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Abstract 

Textbooks are considered an integral part of language teaching-learning. The aim of the 

present study is to investigate the relationship between textbooks and teachers as well as 

students. Through the use of a mixed methodology by combining interviews with 

teachers (a qualitative element) and a survey questionnaire for students (a quantitative 

element) the present study intends to provide an answer to the research question: What 

is the role of textbooks in English second language learning in Swedish high schools? 

More specifically the study aims to examine the advantages and disadvantages of ESL 

textbooks as well as compare differences between how ESL textbooks are used in 

Sweden and other countries. Lastly, the study will also investigate what changes need to 

be made to ESL textbooks in Swedish high schools. The results of the study indicate 

several advantages and disadvantages with the use of textbooks. The advantages of 

textbooks afford teachers short-term benefits in the form of inspiration, ready-made 

material and a framework for the course and curriculum. The disadvantages of 

textbooks are the need for adaptation and modification to fit course criteria as well as 

learner group and situation which present as long-term problems that require time, 

knowledge and skill to overcome. Analysis of the results presents the question of 

whether or not the short-term benefits of textbooks are substantial enough to justify the 

time it takes for teachers to modify and adapt them as no textbook is perfect for every 

learner group or situation. In conclusion, the study shows that textbooks are best 

considered temporary servants that in the hands of their masters, the teachers, are best 

utilized to build a comprehensive language teaching-learning environment that better 

enables students to learn and utilize the English language. 
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1. Introduction 

Anyone and everyone who has ever been in school has come in contact with textbooks. Many 

would agree that textbooks are one of the most essential and integral parts of the language 

learning process and the most important tool which can be utilized by teachers and students. 

While individual experiences with textbooks may differ substantially, in general not many people 

would imagine school, language teaching or learning without a textbook acting like a centerpiece 

on the dinner table, and the teacher as the chef preparing and presenting every course. 

1.1 Aim 

Different teachers, and students, will have differing opinions on the advantages and 

disadvantages of textbooks. Some will consider it a great help and valuable resource while others 

may view the textbook as useless, irrelevant or uninteresting and simply a hinderance. The focus 

of this essay will be on the relationship between the textbook and the teacher as well as the 

students. More specifically, the aim of the study is to investigate what role textbooks fill in the 

English second language classroom in Swedish high schools, a three-year education program 

done after nine years of primary school before applying to university. The different areas that will 

be examined are how textbooks are used in the language teaching process, the students’ 

perception of its value in the learning process as well as to what extent teachers use textbooks and 

other teaching materials in the language classroom. Furthermore, potential differences between 

how textbooks are used in other countries compared to Sweden will also be examined as well as 

the teachers’ opinions on possible changes that would need to be made to the textbook in order to 

better foster an effective learning environment. The importance of this study stems from the fact 

that the role of foreign language textbooks is unique in comparison to textbooks in other courses 

in Swedish schools. Students studying English are not only working on mastering content but 

also skill, the act of doing something, mastering a behavior. Language learning textbooks have 

dimensions that will not be found in other textbooks in for example biology, history or religion in 

high schools. While this study focuses on ESL textbooks, the study could also be applied to other 

foreign language learning in Swedish high schools, such as German, French and Spanish. The 

study is not the first of its kind as there are other studies that examines the roles of textbooks in 

ESL learning in both Sweden and other countries. However, due to the fact that the usefulness of 
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textbooks in language learning and whether or not textbooks still serve a purpose or are a 

remnant from a former way of teaching in foreign language learning is still being debated shows 

that more research is needed in regard to the role of textbooks in the ESL classroom. 

1.2 Research Questions 

The main research question that the study aims to investigate and provide and answer for is: 

• What is the role of textbooks in English second language learning in Swedish high 

schools? 

In order to provide an answer to the main research question of the study, the following sub-

questions will be examined: (1) How are textbooks used in the ESL classroom?; (2) What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of using ESL textbooks?; (3) Which teaching materials are used in 

the ESL language classroom?; (4) How are ESL textbooks used in other countries? (5) What 

changes, if any, need to be made to ESL textbooks? 

2. Literature Review 

The aim of this section is to present the results of some of the previous research about the use of 

textbooks in language teaching that will be the foundation of the rest of the essay. The different 

sources will first be presented individually after which a summary of the combined findings will 

follow at the end of the section. 

2.1 Textbook – An Important Element in the Teaching Process. 

Graves (2000: 175) defines the textbook as “a standard source of information for the formal study 

of a subject and an instrument for teaching and learning”. Gak (2011: 2), following Graves’ 

(2000) definition, states that the textbook can be used as one of many sources to create 

“effective” lessons as well as to offer a framework for the course as well as help, security and 

confidence for inexperienced teachers. However, Gak (2011: 2) emphasizes that there is no 

perfect textbook that is ideal for every teacher and every learner group, in every teaching 

situation. Moreover, teachers’ attitudes toward the use of textbooks are divided. Some teachers 

are required to use textbooks in their classroom, which simplifies preparation for lessons while it 

at the same time allows for the risk of the teacher to over-rely on the textbook, making only 

minimal changes in their teaching, never straying too far from the ready-made instructions and 
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exercises (Gak 2011: 2). On the other hand, many teachers dislike the use of textbooks, for the 

reason mentioned earlier: the textbook needs to be adapted for every group of learners and every 

teaching situation to be effective. However, textbook adaptation is a process that takes time, a 

resource many teachers already feel they do not have enough of. Additionally, teachers require 

training and experience in adapting and modifying a textbook since it is a difficult task (Gak 

2011: 2).  

