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Abstract 

This qualitative research study examines the greatest and/or most common problems with 

the use of textbooks as perceived by teachers in upper secondary school in Sweden. The 

study employs interviews to gather data and also looks further into the textbooks the 

interviewed teachers use to gain a greater understanding of the problems presented by the 

data. The result of the study shows that teacher experience various problems while using 

textbooks, e.g. insufficient number of some exercises, outdated content, insufficient 

cultural content and it is also a time-consuming process to adapt the textbook to the 

curriculum, learner group and learner situation. However, the study also shows that many, 

if not all, of the problems are not exclusive to the use of textbooks and as such are 

potential issues regardless of the type of teaching material that is used. Therefore, the 

problem seems to not be with textbooks themselves but rather a consequence of larger 

issues within the teaching profession such as time-restrictions, financial issues and 

problems with the margin of interpretation of the curricula. Further research is required 

to find a solution as it is clear that for the moment many teachers perceive the textbook 

partly as a problem. It is thus clear that something needs to change, either how textbooks 

are defined, the responsibilities of the teachers, and/or the curricula themselves. 

 

Keywords: Textbooks, Teachers, Problems, Upper Secondary School, High School, 

English 
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1. Introduction 

Teaching a second or foreign language is a complex challenge that teachers attempt to 

overcome every day with the help of their knowledge, skill, education and colleagues. In and 

of itself, teaching and learning a second language is a difficult undertaking which is made 

even more complex and problematic if the available teaching material is less than optimal in 

regard to learning criteria, goals and course curricula. The pedagogical and didactic 

challenges teachers struggle with on a daily basis are only made more challenging if they also 

have to compensate for insufficiencies of the teaching material, which can be detrimental to 

the overall teaching-learning environment. In other words, if the teacher has to spend so much 

time adapting and modifying the textbook material to fit the learner group and situation that 

other aspects of teaching suffer as a result , e.g. less time to plan more comprehensive lessons 

properly or to give students more comprehensive feedback. In other words, sub-optimal 

teaching materials make an already challenging profession even more difficult and 

challenging. 

For the following discussion and analysis in the present study, it is important to define what 

constitutes as teaching material. One could say that everything teachers and students utilize in 

the language teaching-learning process can be considered teaching material, which includes 

books, texts, video and audio. However, this study will focus on the most common teaching 

material that is viewed by the majority of the population as a staple in teaching/learning: 

textbooks. Sheldon (1987: 1) loosely defines textbooks as “a published book, most often 

produced for commercial gain, whose explicit aim is to assist foreign learners of English in 

improving their linguistic knowledge and/or communicative ability”. The traditional textbook 

as most commonly employed in classrooms usually consists of various topics divided, 

sometimes thematically, into chapters realized in texts of various lengths, accompanied by 

pre-reading and post-reading activities and exercises. The majority of textbooks are also 

accompanied by a CD which enables the texts to be listened to as well as a teacher’s guide 

and extra material such as tests and exams. However, not all textbooks are created equal and 

there are significant differences between teaching books in fact-based subjects such as 

physics, biology or health and care and textbooks in language subjects such as English, 

Spanish or French. In other words, language textbooks have another dimension where they 

not only relay facts with the aim of the student mastering content but also serve the purpose of 

instructing students how to use and become proficient with the language and therein master a 

skill, a behaviour. Fact-based subjects on the other hand only relay facts and information with 
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the purpose of the student mastering content. The second dimension is also true for language 

learning where students are not only required to learn about English, the same way they learn 

about biology, but also develop their skill and proficiency in using the language, in production 

of material and interaction with other people. To be noted, many if not all of the problems 

with textbooks presented in this study also apply to other teaching materials and are in no way 

exclusive to the use of textbooks. Moreover, the problems discussed also indicate that the 

problems may not stem from the textbooks themselves but rather be a product or result of 

other problems within the Swedish school system. 

1.1 Aim 

Despite the perceived importance of textbooks in language teaching, it would be difficult to 

find a teacher or student who would express the opinion that a textbook is perfect for every 

learning group or situation even though they hold the belief that textbooks are a necessary part 

of language teaching/learning. Through this contradictory point of view held by a majority of 

teachers, textbooks could be viewed as a necessary evil required to create an effective 

teaching-learning environment where the students can master both content and language 

proficiency. The aim of this study is to investigate which are the most common and/or the 

greatest weaknesses of English second language (ESL) textbooks in Swedish upper secondary 

school. The study will examine textbooks from a practical perspective. In other words, 

through interviews with teachers the study will examine the greatest and/or most common 

problems and flaws that teachers experience with textbooks in their teaching.  

1.2 Research Question 

The research question the study aims to answer is: 

• What are the greatest and/or most common problems/flaws found in textbooks and in 

the use of textbooks in teaching as perceived by teachers? 

2. Literature Review 

In this section previous research will be presented, which provides the foundation and 

framework of the study. Firstly, the perceived value of textbooks will be presented, i.e. the 

advantages and disadvantages of using textbooks, followed by the presentation of the criteria 

that a textbook should fulfill to be considered “good”. Thereafter, the Swedish national 

curriculum of English by the Swedish National Agency for Education will be presented, 
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followed by the importance of an adequate textbook in teaching and in turn some of the flaws 

and detrimental effects of a sub-optimal textbook will be presented.  

2.1 The Perceived Value of Textbooks in Teaching 

The majority of teachers are in agreement that textbooks have both advantages and 

disadvantages and that despite the disadvantages, textbooks are a necessary or required part of 

language education. Teachers also agree that while textbooks are necessary there is no perfect 

textbook. In other words, textbooks always require adaptation and modification to fit any one 

particular learning group or situation, which is a time-consuming process and therefore a 

considerable disadvantage as teachers are already struggling to find time for everything in 

their schedules (Simu 2019: 19). It could however be argued that constructing their own 

teaching material could take just as much time as adapting textbooks, suggesting that the 

problem may not lie with the textbooks but rather limitations when it comes to time available 

for planning lessons overall. However, there is also the risk of the content of the textbook 

being irrelevant, boring, too easy, too difficult, or non-representative of the course curriculum 

and criteria which in turn results in that more adaptation and modification is required, adding 

more time to the already time-consuming process of adapting the textbook for the learning 

group (Simu 2019: 19). Potentially, when teachers create their own material, instead of 

adapting textbook material, the end result may more quickly produce desirable results as there 

is potentially less adaptation needed since textbooks may require adaptation on multiple 

levels, i.e. curriculum, learner group and learner situation (Simu 2019: 19). One potential 

view of textbooks could be as necessary evil, as they are described by Sheldon (1988: 237). 

Furthermore, Sheldon (1988: 237) describes the textbook as a poor compromise between what 

is educationally desirable and financially viable, which more often than not seems to not 

provide good [enough] value for the money spent.  

However, teachers are often forced to accept this, more often than not, unsatisfactory 

compromise due to the work and time it takes to develop classroom material, coupled with the 

pressures of approaching time-tables and other time-restricting endeavours that steadily 

constrict the teachers’ professional time and freedom (Sheldon 1988: 327; Simu 2019: 19). 

Despite this, course books are also viewed favourably as an essential part of language 

education as they are viewed as “the route map” for English language teaching-learning, 

which provides and openly presents the shape, structure and goal of an English language 

teaching programme with progress, programme and even teacher quality open to assessment 

by learners in a sequential unit-by-unit coverage (Sheldon 1988: 328). This further restricts 
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the teacher in their profession and makes the selection of an adequate textbook even more 

important as the wrong selection may be even more regrettable by the teacher (Sheldon 1988: 

328). However, teachers still use textbooks as a resource for inspiration or exercises even 

though there are risks and problems associated with them. The extracted exercises from 

textbooks are shaped and moulded to fit the learners (Simu, 2019: 18) even though textbooks 

are, as stated by Kayaoğlu (2011: 343), designed as a finished product to be used in ESL 

classrooms rather than a collection of exercises and texts to be modified and used or as a 

source of inspiration. 

The fact that teacher-generated material, which potentially is adapted specifically for the 

learner-group and is both dynamic and locally relevant for the group, is viewed as less 

credible than the published textbook, disregarding how functional or adequate the textbook 

actually is in practice, is a horrible paradox for the students (Sheldon 1988: 328). Potentially, 

students can be cheated out of a more dynamic language education from the fact that teacher-

generated material hold a lower standing compared to the publicly endorsed material found 

between the printed covers of textbooks even though the “home-made” material itself may be 

more suited for the student group (Sheldon 1988: 328). The higher status as well as the short-

term advantages offered by textbooks, such as simple lesson plans, pre-made exercises, texts 

and examinations that save time, are less prone to result in the teacher’s competence and 

teaching being questioned by students or parents, compared to home-made teaching material. 

Textbooks can also act as a security for students and inexperienced teachers because 

textbooks represent a physical collection of knowledge to be taught and learned. The textbook 

acts as guide and help for students in their learning and teacher get a solid foundation to stand 

on, i.e. they do not have to start out re-inventing the wheel, someone has already created 

exercises that they can use in their teaching (Simu 2019: 19). However, one of the dangers of 

using ready-made texts and material is that they can seemingly absolve teachers of 

responsibility. Textbooks make it easy to adopt the belief that all problems of what and how 

to teach will solve themselves as long as the students use the textbooks to learn because 

course books imply that the authors have solved the teaching-learning problems with their 

expertise and expressed this within a textbook (Hutchinson & Torres 1994: 315). Textbooks, 

with their advantages and disadvantages, can potentially result in an unsatisfying compromise 

that can have devastating results for the students if the teacher ends up with a less than 

optimal textbook (Simu 2019: 19).  
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2.2 The Criteria of a Good Textbook 

If textbooks are viewed as potentially flawed, necessary evils, teachers would need a list of 

criteria to evaluate if the potential textbook they want to use is good enough to outweigh the 

disadvantages of using a textbook. According to Weddel (2009: 8-10) textbooks should fit the 

following criteria in order to be considered good enough to use in language education. 

• Relevancy – the content of the textbook should be up to date (published within the last 

10 years) and be relevant for the learner group. 

• Interculturalism – the content of the textbook should take into account cultural and 

linguistic diversity amongst the student group. The graphics and visuals of the 

textbook should also be culturally sensitive and promote cultural awareness. 

• Design – the design and format of the textbook should be appropriate for the learner 

group, i.e. not too childish or mature for the intended grade 

• Focus – the material and content of the textbook should be learner-centred. 

• Instructions – the instructional material as well as content should be teacher-friendly. 

• Learning strategies – the material of the textbook should address a variety of learning 

styles and be conducive with being used with a variety of different learner groups and 

grouping strategies. 

• Audio-visual clarity – the audio-visual material of the textbook should be clear, 

authentic and appropriate for the learner group. 

• Language skills – the textbook should integrate all four language skills: reading, 

listening, writing, and speaking. 

