist of criteria dymgoes not exist. It is the
particular teaching-learning situation that detewsi materials assessment in the
first place. Indeed, the subjective elements of@mdent tend to prevail in the
selection process that teachers engage in.

Anyway, it is easier to select a textbook that wlomlatch our needs if we
have a sort of a framework that would help us iguick and well-structured
market analysis. Thus, | designed an evaluatiortdoe teachers on the basis of
a thorough analysis of the format of the FCE exatiim, the review of various
approaches to the problem of EFL textbook evalnasiod my own experience
in that field.
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FCE textbook evaluation: a checklist of criteria

| decided to distinguish ten categories according/tiich the FCE textbook
could be evaluated. These categories are as follows
— layout and design,

— material organisation,

— language proficiency,

— teaching reading comprehension,
— teaching writing,

— teaching grammar and vocabulary,
— teaching listening comprehension,
— teaching oral skills,

— content,

— exam practice.

Let me briefly comment on each criterion and pretenrationale behind it.

In my opinion, thelayout and designof the FCE textbook must be as
similar as possible to the FCE examination forrii&e backwash effect of the
exam on the course design is to be taken undeidayation in this respect. If
the students get accustomed to the format of thenation beforehand, it will
probably give them a great deal of confidence duthe exam proper as they
know what they can expect. The layout and desigaulsh not only be
appropriate for the examination format, but it ddcaiso be interesting for the
candidates. Needless to say, the pictures musttiaetave, catchy and thought-
provoking, but on the other hand, as Dougill (1987:puts it,the pictures
cannot be offensive for the students. According to Sheldon (1988:243), the book
should have an optimum density and mix of text graphical material on each
page. Furthermore, the pictures should be cleangimand they should serve
their aims. In general, the layout of the book mhedp both the teacher and the
students to use the texts and visual materials igfficient way.

With reference tomaterial organisation, clarity should be the salient
feature in all language textbooks, independentlybét their type is. Sheldon
(1988:243) argues that there should be a linkageaiérials, which means that
the textbook should be organised in such a way ttatunits and exercises
connect in terms of theme, situation, topic, pattef skills development, or
progression in grammar and lexis. The nature ofi wmnection must be made
obvious, for instance, by placing the input textsl supporting tasks in close
proximity. Furthermore, the materials should preval balance and variety of
activities. The materials should be organised chsuway that it is easy for both
the teacher and the students to find a relevantep® information in the
textbook. There should be clear and conspicuousosebeadings, indexes,
vocabulary lists, etc. Ideally, the FCE textbookowd not need any
supplementing whatsoever. The teacher's book stoldde the teacher with
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sufficient guidance and suggestions for some autditi activities. Nevertheless,
as Sheldon (1988:245) postulates, although thdégadook is an indispensable
part of the course, it cannot limit the teachersedom in using the materials.
The teacher's book should rather provide the teaalith a whole range of
teaching options to exploit the textbook in variguesys.

By language proficiencyl mean both the level of language at the beginning
of the course and the progression of the materesgnted. According to O'Neill
(1997:1), the exam-oriented textbooks basicallyraspnt two approaches to
progression of the teaching materials. In ‘theep-end' approach, students are
faced at the very beginning with texts and taslks Hre as difficult as those
encountered in the exam or even exceeding the éxaeh On the other hand,
there is'progressive steps'approach if the texts and tasks at the beginniag a
below the examination level and the level of difftg builds up progressively to
reach the examination level about two-thirds of Wy through the course.
O'Neill claims that the 'progressive steps' apgndaads to better results, de
learners develop the necessary problem solving skills only if the problems they
are faced with initially are reasonably transparent (1997:3). Furthermore, when
learners are faced at the beginning of the couideexcessively difficult texts
and tasksthey tend to panic and focus narrowly on simplistic learning strategies
(O'Neill 1997:3). Finally, the students should eatinfer the new language from
the context. Thus, the language proficiency in E@E textbook should be
appropriate for the candidates, which means thestsisould not be excessively
difficult at the beginning of the book and the pesgion of the language should
allow the candidates to develop confidence as \asllvarious skills and
strategies needed for the examination.