Furthermore, Gak (2011: 2) defines the textbook as “one of the most important sources of contact 

[the students] have with language” as it provides a guide with which they can organize their 

learning and is therefore a security for the students. Other advantages with the textbook that Gak 

(2011: 2) lists are that it provides teachers with texts, activities and supporting material, thus 

saving time in the planning stage of the course and lessons as the teacher does not have to 

construct or find their own material. Textbooks can also provide a syllabus for the course and 

thus provide a roadmap for both teachers and students for what will be learned and in what order. 

Furthermore, textbooks can provide teachers with assessment material such as tests and 

evaluation tools which teachers can use as a basis for their assessment of the students. Lastly, 

textbooks can potentially provide consistency within a program if teachers use the same textbook 

as well as consistency between levels if the textbook is part of a series (Gak 2011: 2).  

However, textbooks also come with a list of disadvantages which include potentially irrelevant 

content for the learner group as textbooks are written for a global market or the language may be 

inauthentic as texts and dialogs tend to be constructed to emphasize teaching points and may 

therefore not reflect real language use (Gak 2011: 2-3). Furthermore, the content of the textbook 

may be lacking. There may be too many of one kind of exercise and not enough of another. The 

level of the content may also be wrong for the learner groups or the exercises may simply be 

boring. It may also be the case that the textbook does not account for the knowledge the students 

have already acquired (Gak 2011: 3). 

2.2 The Role and Use of Course Books in EFL 

Along the same lines as Gak (2011), Charalambous (2011: 10) argues for the importance of 

textbooks as a support for both teachers and learners by providing ready-made material, which 

acts as both a security and reduces the planning and preparation time for the course and lessons. 
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However, if the course relies too heavily on the textbook it may result in de-skilling the teachers, 

i.e. they become “technicians” instead of teachers, that simply teach materials prepared by others 

thus gradually losing the ability to plan which may result in the teacher “teaching”, i.e. 

conveying, the course book rather than teaching the students (Charalambous 2011: 4). 

Furthermore, simply using textbooks will result in student boredom, and the learning and 

teaching process should therefore include material from a variety of sources, both digital and 

physical (Charalambous 2011: 10). Charalambous (2011: 4), like Gak (2011), also emphasizes 

that there is no perfect textbook as even the best can potentially limit the creativity and 

inspiration of the teachers as a textbook implies that, as stated by Brumfit (1979: 30, cited in 

McGrath 2002: 10) “there is somewhere an expert who can solve problems”. Charalambous 

(2011: 10) therefore concludes that educating teachers in the selection and adaptation of 

textbooks and how to design their own material is important and should be an ongoing process. 

2.3 A Critical Appraisal of the Language Textbook 

Kayaoğlu (2011: 342) states that the textbook is the centerpiece in a typical language classroom 

making the course book synonymous to the syllabus, determining what, how and in what order 

the language is to be taught. In this kind of language teaching, the textbook then becomes a vital 

element to make the teaching-learning process effective and efficient (Kayaoğlu, 2011: 342). 

Kayaoğlu (2011: 342) continues by saying that many non-English speaking countries, for 

example Turkey, base the English language teaching on course books, thus making the textbook 

the only resource that is necessary for an effective language-teaching program. Kayaoğlu (2011: 

342) bases this on the fact that people in non-English speaking countries rarely get the chance to 

use English in their daily lives. Furthermore, there is the idea that the absence of a textbook 

leaves teachers without guidance as it is prescribed a facilitating role that provides a framework 

of ready-made exercises, homework and tests while also saving time for teachers with planning 

and constructing the course, lessons and assignments (Kayaoğlu 2011: 342). The number of 

available textbooks on the global market has increased exponentially to meet the growing 

demand which makes it more important than ever for teachers to evaluate and choose the right 

textbook for their classroom as the books now cater to a variety of learner interests, skills and 

levels while they at the same time may vary in linguistic design, focus and objectives (Kayaoğlu 

2011: 342).  
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Furthermore, Kayaoğlu (2011: 342) states that the aim of textbooks is to assist teachers in 

improving students’ linguistic knowledge and language competence. This may become 

problematic if the textbook fails to capture the students’ interest or imagination which may 

become a problem in and of itself due to the textbook then hindering a fun and creative learning 

environment. Consequently, this may result in demotivation of the students to learn English as 

well as resulting in loss of teacher motivation. On the other hand, Kayaoğlu (2011: 343), like the 

previously cited authors, agrees that the textbook could also be a relief and security for 

inexperienced teachers that for whatever reason are not in a position to adapt or develop their 

own material for use in the language classroom. Cunningsworth (1984: 6) states that “no 

coursebook will be totally suited to a particular teaching situation. The teacher will have to find 

his own way of using it and adapting it if necessary”. However, Kayaoğlu (2011: 343) brings to 

attention that the approach argued by Cunningsworth (1984) ignores that a textbook is not 

designed as a collection of activities to be modified to fit the changing teaching-learning 

situation. The textbook also prescribes “a certain methodological stance and emphasizes a certain 

view of language learning and teaching as perceived by the author(s)” which requires the teachers 

to challenge a particular view of language learning when trying to adapt the textbook if it is not 

simply used as a source of language activities (Kayaoğlu, 2011: 343).  