• Previous knowledge and experiences – the material should contain exercises that allow 

for students to use previous experiences, prior knowledge of the language as well as 

prior knowledge of the content.  

• Pace and order – the pacing of the content should be appropriate to learner level and 

appropriately ordered: receptive skills before productive skills. 

Lastly, the most important criteria, not included in Weddel’s list, is how well the textbooks 

comply with the “predetermined standards of the national curriculum” (Reid & Kováčiková 

2017: 89). In other words, it should be taken into consideration when evaluating and choosing 

a textbook, how well the content of the textbook reflects the Swedish national English 

curriculum, which takes priority over the other criteria in the checklist as the textbook would 

be useless if it did not promote the aim, goal and core content of the curriculum. 
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It is however important to note that even with a good or adequate textbook, the teacher should 

never over-rely on the textbook and fall into the mindset that the students will learn and finish 

the course with a passing grade if they are just given exercises from a good textbook. As 

Brumfit (1979, cited in McGrath 2002:10) states, the textbook, no matter how good or near-

perfect it is, risks limiting the teacher’s imagination and professional creativity as it 

potentially traps the teacher within the mindset that an expert somewhere has solved all 

problems of learning a language. 

2.3 The Swedish National English Curriculum 

The curricula are for teachers what the holy texts are in different religions, they dictate the 

purpose, content and goal of education and life respectively. Therefore, the Swedish national 

English curriculum is the main component that permeates, or at least should permeate, every 

teaching and material decision English teachers make in their profession. The main aim of the 

English courses in Swedish upper secondary school as presented in the Swedish national 

English curriculum is for the students to develop their linguistic skills and improve their 

knowledge of the world, with the purpose of giving them the ability, will and courage to use 

English in different situations and for different purposes (The Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2011: 1). The aim of learning English is therefore two-fold: one part is to develop 

linguistic and communicative skills in the language and the second part is to learn about the 

different parts of the world where English is spoken, i.e. life conditions, societal issues and 

cultural phenomena (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2011: 1-2). The English 

education in Swedish upper secondary school should, in other words, cover subject areas 

connected to the students’ education, societal and working life as well as current issues, which 

include events, processes, thoughts, opinions, ideas, experiences, relations and ethical 

questions. Furthermore, students should be given the opportunity to reflect on and discuss 

living conditions, attitudes, values, traditions as well as societal, political and cultural 

conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where the English language is spoken. 

The students should also learn about the spread and position of the English language in the 

world (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2011: 3, 6, 9). Apart from the worldwide 

and intercultural perspective presented, the English education should aim to give students the 

opportunity to develop their linguistic skills and communicative strategies which enable them 

to participate in and contribute to discussions of various topics for various purposes (The 

Swedish National Agency for Education 2011: 1). 
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2.4 The Importance of an Adequate Textbook  

In the Swedish national English curriculum, it can be read that the English language surrounds 

us in everyday life and is used within areas such as culture, politics and economics. Therefore, 

adequate knowledge of English opens up opportunities for someone to participate in social 

and cultural contexts as well as an increasingly globalized educational and working life. 

Furthermore, knowledge of English may provide new perspectives and increased 

opportunities to establish connections and develop a greater understanding of different ways 

of life (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2011: 1) Therefore, it is important to 

choose a textbook that offers students the opportunity and tools to develop and broaden their 

perspective of English as a global international language as well as interculturality.  

The importance of an intercultural perspective comes from the fact that as English has 

evolved to a global lingua franca, the cultural perspective is no longer tied to what Kachru 

(1985, referenced in Acar 2009: 13-14) describes as the inner circle of English, which 

represents countries such as the USA, Canada, Australia and Great Britain where English is 

the native primary language. The outer circle, which represents countries where English is 

intensively and extensively used in daily life such as India, Singapore and Nigeria, and the 

expanding circle which include countries such as Russia, Sweden and China where English is 

taught in schools but is not extensively used in daily life, are the other two circles represented 

in Kachru’s model. Mckay (2002, cited in Acar 2009: 15) concludes through the use of 

Kachru’s model that English as an international language is used for both international 

communication between nations as well as local communication within bilingual societies. 

Since English is an international language, “the use of English is no longer connected to the 

culture of Inner Circle countries” (Mckay 2002, cited in Acar 2009: 15). From a global 

perspective, one of the primary functions of English as an international language is to enable 

speakers to share their ideas and cultures with each other whereas from a local perspective, 

the language becomes imbedded in the culture it is spoken (Mckay 2002, cited in Acar 2009: 

15). In other words, “English is no longer the sole property of the native speakers but also the 

language of non-native speakers who adapt it to their own sociolinguistic and sociocultural 

contexts” (Acar 2009: 14). The importance of learning to communicate in English with an 

intercultural awareness becomes clear, since English is globally spoken and taught across the 

world, people of different cultures and perspectives interact with each other on a daily basis. 

A textbook with an adequate intercultural perspective is therefore paramount for students to 
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broaden their cultural perspective as it would be impossible for the teacher on their own to 

teach the students of all the different cultures of the English language. 

However, traditional communicative language teaching is based on native speaker models 

which assumes that learners of English should strive to attain the norms and language use of 

speakers from inner circle countries based on the assumption that the English language is 

associated with the native speakers of English and their cultures. Therefore, non-native 

speakers’ use of English is examined based on how well they simulate native language 

speaker norms and usage. Differences in non-native language use are at the same time 

considered “mistakes” or “errors” which should be corrected (Acar 2009:14). Furthermore, 

several studies referenced in Nilsson and Horvat (2018: 18) found varying levels of 

satisfaction regarding intercultural content in textbooks for different levels. The studies 

showed that while the textbooks did contain diverse cultural content it was fact- or product-

based culture, i.e. surface-level culture such as holidays, tourist sites, food and achievements 

of famous people, which is not sufficient in helping the students develop their intercultural 

awareness. Lappalainen (2011, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 18) therefore concluded 

that the teachers hold the responsibility of teaching the students to develop their intercultural 

competence. However as stated earlier, the task of presenting a diverse intercultural 

perspective on their own is an insurmountable task without the help of an adequate textbook. 

Furthermore, Arslan (2016, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 18) found that textbooks 

are also lacking in the presentation of the national culture of the learners “which he claims is 

important in order for the students to develop the ability of seeing and tolerating differences 

between their own and other cultures”.  

Despite English being an international language, the majority of intercultural content is 

focused on inner-circle countries, which promotes a native speaker ideal that potentially puts 

unnecessary pressure on learners that they need to mimic native speakers. Additionally, since 

the majority of the intercultural content covers inner-circle countries, outer-circle and 

expanding-circle countries’ culture is under-represented which results in students developing 

a very narrow intercultural perspective (Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 28). Learning about all 

circles is essential for learners to be a part of and interact in the global international society of 

English which puts demand on textbooks for a broader intercultural perspective in order to 

help teachers teach students about the increasingly connected global society (Nilsson & 

Horvat 2018: 28). However, as previously mentioned, the majority of intercultural content 

falls within the definition of product- or fact-based culture which “promotes an us-against-
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them mentality and presents diverse cultural contexts as exotic, stereotypical and different” 

(Lundahl 2014, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 29). This type of intercultural 

representation is counter-productive and hindering in the students’ development of their 

intercultural awareness and therefore works against the purpose and goal of English education 

(Lundahl 2014; Goméz Rodriquez 2015, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 30). However, 

culture is not a constant and therefore should not be treated as a fact or product but rather an 

ever-changing process with diversity as the norm and as such promotes acceptance and 

solidarity rather than an us-versus-them mentality (Lundahl 2014, referenced in Nilsson & 

Horvat 2018: 30). If it is assumed that students develop intercultural awareness by learning 

about their own and many other different cultures, diversity is further promoted which further 

bases the students’ intercultural awareness in acceptance and solidarity (Arslan 2016; Böcü & 

Razi 2016, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 30).  

As previously mentioned, a good textbook should incorporate different learning strategies that 

are suitable for a variety of learner groups. In order to successfully learn a foreign language, 

the learners are required to use a variety of learning strategies, which work as a link between 

the resources available to the learners and their ability to utilize them. However, a good 

textbook should not include as many learning strategies as possible but rather help students 

develop cognitive and metacognitive strategies which they can utilize to master language use 

and overcome difficulties (Horvathova 2014, referenced in Reid & Kováčiková 2017: 89). 

The most important aspect for both evaluation of a textbook and its value in education is how 

well the textbooks reflect and comply with the aim, core content and criteria of the English 

national curriculum (Reid & Kováčiková 2017: 89). If the textbooks fail to live up to the 

standards of the curriculum it would be detrimental educationally and economically to utilize 

them in classroom teaching. The textbooks would be all but useless for the students and 

possibly hinder the development of the aspects of language use that are presented in the aim 

and criteria of curriculum, which students are required to learn to both receive a passing grade 

at the end of the course as well as be able to participate in the global international society. 

This would in turn create problems and stress for the teachers as they would be required to 

heavily compensate for the inadequacies of the textbooks. In other words, the purchase of 

severely inadequate textbooks would most likely hinder and cause more problems rather than 

help students in their learning process. 

Lastly, the use of an adequate textbook is all the more important in language education than in 

any other subject because of the fact that the learning of a language is two-dimensional. When 
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learning a language, students are both trying to master content and skill, unlike other subjects 

such as for example history, religion or biology where learners only focus on mastering the 

content. In other words, language learners are trying to learn a behaviour, i.e. to use English, 

while at the same time trying to master the content, i.e. learn about English (Simu 2019: 1). 

2.5 Literature Review Summary 

In summary, textbooks are often viewed as necessary evils, a compromise that teachers have 

to make due to the fact that the limited time they have in their profession is steadily restricted 

by other tasks and meetings, which leave little time for planning and constructing home-made 

material. Furthermore, due to the paradoxical view that textbooks are better at teaching 

students than teacher-made material may be another reason why teachers opt for the use of 

textbooks, as it is harder to question the validity of a printed book. The high status of the 

textbook stems from the view that it provides a framework or road-map for the course, which 

gives the impression that an expert somewhere has solved all the problems of teaching and 

students will learn English as long as they follow the textbook cover to cover. 

A textbook needs to meet certain criteria to be considered good or adequate. The most 

important criterion is how well the aims, core content and criteria of the national English 

curriculum are reflected by the textbook. Other criteria are how relevant the content is for the 

learners, what learning strategies are covered by the book, and the scope of the intercultural 

content demanded by an increasingly globalized society. Furthermore, textbooks should be 

learner-centred, and the instructions and extra material should be teacher-friendly. The design, 

pace, order and clarity of the content should also be taken into consideration when evaluating 

and choosing textbooks. However, as previously mentioned, how well textbooks comply with 

the national English curriculum is most important as they would be all but useless and a waste 

of money otherwise. 