Paper 1 of the FCE examination tests the candidegesling skills and
strategies, for instance, locating specific infatiora (i.e. scanning) and
understanding of the gist of the passage (i.e. k). Therefore, the FCE
textbook should provide students with the suffitigractice inteaching reading
comprehension through interesting, up-to-date and thought-pravgktexts
accompanied by tasks developing adequate stratelgiehe FCE exam the
candidates can expect a variety of authentic téxtjding newspaper articles,
passages taken from works of fiction, advertisesjemt letters. Thus, the texts
in FCE textbooks should be as authentic as possie only for the
examination's sake but also for the sake of stgtéuiure encounters with the
actual English texts.

Teaching writing is one of the important aspects of preparing thdesnts
for the FCE examination. Writing a transactionétidieis a compulsory task; it is
also a task with a clear purpose. Therefore, tielidates should be taught how
to organise ideas into paragraphs and then inggedannits to convey certain
messages or to express their feelings and opiniabheut something.
Furthermore, the tasks in the FCE textbook, sifyilo the examination tasks,
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should specify an addressee as an important eleimehé process of writing,
especially a letter. The transactional letter i$ the only written form that
appears in the FCE examination. Thus, the FCE ¢ektlshould give practice in
using language appropriate to, for instance, a ositipn, a narrative, or a
description on all the different types of topicsldanguage functions.

Evaluating FCE textbooks would certainly be incostglwithout assessing
the criterion ofteaching grammar and vocabulary In my opinion, the FCE
textbook should basically cover all the major aredsgrammar as well as
essential vocabulary relevant for the upper-inteliate level. Structures and
lexis have to be presented and practised in arrestiag way and, most
importantly, vocabulary and grammar exercises shpubvide students with the
meaningful context as testing grammar and lextsgbly contextualised in the
First Certificate examination. However, not onl teffective presentation and
practice of structures and lexis are essentialetignts of the language course
preparing the candidates for the FCE examinatio@;RCE course should also
provide students with sufficient revision of thesestial grammatical structures
and vocabulary items. Finally, the FCE textbook udtiofocus the students'
attention on potential areas of difficulty and coomerrors as this may help the
candidates to deal successfully with, for instaecer correction exercise in the
Use of English paper.

Teaching listening comprehensionmust also be included among the
criteria of FCE textbook evaluation. When assess#imgglistening practice we
basically have to evaluate the audio-cassettesvgzaoying the textbook as well
as the tasks accompanying listening materials. réberdings should make the
candidates familiar with the form and tempo of 4ldal spoken English while
the format of the exercises should be similar tawvthe candidates will be faced
with in the exam proper. Since in the Listeningtpafr First Certificate the
students are exposed to unsimplified English, spakea natural speed, often
with different varieties of spoken English (i.etima, regional, non-native), the
same characteristics should be present in the amdierials used in the FCE
textbook. Moreover, similarly to the exam taskg tasks in the textbook should
teach and test the candidates' ability to extmafdrination from the texts, to
interpret the speakers' attitudes or intentions tandecognise the meaning of
stress and various intonation patterns. Finallyéwe@r obvious it may seem, the
recordings should be of good quality.

Likewise, the textbook preparing the candidatestlier FCE examination
has to offer sufficientspeaking practice in expressing personal views and
opinions, as this is the key to success in thendige. It is crucial for the
textbook to provide students with a sufficient commicative practice, for
example, in role-play or simulation, pair work agiup-work communication
tasks. Of course, to achieve a real communicatemvéen the students, the
speaking practice has to be motivating. Otherwlise,candidates' performance
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will be highly artificial and unnatural, or therdlMnot be any communication in

the classroom whatsoever. Moreover, as Sheldon8j188d other researchers
argue, a good textbook should also teach evenatayuhge in real-life situation.

It is obvious that this may bring profit not onlyrihg the FCE examination.

Finally, enough attention must be paid to pronuraapractice as this is also
assessed during the Interview.