Kayaoğlu (2011: 352) concludes that in many countries with heavily centralized education 

systems, teachers are left with a small role in the choice or adaptation of course books while 

being required to systematically follow it. Teachers are therefore shaped by textbooks that 

formulate the teaching and learning activities which creates a paradox where teachers become (or 

are made to become) servants to the course books instead of their masters, contradicting 

Cunningworth’s (1984: 2) statement that “’course-books are good servants but poor masters”. 

Lastly, Kayaoğlu (2011: 353) stresses the need for supporting material such as teaching methods, 

alternative plans for units, extra activities as well as choices for different learning styles and 

varying levels of proficiencies since course books are likely to remain one of the most pervasive 

tools teachers, either by choice, demand or necessity, rely on in their language teaching. 
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2.4 An Assessment of Strengths and Weaknesses of Iranian First Year High School English 

Coursebook Using Evaluation Checklist 

Zohrabi et al. (2012: 90), in accordance with aforementioned authors, prescribe textbooks 

qualities such as a security and time-saver for the teachers as well as a framework or guide for the 

curriculum. Textbooks also open up the possibility for students to go back and practice already 

completed exercises and learning modules. Since students can also read textbooks on their own 

outside of the classroom it may have a positive influence on students’ knowledge and 

achievement in the course (Zohrabi et al. 2012: 90). Despite the positive qualities of textbooks, 

Zohrabi et al. (2012: 90), like previously mentioned authors, point out the need for a textbook and 

the exercises it contains to be altered by the teacher to fit the students’ needs, as a textbook is 

only a simple tool for teachers and no textbook is perfect or ideal for every student or situation. 

However, Zohrabi et al. (2012: 98) conclude that the textbook is one of the “essential components 

of language instruction” and that students learn the parts of the language contained in the 

textbook while at the same time being a source for successful language learning and student 

enjoyment.  

2.5 Instructional Materials Commonly Employed by Foreign Language Teachers at 

Elementary Schools 

Çakir (2015: 69) writes that textbooks should be one amongst other instructional materials 

employed by teachers to motivate learners and construct a teaching-learning atmosphere that 

invite students to interact with foreign languages. Çakir (2015: 71) emphasizes the widely 

accepted consensus, supported by aforementioned authors, that using textbooks as the sole 

instructional material in the language classroom does not offer students a fully comprehensive 

and meaningful understanding of the foreign language. Teachers need to supplement the learning 

atmosphere by utilizing verbal and visual aids in the teaching process to offer students a 

comprehensible input of the foreign language (Çakir 2015: 71). In addition, a variety of teaching 

aids may positively affect students’ motivation and interest in the language lesson as it provides 

students with different contexts and indirect contact with life in foreign countries of the language 

being taught (Çakir 2015: 72).  
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Çakir (2015: 79) concludes that there is research that supports the utilization of a wide variety of 

audial and visual teaching material, e.g. the many innovative digital teaching aids available in the 

technological society of today, because of the positive effects on both student motivation and 

achievement. However, many teachers are reluctant to utilize digital teaching aids due to a lack of 

knowledge or time, even though it is to some extent expected by the digital natives of today, i.e. 

the learners that have grown up in an all the more digitalized society and have experience with 

digital platforms in their daily lives. Therefore, Çakir (2015: 79) stresses the importance of 

encouraging teachers to use and educate them how to use as well as to incorporate the widely 

available digital teaching aids in the curriculum to produce successful and satisfactory results, 

that have been proven by research not to be achieved by heavy reliance on course books. 

2.6 Literature Review Summary 

In summary, there is a widely accepted consensus of the importance, value and advantages of 

using textbooks. Textbooks can act as a security for both teachers and students. Furthermore, 

teachers can use textbooks as a source of inspiration while students can potentially utilize the 

textbook as a source of motivation. Teachers can also save time in the planning stages of the 

course and lessons by using textbooks, as they contain ready-made exercises, tests and examples. 

There is also the possibility for students to revise previously completed exercises to potentially 

further improve their knowledge and proficiency. On the other hand, the consensus is also that 

there is no perfect or ideal textbook for every learner group or situation. Textbooks must be 

adapted by teachers to fit the particular group they are teaching at the time. While it is possible 

for textbooks to work as a guide or framework for teachers it can also limit their role since 

adapting a textbook is a daunting task, as it is both difficult and time-consuming. The content of 

textbooks may also be irrelevant or non-representative of authentic situations or language use or 

it may simply be plain boring. In order to unlock the full potential of the textbook, teachers need 

to be educated in how to adapt the book to all groups and situations and furthermore be 

encouraged to implement other elements of teaching material, such as video and audio, to offer 

students multiple layers of interactions with the language and foster a comprehensive and 

effective learning environment. 

The relevance of the literature review, as it is presented, is that, by defining the previously 

established advantages and disadvantages of using textbooks in the language teaching-learning 
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process, it provides a baseline and general view of how textbooks are used while also giving 

insight in the present role it plays in the ESL classroom, which will be further explored in the 

research and data analysis of this study. Furthermore, with studies conducted in different 

countries, from different points of views and different focus in correlation to textbooks, the 

literature review provides a window into differences and similarities in the views of textbooks 

and their usage in other countries compared to Sweden, which will be the focus of the present 

study. Lastly, the literature review offers several areas of improvement to take into consideration 

in order to foster a more effective and comprehensive teaching-learning environment. 