English education should serve two purposes. Firstly, it should help students develop their 

linguistic skills and communicative strategies to teach them how to use English and interact 

with other English-speakers. Secondly, English education should serve to broaden the 

students’ intercultural awareness as English is an international language used in an all the 

more globalized international society. In other words, students should be given the 

opportunity to discuss and reflect over, amongst other things, living conditions, culture and 

societal and political values in order to open up opportunities in education and work and to be 

able to interact with others in the global international society of today. Therefore, it is 
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important that the textbook being used has a broad intercultural perspective that allows 

students to develop their intercultural awareness. However, textbooks today more often than 

not have an inadequate representation of culture that promotes an us-versus-them mentality, 

where non-western cultures are presented as different and exotic often by use of stereotypical 

images and depictions. In other words, culture in textbooks are treated as unchangeable facts 

and therefore a fact- or product-based perspective is promoted, which is not enough to 

develop intercultural awareness. Textbooks should rather adopt a process-based perspective of 

culture which promotes diversity, solidarity and acceptance, as diversity is seen as the norm 

and culture is seen as an ever-changing process that evolves over time. 

Furthermore, textbooks should be chosen based on the learning strategies they cover but 

should however not be oversaturated by every learning strategy imaginable, quality over 

quantity. The learning strategies in the textbooks should help students develop cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies to overcome problems and difficulties in the utilization and 

mastering of the language. Lastly, the importance of an adequate textbook stems from the 

two-dimensional nature of language education where unlike for example religion or biology, 

students must master both content and skill, i.e. what the language is and how to use it in 

interaction. 

3. Method 

This section of the essay will present the methodology of the study. The research method of 

the study will be presented first, followed by how the data was collected and the decisions 

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

First and foremost, the study was conducted using a qualitative research method in the form 

of interviews with practicing teachers in Swedish upper secondary schools, a three-year 

educational programme before university. Furthermore, an analysis of the textbooks used by 

the participating teachers was conducted to complement the study and provide context for the 

discussion of the results. Interviews were chosen to facilitate a broader perspective of the 

flaws and shortcomings of textbooks. Theoretically, the interviews with the teachers that use 

textbooks on a daily basis in combination with the analysis of the aforementioned textbooks 

will result in a greater number of shortcomings and observations brought to light than if the 

researcher of the present study would by himself only analyse and compare different 

textbooks in the context of the Swedish national English curriculum. As the proverb goes, two 

heads (and in the case of this study: seven) are better than one. To clarify, seven interviews 
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were conducted with seven practicing English teachers in Swedish upper secondary school. In 

addition, a total of eight textbooks were analysed for the study. Two of the textbooks were 

used for English 5, two for English 6 and one for English 7. Three textbooks, part of a series 

for adults and adolescents that have not for any reason passed pre-high school English, were 

also analysed as three of the participating teachers also taught the introductory program in 

upper secondary school. The textbooks will be presented in section 4 of the study.  

According to Alvehus (2013: 80) interviews can be conducted in a variety of ways. The most 

commonly associated form of interviews are direct face-to-face interactions where the 

interviewer and the interviewee sit and talk in the same room. Interviews could also be 

conducted over video-chat such as Skype or by phone. It is even possible to interview 

someone by text-chat or e-mail as well as by questionnaire. Furthermore, interviews could be 

divided into three categories: structured, semi-structured and unstructured. Each category 

comes with its own advantages and disadvantages. The choice of interview for a study 

depends on how much room should be given to the respondents and who chooses, interviewer 

or interviewee, the agenda and course for the interview (Alvehus 2013: 82). The structured 

interview generally takes the least amount of time to conduct as the interviewer has prepared a 

set of clearly defined questions that sometimes even include set answer alternatives, and could 

therefore be compared to a questionnaire that is conducted face-to-face. Another strength of 

the structured interview is that the “same” interview can be conducted with many 

respondents. However, the greatest weakness of a structured interview is that if it is too 

structured it largely defeats the purpose of an interview, the interactive element between 

interviewer and interviewee. The same study could basically be conducted using a written 

questionnaire (Alvehus 2013:83). The unstructured interview is the opposite of the structured 

and could be defined as an open conversation between the interviewer and respondent which 

is at most guided by a mutual and overarching interest of the subject. The interviewer’s role 

may even fall into the background and may only include encouraging phrases and gestures 

(Alvehus 2013: 83). However, most interviews, as with the interviews in the present study, 

fall somewhere in between and as such can be classified as semi-structured. In semi-

structured interviews, the interviewer prepares a set of open questions, not too many, that are 

thematically connected to the research topic for the respondent to answer, from which new 

questions may arise as part of the interactive process between the respondent and the 

researcher. A semi-structured interview gives the researcher more control over the direction of 

the interview while at the same time giving the respondent more room to steer the 
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conversation (Alvehus 2013:83). It is important that the interview does not evolve into an 

interrogation or test of the respondent’s knowledge. However, the interviewer should not just 

passively absorb what the respondent says either but should within reason question or 

sometimes even provoke a response from the respondent as long as it does not overstep the 

line into an interrogation. A semi-structured interview, while probably the most commonly 

known form of interview, is the most difficult interview to perform as it requires a skilled and 

aware interviewer that can navigate the line between interrogation and conversation to 

achieve a productive result (Alvehus: 2013:83). 

As previously mentioned, the present study used semi-structured interviews to investigate the 

flaws and problems teachers encounter in textbooks use in Swedish upper secondary school 

English classes. The conducted interviews were relatively focused, but never rushed, 

conversations spanning between 20-40 minutes in length. A set of open questions (see 

appendix 1.) were prepared ahead of the interviews which were then used as a baseline and 

framework for the conversations. The interviewed teachers that participated were of different 

ages, spanning from 25-70, and each had a different amount of experience teaching English in 

Swedish upper secondary schools. A few of the teachers also had experience of teaching 

English abroad. Each interview was conducted separately with each teacher. The interviews 

were recorded as well as transcribed as notes collaboratively with the respondents during the 

interview, i.e. the noted answers were read back to the respondent which then had the 

opportunity to add, change or clarify their answer if the summarized answer differed from 

what they intended, and the notes were changed accordingly.  

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for the study as they afford a lot of freedom and 

control to both the interviewer and the respondent. Therefore, they could potentially produce 

questions and answers not anticipated by the researcher in advance and as such potentially 

produce a more comprehensive result with perspectives not previously observed by the 

researcher. The chosen participants were teachers of different ages and experience. 

Respondent 1 is between 25-30 years old with approximately one year of teaching experience 

of English 6. Respondent 2 is also between 25-30 years old with approximately three years of 

teaching experience of English 5 and 6 and year 9 secondary school English. Respondents 3 

and 4 are between 40-50 years old, with many years of experience teaching English 5, 6 and 7 

as well as year 9 secondary school English. Respondent 4 also has experience of being a high 

school student in France. Respondent 5, 6 and 7 are all 60+ with a lot of teaching experience 

of English 5, 6, 7 and year 9 secondary school English. Respondent 5 apart from teaching 
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English in Sweden also has experience of teaching high school English in France and 

respondent 6 has experience of teaching English in Turkey as well as in Sweden. Respondent 

1, 2, 3 and 7 have only taught English in Swedish high schools. The respondents were chosen 

because of the difference in age and experience to potentially reveal if the amount of 

experience a teacher has affects their view of textbooks and their potential flaws and problems 

that follow and as such potentially reveal if the problems encountered are actually connected 

to the textbooks or the individual teachers’ view of teaching and learning. The differences in 

age and experience of the participants also increase the chance of different perspectives and 

views being observed and as such potentially provides a more comprehensive and reliable 

result and answer to the research questions. One problem encountered with using interviews 

in the study is the difficulty to find a time where both the interviewer and respondent are 

available to sit down for an interview, a result of the limited amount of time teachers have 

outside of lessons which is not taken up by other assignments or meetings. A consequence of 

this was that while none of the interviews were rushed, they were still conducted with a time-

limit as the interviewed teachers had other commitments. Even if only subconsciously, a time-

limit is stressful and could potentially impact both the interviewer and respondent in the way 

that either they forget something they wanted to say or forget to ask questions. The time-limit 

of the interviews could potentially also influence the depth of the answers to the interview 

questions as new reflections, observations and follow-up questions may arise first after the 

respondent’s answer has been further analysed, as was the case in this study where follow-up 

questions arose hours or days after the interviews had been conducted. Due to the difficulty of 

scheduling a follow-up interview, the follow-up questions were asked and discussed through 

e-mail instead. In retrospection, perhaps the most optimal way to conduct research on this 

subject would have been to have the respondents first answer an open-answer-questionnaire 

ahead of the scheduled interview, which would then serve to complement the respondents’ 

answers and leave more room for discussion and follow-up questions. 

4. Presentation of Textbooks Used by Respondents 

This section of the essay will present the different textbooks used by the participants of the 

study. The textbook presentation will serve to complement the respondents’ answers and 

provide a basis for the discussion of the results in context with previous research. Not all 

information about the textbooks will be included in this section. More information about the 

textbooks and the exercises will be included in the discussion of the results. This section will 

primarily serve to present the different textbooks and provide an initial analysis. 
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4.1 Viewpoints Vocational (2011) 

The first textbook to be presented is Viewpoints Vocational (2011) by Linda Gustafsson and 

Uno Wivast, published by Gleerups Utbildning AB. This textbook is intended for all 

vocational programs in high school and municipal adult education that read English 5 

according to the new 2011 curriculum. The textbook is divided into 5 themes, each with 3 

chapters and accompanying word, grammar, translation and writing exercises. The textbook 

also includes model texts of different writing genres such as article, diary, essay, formal and 

informal letter etc. Lastly, a list of common irregular verbs is included in the back of the 

textbook. To complement the textbook, the teacher and students each get access to an online 

service, where the teacher can find extra material and tests to be used in the classroom and the 

students get an opportunity to practice extra and learn on their own. For students who may 

have trouble reading, due to for example dyslexia, each book is accompanied by a free CD 

with which the students can listen to which contains all of the texts, words, instructions and 

exercises in the book.  