Although all the above criteria deal with the cantef the FCE textbook,
| have decided to give a lab&ontent' to a separate criterion. | did it on
purpose as | intended to have the content of th& E&xtbook explicitly
evaluated in some important aspects that are ngtred by any of the above
criteria. As Breen and Candlin (1987:19-20), Cugsimorth (1984:60) and
Dougill (1987:35) suggest, it is advantageous éarhers if the activities in the
textbook encourage their personal involvement ia ldgarning process. The
course should not only be concerned with the listtidevelopment but also
with the development of the students' whole pergnalhus, the FCE
textbooks should not only be appropriate for thalents' level and needs, but
also their age, background and interests. Not onlgt the selection of topics,
situations, pictures be adequate for the candidataseptual level, but they
also should be interesting enough to hold theieraitbn. Furthermore, as
Sheldon (1988:244) convincingly argues, flexibilighould be one of the
features of a good foreign language textbook. Thénmals should be easy to
modify or adapt to the practical constraints withieh the teacher has to deal
in different teaching situations. Ideally, the teacought to be able to use the
materials in a variety of ways, also different fréineir intended purpose. It is
also crucial for the textbook to offer a sufficieamdd well-designed guidance
both for the teacher and the candidates. Thusngtaictions and explanations
should be as clear as possible. Finally, as theonitnajof TEFL material
evaluation theories emphasise, it is worthwhiledasider whether all different
and appropriate religious and social environmerdgscatered for. The textbook
should avoid presenting the stereotypes, inaccucatelescending or offensive
images of gender, race, social class, or natignaklispecially the FCE
textbooks have to avoid cultural bias and be appate for international
audience.

At first glance, the finakxam practicecriterion may seem redundant as all
the above categories have something to do witH-DE examination practice.
However, there are still some issues that are witt €overed in the aspects
listed formerly, more global assessment is alsaiired. It must be decided
whether the FCE textbook as a whole provides sefftcquantity and quality of
exam-like exercises. Success in the FCE examinaiaot only the adequate
proficiency in English and knowledge of the exartiora format, but also well
developed strategies useful for the exam. Therefdhénk there should not only
be some special sections in the FCE textbooks ddvimt the straightforward
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description of the First Certificate format, bus@ksome useful examination tips.
Therefore, the exam practice category seems i plac

Materials: the questionnaire format

Before assessment, teachers are encouraged tosslislyof more detailed
guestions concerning each category which, in mgiopi should help in passing
judgements. In fact, the main purpose of providheyset of additional questions
is to explain what is meant by a given categorye fhbestions presented below
are attached to the questionnaire:

1. Layout and design:Are they appropriate for your students? Are traupes
clear and attractive? Does the layout of the boalk o use the texts and
visual materials? Do the pictures serve their aim?

2. Material organisation: Are the materials clearly organised? Do the md&eria
provide a balance and variety of activities? Arer¢hclear section headings,
indexes, vocabulary lists and other methods of ngpkihe material
organisation student and teacher friendly? Issyea find relevant materials
in the book? Do sufficient supporting materialg(eecordings) accompany
the textbook or does it require supplementing?

3. Language proficiency: Is the language proficiency appropriate for the
students? Are the tasks too difficult at the beigigrof the book? Is the
progression of "new" language appropriate for thelents? Can the new
language be inferred from the context?

4. Teaching reading comprehensionbDoes the textbook develop reading skills
and strategies (e.g. skimming and scanning), artdjusd the ability to
answer reading comprehension questions? Are tldengegexts authentic (or
authentic-like) and up-to-date? Are the texts md#ng and thought-
provoking?

5. Teaching writing: Does the textbook give practice in using language
appropriate to, say, a transactional letter, a @smipn, a narrative on all the
different types of topics and language functiong2®the book teach how
to organise ideas into paragraphs and paragraphdairger units? Does it
provide models of different types of written texi3@es the book specify an
addressee as an important element in the procewstiofg?

6. Teaching grammar and vocabulary: Does the book cover the major
grammar areas and essential vocabulary? Does tilefbous attention on
potential difficulty areas and common errors? Aneré enough exercises
revising grammar and vocabulary? Do the grammar ®aadabulary
exercises provide students with the meaningful exdfit Is grammar and
vocabulary practised in an interesting way?
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7. Teaching listening comprehensionDo the recordings accompanying the
coursebook make the students familiar with the f@md tempo of the
recordings actually used in the exam? Are the tasimpanying the
listening materials similar to what the studenth ke faced with in the FCE
examination? Do the speakers use unsimplified Ehgkpoken at a natural
speed? What is the technical quality of the recmsl? Do the listening
comprehension exercises teach how to extract tle poénts of information
from the text?

8. Teaching oral skills: Does the textbook provide the students with the
sufficient speaking practice in expressing thenspeal views and opinions?
Does it provide sufficient communicative practider example, through
role-play, pair work or group work, simulations.c.€t Is the speaking
practice interesting and motivating for students@e® the book teach
everyday English in real-life situations? Is themough attention paid to
pronunciation?