3. Method 

This section of the essay will discuss the methodology employed in the gathering of data for the 

study. Firstly, the research method of the study will be presented, after which the discussion will 

proceed to how the data for the essay was collected and the process and choices involved to 

produce a reliable and informative answer to the research questions of the study. 

The research method employed in this study is of a qualitative nature with a quantitative 

supporting element. This means that the majority of data is gathered from interviews with 

practicing teachers of English in Swedish high schools. The teachers all have a different amount 

of experience. Some have been teaching for a long time, both in Sweden and other countries 

while others are newly graduated and have been teaching only a few years in Sweden only. The 

interviews (see appendix 1) were of a semi-structured nature with a small set of pre-determined 

open questions to help keep the interview within the boundaries of the research questions, since a 

semi-structured interview allows the respondent more opportunities to affect the subject of the 

interview, with the risk of going too far off track, while at the same time allowing the interview 

to maintain its greatest strength, the interactive element between the researcher and the 

respondent (Alvehus 2013: 83). Seven practicing ESL teachers from three different schools were 

elected to participate in the study. All teachers were individually interviewed, and the interviews 

were recorded as well as semi-transcribed as notes during the face-to-face interview sessions with 

each teacher participating in the study.  

The quantitative element of the data is in the form of a questionnaire, which was created with the 

purpose of providing a student perspective on the research questions of the study. The choice to 
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use a questionnaire for the student survey was based on a time-perspective. Conducting 

interviews are time-consuming and therefore, in the interest of gathering as much relevant data as 

possible, a questionnaire was constructed as it allows for the potential of generating a large 

quantity of data that is relatively easy to process (Rasinger 2009: 62). However, while interviews 

are time-consuming to conduct, questionnaires are also time-consuming to construct as they have 

to be perfect before they are distributed in order to ensure that valid and relevant data can be 

collected, since they cannot be changed in the hands of the respondents: they either work or they 

do not (Rasinger 2009: 62). Therefore, the student survey questionnaire was re-worked three 

times, starting as a written semi-interview with open questions that were altered two times before 

settling as a final draft: a questionnaire with multiple-choice questions (see appendix 2) that fit 

the boundaries of the research questions while still enabling relevant, valid data to be gathered. 

By combining both qualitative and quantitative elements, the study employs a so-called mixed 

methodology. The choice to use a mixed methodology is based on two factors. The first reason is 

time, as the initial idea of the study used a qualitative approach (interviews with practicing 

English teachers), there would not be enough time to get a student perspective using the same 

qualitative approach as with the teachers and therefore the decision was made to gather a student 

perspective with the use of a questionnaire (a quantitative element). The second factor that 

contributed to the decision is the benefits presented by the use of a mixed methodology. Angouri 

(2009: 34) states that combining qualitative and quantitative paradigms is beneficial for a study 

as it allows for the construction of more comprehensive accounts as well as the possibility to 

provide answers to a wider range of research questions, which may be otherwise inaccessible in a 

single paradigm study. 

However, despite the fact that it can be argued that mixed methods allow for a better 

understanding of the various phenomena that are studied, with the possibility for more 

comprehensive answers, mixed methods research designs should not be attributed as “necessarily 

better research”, nor should a mixed methodology be considered “an unstructured ‘fusion’ of 

quantitative and qualitative research or just the additive ‘sum’ of both paradigms” (Angouri 2009: 

35-36). The data of a mixed method research paradigm is subject to analysis and systematic 

interpretation and theoretical foundation as with any other research paradigm. 
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The purpose of the qualitative interviews in this study, in the context of the research questions, is 

to give an insight in how different teaching materials, with an emphasis on textbooks, are used. 

The data from the interviews would thereafter be supplemented with the data from the 

quantitative element, the student survey questionnaire, which purpose is to examine whether or 

not students find different teaching materials helpful, i.e. whether the feel they learn anything by 

using them. The student survey also served the purpose of informing the interview, i.e. points 

raised by the students were taken into consideration when conducting the interviews with the 

teachers. The students elected to participate in the study were the classes taught by the teachers 

participating in the study. A total of 40 students answered the questionnaire. The planned number 

of students to participate in the study was initially higher. However, due to valid reasons of 

absence (sickness) or invalid reasons absence (truancy) some students were not present to answer 

the questionnaire. The selection of students and teachers also allows for differences between the 

use of teaching materials in Sweden and other countries to be taken into account as a few teachers 

and many students that are participating in this study have experience of education abroad. 

Altogether, the qualitative and quantitative data will attempt to answer the research question how 

textbooks are used in Swedish high schools and potentially indicate whether or not the use of 

textbooks in English second language teaching should be changed. 

4. Results & Discussion 

In this section of the essay the results of the analyzed data, that has been gathered through 

interviews with teachers and student questionnaires, will be progressively presented and 

discussed in concurrence with the literature review.  