Looking closer at the chapters and exercises, they are all structured the same, which is not 

necessarily a bad thing as it gives students a sense of consistency as well as a sense of what 

they can expect from each new chapter. However, there is also the risk of the book being 

perceived as boring and repetitive as each chapter is the same. Each chapter starts with a text 

and 2-3 questions to be discussed before reading. The text is also accompanied by an English-

Swedish glossary, with the translation of words and some short phrases, to give students a 

better understanding of the text. The texts are then followed by a mix of different exercises for 

the students. The first exercise is reading comprehension which consists of 5-6 questions 

about the text, which is then followed by a fill-in-the-gap exercise with words consisting of a 

mix of nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs from the text and the Swedish translation of the 

word in brackets next to each sentence in the exercise. The words to solve the exercise can 

also be found in the glossary beside the texts. The only thing to stop students from just 

looking up the word in the glossary and simply copying the English word is that some verbs 

may require a different form to fit the sentence. The next set of exercises are 2-3 grammar 

exercises which first present and explain how to use the grammatical structure, for example 

“do, does, did”, plural nouns, irregular verbs, etc. The grammar exercises consist of a mix 

between fill-in-the-gap/translate-the-bracketed-word, choose the correct form/word from the 

box, translate sentences to English, and match/pair the correct word/phrase with the Swedish 

translation. The next section of the exercises is 4-6 sentences for the students to translate from 
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Swedish to English, where some words can be found in the glossary lists accompanying the 

texts and some words may have to be looked up in a dictionary/online. Thereafter follows 3 

questions/topics related to the texts for the students to discuss in small groups or as a class. 

Lastly, each chapter ends with two writing tasks of which students are to choose one, and 

which makes use of the model texts at the back of the textbook, for students to practice the 

different genres and styles of writing. All of the instructions as well as the explanations for the 

different grammatical structures and the examples of the different writing genres and styles 

are given in English, which complies with the curriculum that the English courses should be 

taught primarily in English. One thing that could be argued is missing from the Viewpoints 

Vocational textbook is a comprehensive glossary at the back of the book. However, it could 

also be argued that the textbook does not need a glossary at the end since each theme and 

chapter of the book covers different sets of words and as such is better located in connection 

to the texts where the words are present. The first edition of the book, which is the one used 

by some of the respondents in this study, also lacked listening exercises. However, in the 

second edition, which also added a fourth chapter to each theme in the book, there were live 

reading and listening exercises in the digital service, which complements the book, that utilize 

Internet news articles and YouTube-videos to practice reading and listening comprehension. 

The first edition did however include links and suggestions for articles and videos which with 

some adaptation from the teacher could be used to practice listening and reading 

comprehension. The second edition does however save the teacher a lot of time as they do not 

have to create the questions and tests themselves.  

4.2 Solid Ground 1 (2003) 

The second textbook to be presented is Solid Ground 1 (2003) by Fred Nilsson and Gunnar 

Svedberg, published by Bonnier Utbildning AB. Being published pre-2011, Solid Ground 1 

was intended for the pre-2011 curriculum course English A, the equivalent of what is now 

English 5. The book is divided into three parts. Part One of the book is intended to act as a 

soft transition for the students between secondary school English and high school English. 

Part Two of the textbook consist of three thematic themes, each containing four chapters. 

Lastly, Part Three contains longer and more difficult texts and as such creates a rising 

progression from easier to harder texts and exercises over the course of the three parts of the 

textbook. The textbook ends with a grammatical reference-section and an alphabetic English-

Swedish glossary. 
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Looking closer at the three main parts of the book, the structure remains the same throughout 

all parts only differing in the length/difficulty of the texts and exercises. Each chapter in all 

parts starts with a text, followed by an alphabetical English-Swedish glossary. The exercises 

are then divided into different sections that cover different areas of English-learning, i.e. 

reading comprehension, vocabulary, grammar, listening comprehension, speaking, writing 

and translations. In the later chapters of the textbook there is also a section with project work 

suggestions which students can work with and which usually involve some sort of 

presentation and/or group work. Throughout the book sections called Grammar Platforms can 

also be found which students are directed to in connection to the grammar exercises in case 

they or the teacher feel they need more practice. Similar to Viewpoints Vocational (2011), the 

recurring structure of each chapter can potentially give students a sense of security as they 

always know what to expect from each chapter, however there is also the risk that this can be 

perceived by the students as boring as they are essentially doing the same thing only with 

different topics and occasionally a new exercise. However, Solid Ground 1 (2003), compared 

to Viewpoints Vocational (2011), has a greater mix of exercises which significantly lowers the 

risk of the textbook being perceived as boring by the students. Students’ motivation and 

interest also have to be taken into account, though. The structure and/or exercises in textbooks 

will not be able to motivate students if they lack internal motivation and interest in learning 

English. Without internal motivation the topics covered in the textbooks could then be 

considered by the students to be boring either way. To complement the textbook, the teacher 

receives a folder with extra material as well as 4 audio CDs to be used for the listening 

exercises in the book. Some extra exercises are also available online for free. All instructions 

in Solid Ground 1 (2003) are given in English except for the Grammar Platform sections 

which are entirely in Swedish except for the actual sentences used in the exercises. One 

possible explanation is that the Swedish explanations and instructions could potentially better 

help students understand the difficult/complicated grammar rules. The success of some 

exercises in the book also depends on whether or not the teacher or students can get access to 

certain movies, for example Titanic, or interviews with famous people. In 2019 this is a minor 

obstacle as nowadays everything is quite readily available on the internet through for example 

Netflix or YouTube. However, in 2003 when Solid Ground was published this could have 

been a bigger issue as neither Netflix or YouTube existed, additionally mobile phones were 

not as advanced, with very limited functionalities, and not everyone had access to their own 

personal computer.  
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4.3 Blueprint B Version 2.0 (2008) 

The third textbook is Blueprint B Version 2.0 (2008), 4th edition written by Christer Lundfall, 

Ralf Nyström, Nadine Röhlk Cotting and Jeanette Clayton. Version 2.0 is an upgraded 

version of Blueprint B, although keeping to the same core: The English language should be a 

tool and the way you work with the language is closer to the way you are taught Swedish 

(Lundfall et al. 2008: 6). Version 2.0 of Blueprint B has been reworked from the original 

version to cover the GY11 English curriculum and as such the authors are confident that 

Blueprint B will provide a good foundation for students in their studies of English following 

the 2011 curriculum. Many of the texts and exercises have also been reworked from the 

original version and a section called “Focus on Music” has also been added, which includes 

reading and listening comprehension exercises on music and lyrics. 

The book is divided into six themes. The themes are then divided into texts with 

accompanying exercises rather than chapters as the texts have different kinds and number of 

exercises. All texts are however followed by either a “Listen & React” or “Read & React”, 

depending on whether or not the text is focused on listening or reading comprehension. Some 

of the texts also have some reading comprehension questions after some of the paragraphs in 

the actual text. ”Reflect & Share” is also a recurring exercise after the texts where students 

have to think and discuss different questions and as such practice both their ability to interpret 

content and draw connections to own experiences and thereafter practice speaking English 

about a given topic, similar to how the oral national tests in English 6 are done. To help 

students build up their vocabulary, many of the texts are also accompanied by “Word Work” 

exercises which are designed to cover the most used vocabulary. Each theme culminates in a 

writing and speaking section which highlights the oral and written skills covered by each 

section and text of that theme. Additionally, the book ends with a kind of workshop section 

divided into three parts. The first and second is a “Speaker’s Corner” and a “Writer’s 

Workshop” which are designed to act as a guide for students in using the English language 

orally and in writing. The sections cover different speaking situations, text types and how to 

adapt to different recipients, supported by detailed explanations, tips and examples. The last 

section “Focus on Language” is a grammar-section specifically designed to fit Swedish 

students (Lundfall et al. 2008: 6), which could potentially cause problems for students not 

raised in Sweden, which is increasingly more common in 2019. At the very end of the book 

there is also an English-Swedish glossary, which draws special attention to differences 

between British and American pronunciations. The texts themselves are accompanied by a 
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very limited glossary with only a handful of words translated in the top corners of the pages, 

mostly new/difficult words connected specifically to the text. For extra practice, students have 

access to an interactive webtool which offers students the opportunity to test themselves while 

also providing support in the form of audio files to all texts and listening comprehension 

exercises. 

4.4 Short Cuts 2 (2002) 

The fourth textbook to be presented is Short Cuts 2 (2002) by Jörgen Gustafsson and Lennart 

Peterson, published by Bonniers Utbildning AB. Short Cuts 2 is written to comply with the 

course English B, equivalent to step 6 in upper secondary school, based on the 2000 

curriculum. The texts have been chosen with a global perspective in mind and the exercises 

put extra focus on speaking, writing and orienting different cultures (Gustafsson & Peterson 

2002: 3) as corresponding to the criteria of the 2000 curriculum. Moreover, listening exercises 

have been given greater attention and the criteria for students’ individual planning, evaluation 

and use of different media have also been accommodated (Gustafsson & Peterson 2002: 3). 

Looking closer on the structure of the book and its exercises, Short Cuts 2 (2002) is written as 

an all-in-one textbook. The textbook is divided into four larger themes, each with a varying 

amount of texts and exercises. The book also has a debate and a music chapter. The chosen 

texts include both fiction and non-fiction as well as poems and song lyrics. Each text is 

accompanied by exercises designed for students to practice different communicative skills 

such as convey thoughts, feelings and experiences (Gustafsson & Peterson 2002: 3). Some of 

the pictures chosen for the texts are not only chosen to illustrate the texts but also complement 

them, with an attached speaking/discussion exercise. The exercises include reading 

comprehension, vocabulary exercises, listening comprehension, translation exercises, writing 

exercises, speaking exercises, role plays or projects that result in some kind of oral 

presentation. Moreover, the exercises also invite students to use different media to search for 

knowledge as well as offer different ways for the students to present their work. The exercises 

have also been divided by difficulty, where more difficult exercises are marked with a blue 

star, for the purpose of increasing individualization of the texts and exercises (Gustafsson & 

Peterson 2002: 3).  

There are two types of chapters in Short Cuts 2 (2002), reading comprehension chapters and 

listening comprehension chapters. The reading comprehension chapters are basically 

structured in the same way throughout the book. The reading comprehension chapters start 
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with a text with some preview questions to do before reading. The text is followed by reading 

comprehension exercises in the form of questions about the text and/or retelling the story or in 

the case of poetry, interpretation of the poems. The next couple of exercises are vocabulary 

and grammar exercises, followed by some translation exercises, either translating sentences, 

words or paragraphs. After the translation exercises we find one or two speaking/discussion 

exercises and lastly follows some kind of writing exercise and potentially a larger project for 

the students to work with. The listening comprehension chapters are structured similarly. 

Obviously, there is no text in the listening comprehension chapters since the focus is to 

practice listening therefore the chapter starts with a listening comprehension exercise, either 

complete the sentences or make notes and retell the story. This is then followed by a 

speaking/discussion exercise and a writing/project exercise. 

Following the main section of texts and exercises, the textbook also includes a resource 

section, designed to give tips how one can work with the different skill areas such as 

speaking, writing and literature, and a grammar section with common and frequent 

grammatical structures and phenomena. Short Cuts 2 (2002) ends with an English-Swedish 

chapter wordlist and a Swedish-English wordlist for the translation exercises. Accompanying 

the textbook are audio-CDs for the students and the teacher as well as a teacher’s guide which 

include tests for reading, vocabulary and grammar and various other tips and comments. The 

student CDs only include 8 texts for the students to listen to and the teacher CDs contain the 

listening exercises spread throughout the book. 