9. Content: Are the materials in the book appropriate for ystudent's age,
background, needs and interests? Are the mateaglsropriate for
international audience or are they culturally bits€an the materials be
used in a variety of ways, also different from thetended purpose? Are
instructions and explanations simple and explicit?

10. Exam practice:Are there enough exam-like exercises in the boale?the
new types of tasks (e.g. error correction) alsctised in the book? Are
there any direct or indirect guidelines to develexam skills in the
materials? Does the coursebook sufficiently develogtegies useful for the
exam? Are there special sections devoted to the éxanat?

Some researchers claim that it is advantageoudniingster a questionnaire
dealing with teaching English as a foreign languagke native language of the
respondents to eliminate possible confusion or ndststanding. Nevertheless, |
have decided to use an evaluation sheet for the tegtbooks in the English
version as the questionnaire is directed to Pdésichers of English who have
(or, at least, should have) a very good commartangfish. After all, they teach
students of upper-intermediate level and, therefibreir competence in English
should not be an obstacle. | also assume thated@hérs will probably find it
easier to think about and assess examination teksbia English since the labels
sound more familiar in English and the professisraie presumably much more
used to the 'foreign' jargon. Such criteriaegam practice, speaking practice,
reading comprehension seem more natural than their Polish counterparts.

After considering the questions referring to vasiauategories the teachers
are asked to evaluate the given textbook accottdiige ten aspects using marks
from 1 to 5 for each category, where 1 stands foumsatisfactory mark, 2 for
poor, 3 for satisfactory, 4 for a good mark, amdhfliy 5 represents a very good
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mark. The results should be summed up — the maxiracone that a FCE
textbook can obtain is 50.

Category Score
LAYOUT AND DESIGN

MATERIAL ORGANISATION

LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY

TEACHING READING COMPREHENSION
TEACHING WRITING

TEACHING GRAMMAR AND VOCABULARY
TEACHING LISTENING COMPREHENSION
TEACHING ORAL SKILLS

CONTENT

EXAM PRACTICE

TOTAL

Table 1: Checklist of criteria for FCE textbook evaluation.

Conclusions

It is obvious that each teacher preparing studiemtthe FCE examination
would like to be as efficient in giving his studerg sound preparation for the
challenge as possible. In this respect, appropsigiection of a textbook used for
the course seems to be of crucial importance. Tibece of the textbook should
be a conscious decision made on the basis of augbrevaluation and a
comparison of what is available on the market. Adie an unfortunate choice of
the textbook with some major deficiencies may sgiwél whole year of work in
preparing the candidates for the FCE examinati@wév¥er, many teachers do
not have enough time to undertake such an assessmen

Therefore, the main objective of the above disaumsss to help Polish
teachers of English in a selection of possiblylibst FCE textbook available by
offering them a ready-to-use checklist of criteidabe considered. In order to
achieve some background on the nature of how aeprimxtbook assessment
project might be carried out | have analysed theireaof tasks in the FCE
examination and reviewed some most current appesaithtextbook evaluation.
In result | have obtained a set of ten categorikesmrly defined by the
accompanying questions. After simple calculatidresusers may easily compare
the total scores as well as some particular aspétie textbooks examined.

| think that the questionnaire may also be usedtulomly for the sake of FCE
textbook selection but also for an assessment\oE#&h textbook, provided it is
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appropriately modified. It is important because, $®ldon points out, the
business of textbook evaluatiorhaphazard and under-researched (1988:237).

Nevertheless, | am fully aware of the fact that theestionnaire study,
among some obvious advantages, has also sometiimiaNeedless to say,
textbooks are not only used by teachers but alsstiigents. Thus, a complete
and thorough textbook evaluation project should racd both teachers and
students. It might be interesting to see how th& E&ndidates perceive their
First Certificate textbooks and then to compare sheres for a given FCE
textbook as evaluated by the teachers and by tldersts.

I am, however, fully aware that questionnaires afrdmeworks
notwithstanding, evaluative techniques do not gteva foolproof formula by
which all textbooks could be unerringly judged. ok evaluation seems to be
an ongoing process; the more comprehensive andhgtethe assessment
strategies, the more likely it is that a perfeettyeptable textbook will be found.
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