The results and following discussion aim to provide an answer to the research question “What is 

the role of textbooks in English second language teaching in Sweden high schools?”. In order to 

answer the aforementioned research question, the study has attempted to answer the following set 

of sub-questions that when combined may provide some indication of the role of textbooks in 

ESL teaching in Swedish high schools: (1) How are textbooks used in the ESL classroom; (2) 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of using ESL textbooks; (3) What other teaching 

materials are used in the ESL classroom; (4) How are ESL textbooks used in other countries; (5) 

What changes, if any, need to be made to ESL textbooks? 
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At the end of this section of the study the answers of the sub-questions will be summarized and 

discussed with the aim of answering the question: (6) What is the role of English textbooks in 

Swedish high schools. 

4.1 How Are Textbooks Used in the ESL Classroom? 

The data from the interviews showed that the primary way textbooks are used in the language 

classroom, is as an introduction to the different modules covered in the class. In other words, 

teachers and students usually begin a module by reading a text from the book together followed 

by exercises connected to the text as well as some grammar exercises. The exercises serve the 

purpose of preparing students for coming assignments, written or oral, at the end of the module. 

Furthermore, the level of adaptation of the textbook with complementation in the form of other 

exercises and texts from other textbooks and sources increases with the level of experience the 

teachers had. One teacher with a considerable amount of experience said they did not use a 

textbook in the traditional sense of a physical book but rather picked exercises and texts from 

different books and sources that if put together could be considered a sort of make-shift textbook. 

Another teacher, also with many years of experience, said that during lessons they did exercises 

similar to the ones in the textbook and in that way used the textbook as a source of repetition or 

catch-up for the students if they missed a class for any reason. No teacher did however use all 

texts or exercises in the textbook but rather a selection of, in their view, relevant material for the 

language module currently taught. 

4.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Using ESL Textbooks 

In consensus with the literature review, the interviewed teachers listed the same advantages and 

disadvantages of using textbooks. The advantage of using textbooks was primarily time-saving; 

the premade texts, exercises and tests and sometimes even writing or presentation assignments 

included in the textbooks facilitated the planning stage of the course and lessons by giving more 

time for correction, assessment as well as planning and construction of the larger assignments 

that have a greater impact on the final grade. Furthermore, the participating teachers agreed that 

textbooks could act as a security for teachers, no matter how experienced they are although at a 

higher degree for newly graduated teachers, as well as students. For teachers, textbooks provided 

security in the form of inspiration, ready-made material and a guide, which allow teachers to 
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focus on the way they teach while they construct their own repertoire of exercises and 

assignments. According to the interviewed teachers, textbooks also act as a guide or framework 

for students as a physical representation of knowledge that they can hold in their hands. The 

disadvantages of textbooks listed by the interviewed teachers also coincided with those presented 

in the literature review. The primary disadvantage of textbooks was the risk of irrelevant and 

uninteresting content as well as the need for adaptation to suit the learner group and situation 

which is both difficult and time-consuming. Moreover, there is the risk of the textbook taking an 

overbearing role in the teaching process, in which case the teacher is limited to act as an 

intermediary and servant rather than a teacher and master of the textbook. 

 

The student survey showed that 23.1% of the participating students feel they do not learn 

anything from the use of textbooks while 76.9% find textbooks useful, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

The result shows that textbooks cannot be dismissed as useless as a substantial number of 

students feel that they learn English by using textbooks, which by itself hold value as the 

students’ internal sense of learning may contribute to their overall knowledge and learning of the 

English language. Furthermore, the result may be an indication that the benefits outweigh the 

disadvantages of using textbooks. However, there may also be other factors to take into 

consideration such as learning disabilities, students’ motivation to learn, opinion of, and 

relationship to English. Therefore, to provide a definitive answer of to what degree students learn 

English by the use of textbooks more research would be required as well as a study with a 

different focus. 

76.9%

23.1%

Figure1. Do you feel that you learn anything by using 
TEXTBOOKS in the classroom?

Yes No
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4.3 Which Teaching Materials Are Used in the ESL classroom? 

Aside from the textbook, the interviewed teachers collectively used films and other short 

videoclips as well as songs and music in their teaching, which corresponds to the result of the 

student survey. Fiction and literature other than textbooks were other materials that were 

sometimes incorporated in teaching, but these were not included in the student survey.  

Based on the result of the student survey, the primary teaching material employed by the 

teachers, from a student perspective, was textbooks, as illustrated in Figure 2, where 15.4% of 

students said their teacher always or almost exclusively uses textbooks in the classroom. 51.3% 

of students said their teacher uses textbooks often and 28.2% said textbooks are used sometimes. 

The remaining 5.1% answered that textbooks were never used. 

 

The second most used teaching material as reported by the students were films and videoclips, as 

illustrated in Figure 3. 17.9% of the students said their teacher uses films and videoclips often, 

79.5% of the students said their teacher uses films and videoclips sometimes and 2.6% answered 

never. 

5.1%

28.2%

51.3%

15.4%

Figure 2. How often does your teacher use TEXTBOOKS in the 
classroom?

Never Sometimes Often Always/Almost Exclusively
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Lastly, the least used teaching material as reported by the students was music and songs as 

illustrated in Figure 4. 7.7% of students answered that music and songs were always or almost 

exclusively used and 5.1% answered often. 48.7% of students answered their teacher uses music 

and songs sometimes in teaching and 38.5% answered never. 

  

Based on the result of the interviews and the student survey the conclusion can be drawn that 

teachers use textbooks primarily, films and videoclips sometimes, and music and songs 

2.6%

79.5%

17.9%

Figure 3. How often does your teacher use FILMS/VIDEOCLIPS 
in the classroom?