4.5 Progress Gold C (2005) 

The next textbook is Progress Gold C (2005) by Eva Hedencrona, Karin Smed-Gerdin and 

Peter Watcyn-Jones, published by Studentlitteratur. Progress Gold C is written as an all-in-

one textbook for the C-course in English, the equivalent of the English 7 course with the 2011 

curriculum. The textbook is divided into eight thematic chapters which contain both fiction, 

mostly short stories, and non-fiction from various parts of the world where people speak 

English. The focus of Progress Gold C is to teach the students about the 20th and 21st 

centuries while also detailing the impact of cross-cultural communication (Hedencrona et al. 

2005: 3). The purpose of Progress Gold C is to help students “understand how culture and 

communication are related as well as [provide] a greater knowledge and understanding of the 

English-speaking-world” (Hedencrona et al. 2005: 3). 
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The structure of the book could be described to be divided into three sections. The first 

section contains all the texts for both reading and listening exercises. The second section is a 

“Resource Section” which provide tips for how to work with literature, speech, writing and 

language, with the purpose to raise the students’ English to a more advanced level. Section 2 

also covers some grammatical structures. In the last section you find all the exercises 

connected to section 1. Section 3 also has two additional sub-sections called “Advanced 

Revision”, which covers more grammar such as word formation, linking words, prepositions 

and phrasal verbs to increase and strengthen the students’ English vocabulary, and “Use of 

English”, which focus on “skills needed for the Cambridge Certificate of Advanced English 

(CAE)” (Hedencrona et al. 2005: 3).  

Looking closer at the exercises in section 3, they alternate between text work in the form of 

open-ended and multiple-choice questions, i.e. reading comprehension, vocabulary exercises 

and other exercises, e.g. speaking, writing, listening comprehension in the form of questions 

and fill in the missing word/information, comparisons to films and 1 project which further 

instructs students how to write a paper. At the back of the book, the students can find English-

Swedish wordlists, one for each text. The wordlists are divided into two categories, wordlists 

for reading comprehension texts and wordlists for listening comprehension texts. 

Accompanying the textbook is a web-resource which functions as an audio-CD where 

students can listen to the texts read by native English speakers and practice listening 

comprehension as well as spelling, pronunciation and idioms. The web-resource also provides 

links to websites that can be useful when working online. Moreover, the textbook is also 

accompanied by a Vocabulary Trainer workbook which can help students plan and log their 

progress as they work with the textbook. The Vocabulary Trainer also contains various 

exercises to practice and strengthen vocabulary, for example multiple-choice questions, 

translations from English to Swedish and vice-versa and find-the-missing-word exercises. 

4.6 Stepping Stone 1, 2, 3 (2012, 2013, 2014) 

The last books to be presented are the Stepping Stone-series which consist of three books 

created for municipal adult education for students who for some reason have not received a 

passing grade in English in secondary school. However, Stepping Stone can also be used in 

the introductory program in high school, which is how it has been utilized for the purpose of 

this analysis. Stepping Stone 1 (2012) is written by Birgitta Dalin and Jeremy Hanson. They 

also wrote Stepping Stone 2 (2013) and Stepping Stone 3 (2014) along with Kerstin Tuthill. 

All three books are published by Gleerups Utbildning AB. The Stepping Stone-series used in 
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this analysis is the 3rd edition, which has been re-worked to fit the latest reform of basic 

municipal adult education.  

Some of the changes that has been made in the 3rd edition of the Stepping Stone-series is that 

there is a stronger focus on teaching the course in solely English, therefore the explanations 

and instructions that before were in Swedish are now in English instead. Furthermore, longer 

texts and wordlists have been divided into shorter chapters, resulting in an easier overview. 

The chapters have also been logically ordered, ending each chapter with more synoptic 

exercises and more references between the different chapters More communication, writing 

and more advanced extra exercises have been added. The layout of the book has also been 

improved to offer more functionality and the Student’s Web has also been improved which 

offers more opportunities for extra practice (Dalin & Jeremy 2012: 3; Dalin et al. 2013: 3; 

Dalin et al. 2014: 3). In Stepping Stone 2 and 3 the wordlists have also been complemented 

with English synonyms for all words and expressions. Stepping Stone 3 sees further changes 

in the form of a “Useful facts and grammar”-section which offers extra help with grammar. 

Some of the wordlists and texts have also been re-recorded (Dalin et al. 2013: 3; Dalin et al. 

2014: 3). 

The Stepping Stone-series consist of textbook 1, 2 or 3 depending on the students’ level and a 

Student’s Web. The teachers also gain access to a Teacher’s Web and a teacher’s folder with 

extra material. In the textbook, students can find texts, exercises, wordlists, fact sheets, self-

tests and keys to the exercises. Each book is also accompanied by two audio-CDs with 

recorded texts and wordlists from the book. The Student’s Web contains interactive exercises 

for grammar, vocabulary and reading comprehension. The students can also find English-

English wordlists, links, audio-files and study guides on the Student’s Web. All three books of 

the Stepping Stone-series are basically structured the same way. Each book contains a number 

of units, i.e. chapters, which contain 1, 2 or 3 texts depending on if the students use Stepping 

Stone 1, 2 or 3, respectively. Following each text is an English-Swedish wordlist and some 

useful phrases. The wordlists in Stepping Stone 2 and 3 also include English synonyms. After 

the texts and wordlists, the students will find various exercises on different levels depending 

on which level textbook is used. After the units, i.e. chapters, of texts and exercises, there are 

tests designed to test the English the students have learned from the different units. Following 

the “Test your English”-section, there is a listening comprehension tests-section which is 

followed by a section on useful facts and grammar. The textbooks end with a key, for the 
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exercises in the units and the tests in the following sections, and an alphabetic English-

Swedish wordlist. 

Looking closer at each book individually, Stepping Stone 1 is designed to teach students 

practical language functions such as, for example, talking about yourself, your family, health, 

work and interests. The texts and exercises in the book are designed to build vocabulary and 

basic grammar. The listening exercises focus on pronunciation and the speaking exercises 

focus on communication such as introducing yourself, talking on the phone, talking about 

interests, ordering in a restaurant etc. (Dalin & Hanson 2012: 3). Stepping Stone 2 builds upon 

the foundation laid by Stepping Stone 1 and is designed to further develop the students 

linguistic competence, which include but are not limited to talking about yourself, your 

family, the weather, school or work, attitudes and prejudice as well as asking for help and 

dealing with problems while traveling (Dalin et al. 2013: 3). Each unit in Stepping Stone 2 

contains two texts. The first text is at the beginning of the unit and is followed by a reading 

comprehension exercise in the form of questions about the texts, after which follows a number 

of pronunciation-, vocabulary- and grammar exercises. Thereafter follows an answer-the-

questions listening exercise, a couple of speaking exercises and a basic writing exercise. The 

second text of the unit can be found at the end and is followed by a reading comprehension 

exercise. The unit is rounded off with a speaking exercise which summarizes and expands on 

the subject which has been covered in the preceding unit. Stepping Stone 3 builds upon what 

the students have learned from Stepping Stone 2. The book is divided into 8 units with three 

thematically consistent texts of different varieties such as short stories, newspaper articles, 

and excerpts from various novels from different parts of the English-speaking world. The 

themes of the units focus on communication between people, holiday alternatives, Canada, 

intercultural communication, Australia, childhood memories, work and India. Each unit of 

Stepping Stone 3 could be described as being divided into three sections, each separated by 

one of the unit texts. The unit starts with a text and wordlist which is followed by a combined 

reading and listening comprehension exercise where the students first answer a few questions 

about the text then discuss some other questions and statements. The following exercises 

cover pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar. Next is a listening exercise where the students 

correct sentences or answer questions. The first section of the unit ends with a couple of 

speaking exercises and a writing exercise before the next section of the unit with a new text. 

The second section of the unit follows the same structure as the first section. The last section 

however follows the same structure as the second text in the units in Stepping Stone 2. The 
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last section of the units in Stepping Stone 3 starts with the last text of the unit which is then 

followed by a reading comprehension questions exercise and ends the unit with a round off 

discussion-exercise which summarizes and expands on the theme covered by the preceding 

unit. All three textbooks follow the above-outlined structures in all units of each book 

respectively. 

5. Results and Discussion 

In this part of the essay, the results of the study will be presented. First the respondents 

answers to the interview questions will in turn be presented and thereafter be discussed in the 

context of the previous research presented in the literary background, with the aim of 

providing a comprehensive answer to the research question: What are the greatest and/or most 

common problems/flaws found in textbooks and in the use of textbooks in teaching as 

perceived by teachers?  

The problems that the interviewed teachers encountered in their use of textbooks were 

missing and/or exercises that do not reflect the curriculum criteria. Furthermore, the teachers 

felt it difficult to use the exercises from the textbooks in their assessment of the students. The 

teachers also had concerns about the content of the textbooks, i.e. some of the content felt 

inauthentic, stereotypical and at times not fully aimed towards teenagers in upper secondary 

school. The interviewed teachers also felt that the representation of different cultures in the 

textbooks is insufficient for students to fulfil the aim, presented in the curriculum, of helping 

students develop an intercultural perspective. Some of the interviewed teachers also objected 

to the use of Swedish in English textbooks. In summary, the interviewed teachers felt that the 

textbooks do not fully reflect the criteria of the curriculum and therefore sparsely used the 

textbooks fully in their teaching. In other words, the interviewed teachers picked out exercises 

that fit their lesson plans. Respondent 2 and 6 explained that they usually start out the autumn 

semester by using the textbook in their teaching but as the semester nears its end, the use of 

the textbook gradually decreases, and it is very rarely used during the spring semester. Both 

respondents concluded that it was due to time constraints, i.e. when the course plan for some 

reason cannot be followed anymore due to lessons being missed or cancelled, the textbook is 

the first element that disappears from the lesson plans, to give more room for exercises more 

streamlined toward the students fulfilment of the curriculum criteria. When the respondents 

did use the textbook however it was in a few different ways. Respondent 2 usually used the 

textbook as an introduction to a theme of exercises the students would be working with for a 
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few weeks before a new theme was introduced after some kind of examination. Respondent 6 

on the other hand used the textbook as homework and extra exercises, i.e. in class the 

respondent used exercises similar to those in the textbook and then used the textbook as extra 

individual practice for the students. The other respondents used the textbooks more evenly 

throughout the entire school year, picking out exercises to be used as introductions, 

homework or practice. However, the use of textbooks dramatically decreased amongst all 

respondents as the English national tests drew near and the focus entirely shifted towards 

preparing the students for the national tests. To be noted, the textbooks previously presented 

were not the only ones used by the respondents. Each teacher had their own stash of textbooks 

from which they picked out exercises from to use in their classes, however the ones presented 

in this study were the main textbooks that were handed out to the students. The reason the 

respondents gave for picking out exercises from different textbooks rather than fully using a 

single textbook was that none of them had encountered a perfect textbook that fits every 

learner situation and group, with exercises that examine all the criteria in the curriculum. An 

exercise or exercises from one textbook can be perfect in one group but too difficult or too 

easy in another, an experience many of the respondents had noted during their years as 

teachers. 