Never Sometimes Often Always/Almost Exclusively

38.5%

48.7%

5.1%
7.7%

Figure 4. How often does your teacher use MUSIC/SONGS in the 
classroom

Never Sometimes Often Always/Almost Exclusively
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sometimes but less than films and videoclips. However, the result of the student survey should 

not be interpreted as a 100% accurate representation of reality because the students participating 

in the survey are taught by the teachers participating in the interviews and the data from the 

interviews show that all aforementioned teaching materials are used in various degrees in the 

classroom by all teachers. Therefore, the aforementioned results and conclusion should be seen 

only as an indication to what extent different materials are used in the classroom compared to 

each other. 

4.4 How Are ESL Textbooks Used in Other Countries? 

Some of the interviewed teachers and many of the participating students have experience of 

schools in other countries, which allowed for a glimpse of an international perspective of the role 

of ESL textbooks. One of the teachers had experience teaching in Turkey which was very 

different from the way textbooks are used in Sweden. In Turkey, textbooks were equivalent with 

the course and was taught from cover to cover with the teachers acting as intermediaries of the 

textbook, which could then be viewed as a compendium of knowledge. However, the interviewed 

teacher explained that the differences between teaching English in Turkey and Sweden stemmed 

from differences in how the school system and curriculums were constructed. In Turkey, 

textbooks are modelled after the curriculum and a textbook taught cover-to-cover could therefore 

be seen as equivalent to a completed course and a passing grade. The textbook is also the only 

teaching material and source of English in the classroom in Turkey. Furthermore, in Turkey 

everything has a correct time and place to be taught, i.e. a specific order and grade in which 

everything in the language should be taught and the teachers should not deviate from the set 

course timeline by jumping ahead, i.e. teaching something before the “correct” time. The 

differences between English teaching in Turkey and Sweden was cleverly summarized in the 

interview with the statement: “In Turkey they learn how to talk about English while in Sweden 

they learn how to communicate in English”. 

Two teachers had experience of textbooks in France; one of them was a teacher at a school that 

could be described as equivalent to Swedish adult education and the other one was a student in a 

French high school. The teacher who had experience teaching in France described textbooks as 

very similar to those in Sweden, with similar exercises and texts, except for one key difference: 

the textbooks in France are in English only, no French, unlike textbooks in Sweden that 
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commonly use both English and Swedish. However, French English teaching and textbooks used 

a lot of translation exercises earlier but has progressively changed and phased out translations 

over the years and are now more similar to English teaching in Sweden. The other teacher who 

had experience as a student in France described the construction and use of textbooks similar to 

how they are used in Turkey, i.e. taught cover-to-cover with all texts, exercises and assignments 

found in the textbook. The difference in how English is taught in the French adult education, as 

described by the teacher who taught in French adult education, and high school, as described by 

the teacher who was a high school student in France, would indicate that one school form is 

stricter and more controlled than the other. However, the use of other teaching materials is 

present in both school forms, which indicates that while textbooks play a central role in English 

teaching in France, it is not the sole source of contact with the English language, like in Turkey. 

The student survey included students from Somalia, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, 

Afghanistan, Syria and Italy. The survey showed that schools in Italy use textbooks, films and 

music as teaching materials while schools in Pakistan use textbooks and films but not music or 

songs. The other countries were reported to use textbooks as the sole source of contact with the 

English language. When it comes to the way the different teaching materials were used, all 

students answered that they were used similarly to the way different teaching materials are used 

in Sweden. 

4.5 What Changes, If Any, Need to Be Made to ESL Textbooks? 

As previously established, there is no perfect or ideal textbook and different teachers have 

different ideas of what should be changed or included in a textbook. All of the interviewed 

teachers agreed that translation exercises should be removed from textbooks as translation is a 

separate skill independent of your communicative skills in English, i.e. even if you are fluent in 

English you may struggle immensely when trying to translate from one language to the other. 

You do not have to know how to translate in order to understand and be proficient in a language. 

Additionally, translating does not reflect your proficiency with the language in accordance with 

the course criteria from the Swedish National Agency for Education. Regarding the second 

change, whether or not to include several languages in the textbook, the teachers were divided. 

One teacher thought it was a good idea to use both English and Swedish for the instructions of 

the exercises while the others wanted the books to use English only. Wordlists and glossary were 



 

17 

 

 

two other elements where the teachers had different opinions. One teacher wanted the wordlists 

to be removed completely while another wanted the wordlists connected to the texts removed, but 

a glossary could be included at the end of the book. Another teacher also wanted to remove the 

wordlist but wanted more digital tools where one such digital tool would be a translation program 

where students could translate to any language they wanted. In general, more digital content was 

something all teachers saw as beneficial, with one teacher saying that digital teacher’s guides, 

exercises, tests and various digital tools would be a step in the right direction in realizing the 

digitalization mission put forward by the Swedish National Agency for Education. 

Regarding the ways that textbooks have already changed over the years, the interviewed teachers 

agreed that in general, the content has become more relevant and connected, as well as less 

grammar-centered and more reflective of communicative skills. However, they also agreed that 

texts and content should be made even more relevant and interesting, i.e. there is a need for 

further adaptation to fit the different learner groups. One teacher also said that the textbooks 

themselves have evolved negatively as many textbooks are made for one-time use, which means 

you must buy new books every year, which is a result of today’s capitalistic society where 

everyone want to make money. Furthermore, another teacher, that is studying to become a 

principal, said that textbooks have not kept up with the changes in the curriculums and the course 

criteria set by the Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket 2014), which increases the 

difficulty for teachers to use textbooks in their classes as they require even further adaptation and 

modification in order to foster an effective learning environment. 

4.6 What Is the Role of ESL Textbooks in Swedish High Schools? 

The consensus of textbooks as an important resource in the language classroom presented in the 

literature review are reflected in the results of this study. The participating teachers are in 

agreement of the value of textbooks as a security, that teachers can utilize for inspiration or 

ready-made tests and exercises. Furthermore, the teachers also agree that textbooks hold value for 

students as a physical representation of knowledge, which they can use to further improve their 

knowledge by repetition of completed exercises or as extra exercises by working ahead if they 

have finished the primary assignments. Moreover, the majority of participating students answered 

in the survey that they learn English by using textbooks, which in turn prescribe it further value 

as a resource in the language classroom. However, in accordance with the literature review the 
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results of the study show that in order for the full potential of the textbook to be unlocked, it 

needs to be adapted and modified by teachers in order to fit the learner group and situation, which 

is a considerable disadvantage of textbooks as textbook adaptation is a difficult and time-

consuming process in a vocation where time as a resource is limited and already divided amongst 

a number of other responsibilities of the teacher, such as mentoring, assessment and grading and 

various meetings. Furthermore, if textbooks do not fully reflect the course criteria set by the 

Swedish National Agency for Education it creates further difficulty for teachers as the textbook 

then demands further adaptation to first fit the criteria before it can be adapted to the learner 

group, which makes the textbook not only a disadvantage but also a hinderance as the task of 

adapting the textbook may be too great to justify the time it takes to achieve. There is also a risk 

that teachers start over-relying on textbooks and as such only become an intermediary with the 

textbook taking on the role of the teacher. Another aspect to keep in mind is that the idea of the 

textbook itself may limit the teacher’s imagination and creativity in the practice of their trade as 

textbooks imply that an expert somewhere can solve the problems of learning a language 

(Brumfit 1979: 30, cited in McGrath 2002: 10). However, if textbooks are used simply as a 

source of inspiration and the occasional test and exercise, it cannot be denied its value in the 

hands of a skilled teacher. To answer the question of the role of the textbook in the English 

language classroom of Swedish high schools, the analysis of the results suggests that the role of 

textbooks is that of a resource to teachers to be molded and shaped to fit learners by the skill and 

knowledge of the teachers, which is reflected in the statement by Cunningworth (1984: 2) that 

“course-books are good servants but poor masters”. However, as stated by Kayaoğlu (2011: 343), 

textbooks are not designed as a collection of exercises and text to be modified and shaped by the 

teacher but rather a finished product to employ in the ESL classroom. Considering the advantages 

and disadvantages, one aspect to keep in mind is that the advantages are short-term benefits that 

postpone the problems of the teaching vocation and language learning, which in turn cause the 

disadvantages to become a long-term problem. In conclusion, textbooks are (or should be 

considered) servants rather than masters. In other words, textbooks would best serve as a 

temporary resource while the teacher either creates their own repertoire of exercises and material, 

a make-shift textbook if you will, or gathers enough material from different sources to constitute 

a comprehensive and effective learning environment that reflects the goals and criteria of the 

curriculum. 
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of this study has been to determine the role of textbooks in English second language 

classrooms in Swedish high schools. Several advantages and disadvantages have been presented 

in both the literature preview and the result section of the study. The advantages of textbooks as 

presented in this study are, for teachers, time-saving and a source of inspiration, i.e. a guide or 

framework for the course. For students, textbooks act as a security, a physical representation of 

knowledge that they can hold in their hands which tells them what they should learn and possibly 

motivates them to learn. The disadvantages of textbooks lie in its construction, as the content may 

be irrelevant or uninteresting which might demotivate students. However, regardless of the 

content the textbook needs to be adapted and modified to fit the learner group and situation as 

there is no perfect textbook in existence suited for every group or situation. Textbook adaptation 

is a considerable disadvantage as it not only requires time, which may or may not be available, 

but it also requires knowledge and skills of how to modify a textbook which may not be readily 

available for all teachers. Furthermore, teachers need training and education in how to adapt and 

modify textbooks. Moreover, if textbooks do not reflect the criteria set by the Swedish National 

Agency for Education, the difficulty of textbook adaptation increases as it then requires a two-

step modification, where it first need to be modified to reflect the criteria then to fit the learner 

group. Based on the analysis of the study, the temporary short-term benefits and more long-term 

disadvantages warrant textbooks only a role as a temporary resource while teachers with 

experience and knowledge construct their own repertoire of teaching materials. Which in turn 

cause problems for inexperienced teachers as there is an increased risk of them over-relying on 

the textbook and as such create a sub-optimal learning environment beleaguered with loss of 

motivation, inspiration, imagination and enjoyment for both teachers and in their pursuit of 

mastering the English language. Furthermore, textbooks should, aside from being adapted and 

modified, be complemented with various other teaching materials and teachers should be 

encouraged to utilize the plethora of digital teaching aids, to create both a more comprehensive 

learning process while also realizing the digitalization mission presented by the Swedish National 