5.1 The First Problem: Insufficient and/or Ineffective Exercises 

The first problem encountered in this study is an insufficient number of certain kinds of 

exercises. The interviewed teachers all agreed that there were problems with the number of 

listening exercises included in the textbooks as well as their structure, i.e. that they do not 

fully reflect the listening comprehension section of the national tests. The interviewed 

teachers would like an increased number of listening exercises to be included in textbooks as 

extra listening exercises otherwise have to be prepared, which could be problematic for the 

teachers because creating listening exercises takes time which otherwise could be spent on 

other assignments that need to be prepared, assessed or corrected. The low number of 

listening exercises is also problematic for the students as they have a very limited number of 

exercises to practice with on their own. All respondents desired more listening comprehension 

exercises which means that in the teachers’ opinions none of the textbooks presented above 

had sufficient amount of listening comprehension exercises. Moreover, many textbooks 

include a student CD, however the listening exercises are sometimes only included on the 

teacher’s CD, not the student CD, which sometimes only include the reading comprehension 

texts for students with dyslexia or other reading difficulties, to listen to. The inconsistency 
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between the listening exercises in textbooks and the national test is a big problem as it was 

decided by the Swedish parliament in 2017, that the results of the national test are to be given 

special attention when assessing and grading students (Betänkande 2017/18: UbU5). 

Therefore, if the exercises do not reflect the national tests, the students’ results on the national 

tests and in turn their grades may be affected negatively. 

The second kind of exercise the teachers mentioned was reading comprehension. The 

problems that teachers found when using texts from the textbooks were that many texts are 

uninteresting, irrelevant, inappropriate or all of the above for students in upper secondary 

school. The teachers agreed that many texts are boring and/or irrelevant for teenagers and 

would be more appropriate for an older, more mature or a younger audience, depending on the 

text, e.g. some of the texts in Blueprint B Version 2 (2008) and Solid Ground (2003). 

Furthermore, some of the respondents thought that many texts felt stilted, fake or unnatural, as 

if they have been written by adults that were teenagers 30 years ago, e.g. some of the texts in 

Viewpoints Vocational (2011) and the Stepping Stone-series (2012, 2013, 2014). To be noted 

to the interpretation and internal response to a text is subjective and may differ depending on 

the person reading the text. Moreover, respondent 6 even said that they usually start the 

course with using the textbook but as the semester passes the book gets gradually used less 

and less because “[they] get bored by it because it is the same concept being repeated through 

every chapter, and if [they] get bored then the students must get bored as well.” However, 

while the previous statement may be true in some cases it is not necessarily a fact in all cases 

as boredom is subjective and what the teacher find boring could potentially still be enjoyable 

and fun for the students, possibly because they feel familiar with the content and as such are 

confident that they can succeed in completing the tasks they are assigned. Moreover, the texts 

in the textbooks do not reflect the national tests, or vice versa, and can therefore not be used 

to prepare the students for the national tests. Instead other texts more similar to how the 

national tests are constructed have to be prepared, which takes time. This was something all 

respondents said they felt they had to do which points to that the teachers’ opinions are that 

none or very few of the texts in the presented textbooks comply well with the criteria of the 

national test. Respondent 5 also said that some of the illustrations connected to the texts could 

be inappropriate or uncomfortable for students e.g. some illustrations in Blueprint B (2008) 

and Short Cuts (2002). Furthermore, the same teacher also said that the texts are often missing 

appropriate grammar exercises that fit the texts. The exercises that are present, the respondent 
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feels are often insufficient and/or confusing e.g. Blueprint B (2008), which results in having to 

complement the texts with appropriate grammar exercises from other sources. 

The last kind of exercises that were brought up in the interviews were speaking exercises, 

which suffer the same problem as the reading comprehension texts, namely that the exercises 

are boring and/or irrelevant for the students and they sound fake, stilted and unnatural, i.e. 

exercises that are not directly copied from a real interview, speech etc., the respondents feel 

do not sound like conversations from real people. Moreover, respondent 3 said that they 

would like more digital extra material so that the texts can be for example shown on a 

projector and listened to in the classroom, or for the students to read and listen to themselves, 

and as such utilize the reading exercises to practice listening comprehension and vice versa, 

listening exercises to practice reading comprehension. 

In general, the respondents agreed that the extra material is insufficient and at times does not 

match the exercises in the textbook, which the respondents felt were a problem regardless of 

which of the above-presented books they used. The teachers agreed that more extra material 

such as tests, writing assignments and reading comprehension is desired as it would primarily 

save time, since according to respondent 6, ”90% of the [teachers] time is presently dedicated 

to adapting the textbooks and own ‘home-made’ exercises”. Theoretically, with less time 

spent adapting the textbook and exercises the teachers could focus on other aspects of 

teaching, which could potentially contribute to a more comprehensive learning environment, 

for example recording lectures for students to listen to before class in order to cover the 

content of the course more comprehensively in the limited amount of time available for each 

course. Respondent 6 also noted that they would like exercises that teach students learning 

and reading strategies to be included in textbooks, i.e. exercises that teach students how to 

read, for example between the lines, “because if you learn how to read a text it does not 

matter if you understand every word as you will be able to figure out and understand the 

bigger picture, the text as a whole”. Moreover, the same teacher would also like suggestions 

of literature that can be used as a next step or for extracurricular exercises. Lastly, some of the 

respondents also noted that there are currently no exercises in the above-presented or other 

textbooks that they have worked with that teach students how to evaluate sources, which is 

problematic as that is one criterium in the English curriculum. 

However, as stated in the literature review, it is important to not put too much faith in the 

exercises and fall into the trap that a good textbook with sufficient extra material will produce 

good results as long as the students put some effort into completing the exercises. While 
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textbooks certainly always could be improved, it is important to remember that a “good” 

textbook does not necessarily equal academic success for the students. As previously stated 

by Brumfit (1979, cited in McGrath 2002: 10) a textbook implies that an expert somewhere 

could solve all the problems of teaching/learning a language. However, if the preceding 

statement was true, there would be no need for schools to employ teachers that have 

undergone a lengthy 5 year education to get a teaching degree and certificate but instead 

simply hire “classroom monitors”, i.e. individuals with sufficient language proficiency that 

they can explain the instructions in the textbook and keep order in the classroom. Perhaps the 

problem is unrelated to textbooks but rather connected to the structure and other assignments 

of the teaching profession, i.e. administrative duties that take time which could otherwise be 

spent preparing lessons etc. The problem could be that teachers are expected to be more than 

teachers, e.g. mentors, hall monitors, mediators in arguments and sometimes even counsellors. 

In other words, roles that could and perhaps should be fulfilled by individuals specifically 

educated for those roles, i.e. individuals that do not teach any classes, which would free up 

teachers’ time to be just that, teachers. However, this shines light on another problem, namely 

money. If the schools do not have enough money to hire more personnel to fill the other roles, 

more roles have to be fulfilled by the already existing employees which usually are the 

teachers.  

One reflection that respondent 5 made was that “there are some textbooks with less [of the] 

problems [mentioned above] but the newer textbooks that are better are too expensive” and as 

such whether or not the teachers have access to an adequate textbook could be a financial 

issue if the school does not want to pay or have the funds for the more expensive books. Once 

again, an observation points toward financial issues rather than problems with the textbooks 

themselves. Another problem that most of the respondents pointed out was that textbooks are 

basically outdated as soon as they are printed, which caused one teacher to question “whether 

we should use textbooks at all” and instead have the physical textbook basically be a 

workbook with exercises while questions and all the other material would be given online and 

by the teacher. The text parts of textbooks would then be digital and instead of physical text 

excerpts you would have links to relevant articles and texts online that could be continuously 

updated and as such counter-act the texts and books becoming outdated. Another teacher, 

when they heard this idea, said that that is the way they teach English in France. In other 

words, the students get a textbook with exercises and assignments and the rest of the material 

can be found online or is given by the teacher. The respondent agreed that digitalizing the 
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textbooks partially or fully could be a solution to the course books becoming outdated, while 

at the same time realizing one aspect of the digitalization-mission of schools and education set 

by the Swedish National Agency for Education. It is important to note however that just 

because something is digitalized does not necessarily mean that it is automatically better. It is 

also important to make the distinction between digitization, i.e. the process of switching out 

analogue tools for digital tools, which is only a part of digitalization and could be defined as 

learning how to navigate an increasingly digital global world. 

5.2 The Second Problem: Using Textbooks in Student Assessment 

The second problem the respondents expressed was difficulties using textbooks and 

accompanying exercises and material in student assessment. The two main reasons the 

respondents gave for textbooks not or rarely being used in student assessment were either that 

the exercises do not reflect the criteria of the curriculum or the difficulties of determining 

whether or not the students have solved the exercises on their own or not. The respondents 

explained that the exercises in textbooks were mainly used as extra practice for the students. 

In cases where textbook exercises were used in student assessment, the exercises were usually 

either extracted from the textbook and treated as assignments, e.g. presentation or writing 

assignments, or done in class under supervision by the teacher to ensure that the exercises are 

solved and understood by each individual student, e.g. reading comprehension, listening 

comprehension and grammar exercises. Respondent 6 even explained that they only use 

textbook exercises as extra practice and homework and instead constructs own exercises to 

use in class, which cover the same subject areas and grammatical structures as the exercises in 

the textbooks, which are more often than not first presented in short classroom seminars. All 

of the respondents employ the above-mentioned methods in their use of textbooks in student 

assessment. However, it could be argued that the problem of using textbooks in student 

assessment is not actually a problem of the textbook itself, i.e. the problem has nothing to do 

with the actual exercises in the textbook itself, but rather lies in the difficulties ensuring that 

the students do not cheat and actually solve the exercises on their own. Cheating is a constant 

problem that teachers struggle with regardless what exercise or assignment is to be assessed, 

teacher-generated or otherwise, and is as such in no way exclusive to the use of textbooks. 