Agency for Education. In conclusion, to answer the question posed in the title of the essay: the 

textbook should best be considered a temporary servant, amongst many others, which is best put 

to use in the hands of its master, the teacher. 
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6. Summary 

Textbooks are associated with learning a subject much like a centerpiece is associated with a 

fancy dinner table and teachers are seen as the chefs preparing each course. This study has 

examined the relationship between textbooks, teachers and students with the aim of establishing 

the role textbooks have in ESL teaching-learning in Swedish high schools. Through the use of a 

mixed methodology, combining qualitative (interviews) and quantitative (questionnaires) 

elements, the study has attempted to answer the questions how textbooks are used in the English 

second language classroom of Swedish high schools as well as which teaching materials are used 

besides textbooks. Furthermore, the study examined an international perspective of textbooks in 

which differences between how textbooks were used in other countries and which teaching 

materials were used in language education compared to Sweden. Potential changes that are 

needed in relation to textbooks and their usage were also examined.  

The mixed methodology paradigm was chosen for this study because it allows for a more 

comprehensive set of questions to be answered that otherwise might had been inaccessible to the 

study. The main part of the study consisted of qualitative interviews with practicing teachers of 

English in Swedish high schools. The quantitative element consisted of a student survey 

questionnaire which informed the interviews and supplemented the results. Together the two 

research methods allowed for a teacher perspective of the role of textbooks to be collected, which 

was supplemented with a student perspective of to what extent different teaching materials were 

used in the English second language teaching-learning process. The combination of both 

paradigms also allowed for a broader international perspective to be examined as some 

participating teachers as well as students had experience with textbooks and second language 

teaching-learning in other countries. 

The results of the study present advantages as well as disadvantages of textbooks. The advantages 

of textbooks consist of short-term benefits such as that the ready-made texts, exercises and 

assignments save teachers time when planning the course and lessons. Textbooks can also act as 

a security and inspiration for teachers no matter their experience with teaching as they provide a 

guide or framework for the curriculum. The study also shows that textbooks can act as a security 

for students as a physical representation of knowledge that they can hold in their hands which 

guide them in their learning. The disadvantages of textbooks presented in the study consist of 
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more long-term problems such as the need for textbooks to be modified and adapted to fit the 

learner group and situation and possibly even the course criteria. If teachers over-rely on 

textbooks it can also have detrimental effects on their creativity and ability to plan assignments 

and exercises. Furthermore, the content of textbooks may be irrelevant, non-representative of 

real-life language use or simply be uninteresting which may result in tediousness and 

demotivation of both students and teachers. The results from an international perspective of 

textbooks show that some countries, for example Turkey and Somalia, teach textbooks from 

cover to cover which is seen as equivalent to a completed course and passing grade. Other 

countries, for example Italy and France, use textbooks more similarly to Sweden. The content of 

textbooks is in general the same no matter which country they are used in. Regarding potential 

changes that need to be made to textbooks, teachers are divided whether textbooks should be 

mono-lingual or bi-lingual as well as whether or not to include wordlists and/or glossaries. The 

study also shows that textbooks should be complemented by other teaching materials, both 

physical and digital teaching aids. Furthermore, there seem to be a reluctance to use the plethora 

of available digital teaching aids despite the benefits shown by research. Teachers should 

therefore be encouraged to use and be educated in how to use digital teaching aids to complement 

the learning environment. 

In conclusion, the study shows that textbooks hold value as a temporary resource utilized by both 

teachers and students. In order for teachers to utilize textbooks to their full potential they need to 

and should be complemented by other sources of teaching materials, physical as well as digital, to 

foster an as effective and comprehensive second language teaching-learning environment as 

possible. In other words, textbooks are (and should be considered) temporary servants best 

utilized in the hands of their masters, the teachers. 
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Appendix 1 

Interview questions - Teachers 

 

1. How long have you taught English?  

2. What role does textbooks have in the classroom? For teachers? For students? 

3. In what ways do you use teachings books in your classes? 

4. Have the way you use teaching books changed as you have gained more teaching 

experience? How?  

5. Have the way you use textbooks changed from how they were used when you were in 

high school? How? 

6. Have you taught or attended school in another country? Where? 

7. Are teaching books used differently in Sweden compared to other countries that you have 

taught or attended school in? In what ways?  

8. Any final comments you would like to share about your experience with teaching books? 

 

Follow-up questions were asked in connection to the teachers answers wherever necessary. 
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Appendix 2 

Questionnaire – Student survey questions 

 

1. How old are you? 

2. Are you female or male? 

3. Do you feel that you learn anything from using TEXTBOOKS in the classroom? 

4. Do you feel that you learn anything from using MOVIES/VIDEOCLIPS in the 

classroom? 

5. Do you feel that you learn anything from using MUSIC/SONGS in the classroom? 

6. How often does your teacher use TEXTBOOKS in the classroom? 

7. How often does your teacher use MOVIES/VIDEOCLIPS in the classroom? 

8. How often does your teacher use MUSIC/SONGS in the classroom? 

9. Would you like your teacher to use other teaching materials more in the classroom? 

10. Have you attended school in another country? 

11. What country other than Sweden have you attended school in? 

12. What teaching materials are used in teaching in the other country you have attended 

school in? 

13. How are the use of teaching materials different in the other country you have attended 

school in compared to Sweden? 

14. Any final comments you would like to share about your experience with teaching 

materials? 
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