On the other hand, some of the respondents pointed out that since many exercises in textbooks 

are translation exercises, it could be argued that even if done in class under supervision, they 

could still not be used to assess students’ proficiency in English due to translating being a 

separate skill that is not reflected in the criteria of the curriculum for upper secondary school. 
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Respondent 2 and 6 argued that translating is a separate skill which does not necessarily equal  

proficiency in using the language, as you could be excellent at written translations but lack 

proficiency in speaking the language or vice versa, and as such would be another reason 

textbook exercises could not be used in student assessment. The findings of Artar (2017: 170) 

showed that translations can significantly improve written proficiency of foreign language 

learners but have little to no impact, positively or negatively, on spoken proficiency and as 

such support the above argument of the respondents. On the other hand, the findings of 

Fernández-Guerra (2014: 167) showed that translations could improve lexical, grammatical, 

and cultural knowledge of the target language, as well as improve fluency and awareness of 

differences between the linguistic systems of the L1 and L2, at least from a student 

perspective. Although, Fernández-Guerra (2014: 156) also writes that translations, as used in 

the grammar translation method, are not suitable for the average learner without literary 

knowledge. The grammar translation method is however present in all of the textbooks 

presented in this study, except for Progress Gold C and the Stepping Stone-series, which is 

problematic for students with limited literary knowledge. However, Tan (2015: 59) writes that 

translations are “not always a supporting factor in the language learning process” and using 

“translation as a learning strategy to enhance specific language skills such as English reading, 

writing and speaking […] [is] significantly negatively correlated with English proficiency 

[…] [to the degree] that the more translation strategies were used by the student, the lower 

level of English proficiency would be achieved by EFL learners”. Moreover, it is suggested 

that: 

“the avoidance of first language to a great extent allows students to transfer 

their thought pattern, to explore cultural differences through language and 

then to acquire a new foreign language without interference of mother 

tongue” (Tan 2015: 59) 

However, Tan (2015: 59) continues by saying that using the L1 when learning a foreign 

language can also be beneficial in the beginning of the language learning process to lessen 

anxiety to produce a foreign language and boost learning efficiency, as it can give students a 

better insight of vocabulary, phrases, sentences and contexts. Although, as the students reach 

an intermediate proficiency level, they should be “encouraged to think directly in English […] 

to improve their comprehensive English-language abilities and become more native-like 

learners (Tan 2015: 59). Moreover, the fact that the national test does not include translation 

exercises supports the argument that translations are not required for students to learn at upper 
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secondary level and is therefore not reflected in the criteria or core content of the Swedish 

national English curriculum for upper secondary school. Furthermore, only parts of the core 

content of the curriculum are covered by textbooks but as the respondents pointed out not 

nearly enough. Respondent 5 also pointed out that many exercises in textbooks focus on 

smaller details rather than the bigger picture, which can also cause problems when trying to 

assess the students’ proficiency in using the English language. 

5.3 The Third Problem: The Use of the Swedish Language in English Textbooks 

The third problem that the respondents discussed was the use of the Swedish language in 

English textbooks. Although, depending on which teacher you ask the use of the Swedish 

language is a problem for two different reasons. The first group objects to the use of Swedish 

and would like to see all instances of the Swedish language removed from the textbooks. 

However, the other group views the Swedish language in textbooks favorably but would like 

to improve and expand how the Swedish language is used in the textbooks.  

Presently, the most common uses of the Swedish language in English textbooks are for 

instructions, glossaries and wordlists and for translation exercises, e.g. grammar exercises. 

Respondents 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 all want every instance of the Swedish language to be removed 

from English textbooks. Instead of Swedish-English glossaries, translation exercises and 

Swedish instructions, the respondents would like to see English-English glossaries and 

wordlists, in which instead of the word being simply translated it is explained with synonyms 

or a sentence in English, and instructions and exercises all in English, that the teacher can 

explain for the students, first in English and then in Swedish if need be. The five respondents’ 

opinion is supported by the Swedish national English curriculum which states that all English 

classes should be taught as far as possible in English (Swedish National Agency for 

Education, 2011). Moreover, respondents 4, 5 and 6, who have experience of English teaching 

abroad, also argued that to their knowledge no other countries, at least France and Turkey 

(and the United States, but that is obvious), use textbooks that mix native language and target 

language as another reason to remove all instances of Swedish from English textbooks. 

Respondent 2 and 6 also gave the skill of translating versus English proficiency, as presented 

above in the previous section, as another argument for the removal of the Swedish language 

from English textbooks. 

On the other hand, respondents 2 and 7 viewed the use of the Swedish language in English 

textbooks favorably but suggested improvements. Firstly, in the same way as the other 
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teachers wanted to replace the Swedish-English glossary with an English-English glossary, 

respondent 2 and 7 would like to expand Swedish-English glossaries to include a description 

of both the Swedish and English word in the glossary, so that it more closely resembles a 

lexicon. Secondly, they wanted more extensive instructions both in Swedish and English. 

Lastly, there are outdated words, which are rarely used in conversations today, in many of the 

textbooks that should be replaced with a more modern vocabulary. Respondent 2 and 7 argued 

for the benefits of Swedish instructions for the students similarly to the findings by 

Fernández-Guerra (2014) and Tan (2015) presented above in the previous section. 

5.4 The Fourth Problem: Non-compliance with the Swedish National English 

Curriculum 

The fourth problem the respondents encountered in their use of English textbooks was non-

compliance with the Swedish national English curriculum. As previously mentioned, the core 

content and criteria of the curriculum is only partly reflected in the exercises of the textbooks. 

Therefore, it could be argued that, since the textbooks do not cover a sufficient amount of the 

curriculum to be able to be reliably used for student assessment, the use of textbooks holds 

very limited value. However, the same could be argued for any other teaching material, 

teacher-generated or otherwise, and therefore a mix of teaching material is needed. 

The problems previously outlined: insufficient number of certain kinds of exercises, e.g. 

listening comprehension and speaking exercises, other exercises that do not reflect the criteria 

of the curriculum, e.g. translation exercises, and non-existent exercises, e.g. exercises that 

teach students to evaluate and criticize sources, as well as the prominent use of Swedish in the 

course books, in a course which should primarily, as far as possible, be taught in English. 

Considering these, the question arises whether or not the time that is consumed by adapting 

the exercises as well as the work done with sub-optimal exercises is worth it, as teachers in 

practice, speaking from experience which the respondents agree with, do not have time to 

adapt all exercises and prepare for classroom seminars as well as correcting and assessing 

tests and assignments. Moreover, teachers have to prepare for their classes, as no teachers 

only has one class as well as rarely one subject, and do the work required after each lesson, 

while at the same time participating in various meetings, holding parent-teacher conferences 

and otherwise helping a class of students as their mentor, which comes with its own set of 

tasks. However, since teachers are pressed for time that is consumed by a number of other 

things to be done, such as meetings, corrections and assessments as well a lesson planning, it 

creates a paradoxical relationship between teachers and textbooks which explains why 
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teachers continue to use textbooks despite the flaws and inaccuracies in relation to the 

curriculum and criteria. The respondents pointed out that depending on how the textbook is 

used it can still hold value as it provides a framework, red thread and inspiration for the 

course. However, one could ask the question whether or not it would be better to use the core 

content as the framework for the course, create the red thread together with the students and 

find inspiration from your colleagues.  

As previously mentioned, one of the respondents said that they “usually starts the school year 

with the textbook then gradually over time it is used less and less due to it being the same 

every chapter which is both boring for [her] and the students.” Moreover, the respondent said 

that “rather than just simply following [the textbook], a finished concept, [they] would rather 

follow the students and build the teaching with and around them”. However, textbooks are 

still widely used but more as a source of inspiration and exercises rather than as the main 

focus of the English teaching even though, as presented in the literature review, textbooks are 

not designed to be used as a compendium of exercises to be extracted and modified or as a 

source of inspiration, but rather as a finalized concept ready to be used straight out of the box 

(Kayaoğlu 2011: 343). None of the respondents has as of yet found a textbook that they could 

pick up and simply use in class as is. As of now, all of the respondents feel that too much time 

is taken to adapt the textbook and exercises to fit both the curriculum and the learner group, 

time which could be otherwise spent preparing other aspects of the lessons and seminars, or 

correcting and assessing assignments as well as giving better more in-depth feedback to the 

students. As previously mentioned, one respondent attributed around 90% of time spent 

planning lessons to modifications and adaptations of material. However, it could be argued 

that creating a repertoire of teacher-generated exercises and assignments take just as much 

time as adapting textbooks to the curriculum, learner groups and situations. This implies that 

the problem may not be with the textbooks but rather the limited amount of time devoted to 

lesson planning available for teachers in their profession. On the other hand, it could also be 

argued that since some textbooks need to be adapted first to the curriculum and then to the 

learner group and situation, while teacher generated material only has to be adapted to the 

learner group and situation, it takes more time to adapt textbooks. However, since all 

textbooks are created with the curriculum in mind, the problem may actually be connected to 

the margin for interpretation in the curriculum, i.e. the authors of the textbooks interpretation 

of the curriculum may differ from the teachers own interpretation to the degree that the 
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teacher feels that the textbook is ineffectual in helping students fulfil the criteria of the 

curriculum in accordance to their own interpretation. 

Another paradox, which could potentially have devastating results and consequences for the 

students, when it comes to textbooks is that despite the flaws and inaccuracies in regard to the 

curriculum, society values textbooks higher than teacher-generated material which could be 

attributed to the low status of the teaching profession. As respondent 2 stated “there is a view 

in society that anyone can be a teacher, you just follow the textbook”, despite the requirement 

of a 5-year education to get a degree to become a certified teacher. The idea that the textbook 

is the course is problematic if it does not reflect the criteria of the curriculum. Furthermore, if 

students do not receive a passing grade in a course, the teachers are in many occasions blamed 

no matter if there are other factors to be considered, such as available material, student 

attendance and participation. One theory that could explain why teachers get questioned 

and/or blamed for bad results in school could be, as respondent 6 concluded, “that it is easier 

to question a person rather than a book”. However, none of the interviewed teachers have 

been questioned regarding the material they use or the grade they have set except by students 

who were unhappy with their grades. Respondent 6 continued by saying they had even gotten 

praise from parents who thought it was fun that the students got to work with something other 

than the textbook. Once again, the question is raised whether or not a physical textbook in its 

current form should be used, or if it is more trouble than it is worth. 

5.5 The Fifth Problem: Various Concerns About the Content of Textbooks 

The fifth problem the respondents encountered in their use of textbook was various concerns 

about the content of the textbooks. If one overlooks the previously outlined problems such as 

missing exercises, the use of the Swedish language and non-compliance with the curriculum, 

the respondents felt that some of the content of the textbooks was inauthentic and or 

stereotypical. Respondent 6 stated that they thought a lot of the content felt inauthentic and 

forced as if “someone who was a teenager 20+ years ago has tried to create something that 

would fit teenagers today”. Respondent 3 and 5 agreed and described the content similarly 

and added that the choice of images were not always appropriate for teenagers in high school, 

e.g. images that are suited for more mature audiences or images that are too abstract, plain, or 

childish and do not stimulate interest in the students. Respondent 2 discussed the content 

along similar lines and said that the characters in the texts (and listening exercises) “do not 

always feel like real people” and described them as at times inauthentic, stereotypical and/or 

overexaggerated. Overall, the respondents expressed concerns that original content in 



 

35 

 

textbooks, i.e. content not found in books, articles, real-life interviews etc, aims to be for 

teenagers in upper secondary school but at times falls short and feels either too childish or 

directed more towards adults in municipal adult education. Respondent 3 questioned whether 

or not the authors of textbooks “should even try to be ‘hip’ or if they should focus more on 

subjects that can be interesting regardless of age”. Respondent 5 pointed out though, that there 

are some newer topics being covered such as politics and recent events, however these topics 

require a certain amount of innate interest from the students, which is a problem not exclusive 

to textbooks. Respondent 3 made an observation that the problem with the content may not be 

with the textbooks but is rather a problem of disinterest from the students to read texts as well 

as read and learn English at a deeper level. The respondent concluded that “the students want 

the subject to be something else but one of the goals of English education is to prepare 

students for advanced studies, which requires a deeper understanding and the ability to think 

and analyse”. Moreover, it could be argued that the problems with the content stem from their 

structure (and in the case of listening exercises, how they are recorded), and not with the 

topics or whether or not the content is aimed toward high school students. In other words, the 

problem might not be that the content actually is inauthentic but rather only sounds 

inauthentic due to the reason that all texts and exercises are chosen or written to cover and 

teach students specific things and in the interest of teaching some authenticity may have to be 

sacrificed. Coupled with, as respondent 5 said, disinterest from the students the problem may 

seem bigger than it actually is. However, as respondent 6 said, if the authors of textbooks 

would not “try so hard to be ‘hip’” it could perhaps to some degree counter-act another 

problem with textbooks: the content becoming out-dated. Although, teacher-generated 

material are not immune to becoming out-dated, same as textbooks they also need to be 

updated every couple of years. However, updating teacher-generated material cost less money 

as it does not need to be bought and may be easier to update than textbooks. 

One of the biggest problems that textbooks suffer from is that they are basically out-dated the 

minute they are printed, which is obviously an over-exaggeration for effect but draws 

attention to the fact that the choice of content can determine if a textbook can be used for ten 

years or for one year. However, whether or not a textbook becomes out-dated is not solely 

dependent on content, even if it is one factor. The teaching profession is always changing with 

new ideas about teaching and learning and as a result changes in or complete overhauls of 

curriculums which arguably affects textbooks’ expiration dates more than the choice of 

content. Respondent 4 said, “that newer coursebooks are more up-to-date with a lot of 
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material about the environment but still not enough”. As examples of what should be included 

more, the respondent continued by saying that “gender equality should be given more room” 

as well as “more material about different jobs, not only doctors or lawyers etc”. Respondent 3 

noted that there is very little representation of disabilities. To summarize, the respondents 

agree that the content should be more inclusive and diverse when it comes to for example 

gender, disabilities and jobs. Moreover, Respondent 3 also said that the links that are 

accompanied by the teacher material get out-dated pretty quickly, which means that there is 

room for improvement when it comes to the already existing digital aspects of textbooks as 

well. Respondent 4 pointed out that “it is difficult to keep the books up-to-date, they become 

out-dated from print since the course-layout is the way it is. To keep the books from 

becoming out-dated longer the English courses would need to be restructured”. As an idea to 

try and solve the aging-problem of textbooks respondent 6, as previously mentioned, 

presented the idea to re-think how we define course literature and digitalize the content more 

by for example removing the texts from the book and give links and suggestions to where one 

could find information. In the actual physical part of the book students would only find 

questions and assignments to work with while the rest of the information can be found online 

or is given out by the teacher. This solution would make the textbooks a service that is easier 

to update, rather than a finished product that needs to be re-printed every other year. A 

physical textbook which only contains questions and assignments would in theory stay up to 

date longer, while the links and literature suggestions are updated every year online. 

Moreover, interactive digital textbooks would be one step towards realizing the digitalization 

mission of schools and education set by the Swedish National Agency for Education. All of 

the respondents responded positively when presented with the idea of further digitalizing 

textbooks, however it is important to remember as previously stated that a digital product is 

not necessarily better just because it is digital but there are advantages as outlined above. 

The last problem to be discussed regarding content in textbooks, and arguably one of the most 

important topics in society today and therefore one of the biggest problems in the English 

education, is the representation of culture since helping students to develop a broad 

intercultural perspective is a prominent part of the aim of the Swedish national English 

curriculum. The respondents are in agreement that the way culture is represented in textbooks 

today is not sufficient to fulfil the goal of the curriculum to help students develop a broad 

intercultural perspective. There are a few factors that the respondents discussed as the cause 

for why the cultural representation in textbooks today is inadequate. The first factor is the 
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audience the textbooks are directed towards which the teachers agree seem to be those who 

have grown up in western culture, specifically in the case of this study those who are born and 

raised in Sweden. Granted, up until a few years ago this may not have been a problem but as 

society has become increasingly globally connected coupled with the increasing number of 

people from countries outside of Europe that have moved to Sweden, as refugees of war or 

otherwise, the textbooks have simply not been able to keep up with the fast-changing society. 

However, some of the respondents pointed out that even newer books from the last couple of 

years do not sufficiently represent culture for students to develop a broad intercultural 

perspective even though they are more inclusive toward people that have not been raised in a 

predominantly western society. Respondent 3 even said that “some textbooks are not even 

aimed towards a specific nation or society but rather presents snippets of different countries of 

the world in a way that feels random as if there was no clear aim or focus, for example 

Viewpoints Vocational (2011)”.  

The second factor that contributes to an insufficient intercultural perspective is which 

countries are represented in textbooks. Most cultural content in textbooks are connected to, as 

presented in the literature review, what Kachru (1985, referenced in Acar 2009: 13-14) refers 

to as inner circle countries, i.e. countries that have English as their native language such as the 

USA, Great Britain and Australia. Apart from the inner circle countries, the respondents also 

said that some textbooks present how people live in certain countries, such as India or 

Nigeria, which Kachru (1985, referenced in Acar 2009: 13-14) refers to as outer circle 

countries, i.e. countries that use English as a result of colonialization. Due to the fact that the 

cultural content only covers inner circle countries and maybe one or two outer circle 

countries, it gives the students a very narrow intercultural perspective as they mostly 

experience the English culture from native-speaker countries. The result is a clear 

underrepresentation of multiculturalism which is an increasingly growing aspect of an ever-

growing global society. Therefore, since, as stated by Acar (2009: 14) “English is no longer 

the sole property of the native speakers but it also the language of non-native speakers who 

adapt it to their own sociolinguistic and sociocultural contexts”, representation of inner circle 

countries and a couple of outer circle countries is not enough to fulfil the aim of students 

developing intercultural competence and awareness. Today English is, as presented in the 

literature review, an international language and is as such used for both international 

communication between nations as well as local communication within bilingual societies 

(Mckay 2002, cited in Acar 2009:15). Therefore, in order for students to develop intercultural 
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competence and awareness and truly fulfil the aim of developing a broad intercultural 

perspective, culture from inner, outer and expanding circle countries has to be presented 

equally as English now belongs to everyone as a global lingua franca. 

The last factor discussed by the interviewed teachers regards the way in which culture is 

represented in the textbooks. As previously mentioned, the respondents agree that the 

textbooks do not represent a multicultural perspective as there is not enough material to gain a 

broad perspective. Respondent 1 stated that there should be at least one whole chapter about 

multiculturality. However, respondent 5 pointed out that “more sections about culture could 

be included but the result may not necessarily be better if the aim and presentation of the 

cultural content does not reflect the curriculum”. Apart from an insufficient amount of 

cultural material the respondents agree that the type of cultural content that is presented is also 

insufficient to fulfil the aim of the curriculum. The respondents described the cultural content 

as surface-level culture such as holidays, how people from different countries live or dress, 

e.g. a poor boy from India or Africa and a native American in a feathered headdress, and 

achievements of famous people. Overall, the cultural content was described as stereotypical, 

exotic and different as well as a matter of fact, i.e. as if this is the way it is, always has been 

and always will be. Furthermore, the respondents were overall in agreement that the cultural 

content of textbooks are very correct historically but lacks present-day material. As previously 

defined in the literature review, this type of intercultural content can be defined as product- or 

fact-based culture where culture is an unchanging constant. When asked, all of the 

respondents defined the cultural content in the textbooks they used as product-based. The 

result of a product-based culture representation as presented in the literature review is that it is 

counter-productive and hindering the students’ development of intercultural awareness as it 

promotes an us-versus-them mentality where the own culture is treated as normal while other 

cultures are treated as different and exotic and as such insufficient in helping students develop 

intercultural competence and awareness (Lundahl 2014; Goméz Rodriquez 2015, referenced 

in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 29-30). Instead, as presented in the literature review, culture 

should be treated as an ever-changing process which promotes acceptance and where diversity 

is the norm, i.e. people and cultures are different and that is a good thing (Lundahl 2014, 

referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 30). Furthermore, the respondents said that while 

different cultures are presented, albeit at a surface-level there is very little content that 

presents the national culture of the learners, which is in the case of this study Swedish. As 

stated by Arslan (2016, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 18), in the literature review, 
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presentation of the national culture is an important factor for students to develop the ability to 

comprehend, tolerate and accept differences between their own and other cultures. If this 

approach to culture is realized, where there is interaction between the national and other 

cultures, diversity is further promoted. In turn, this serves to fulfil the aim of the curriculum of 

a broad intercultural perspective while at the same time anchoring the students’ intercultural 

awareness in acceptance towards and solidarity with other people (Arslan 2016; Böcü & Razi 

2016, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 30). Respondent 3 noted as well that while there 

is a mix of different areas of product-based culture, there is no representation of, for example, 

people with disabilities, which shows that textbooks not only lack adequate representation of 

culture but of other kinds of people as well, such as those with disabilities, or as suggested by 

respondent 5, homosexuality and gender equality. Furthermore, respondent 1 stated that no 

matter what kind of culture, product- or process-based, that is represented “textbooks are 

lacking strategies for how to learn, i.e. that explain in a more detailed way how to understand 

how one should understand and adapt to different cultures”. It should be noted however that 

even if the textbook would present culture in a sufficient way that would fulfil the goal of the 

curriculum, the responsibility of teaching students to develop their intercultural competence 

and awareness, as previously mentioned in the literature review, lies with the teachers 

(Lappalainen 2011, referenced in Nilsson & Horvat 2018: 18). However, the task of 

presenting a diverse intercultural perspective is insurmountable for the lone teacher in the 

classroom without the help of adequate teaching material, textbooks or otherwise.  

6. Conclusion. 

The aim of this study has been to present the greatest and/or most common problems that 

teachers have experienced in their use of textbooks. The study has revealed at least from 

teachers’ perspective, perceived problems with textbooks and their usage in teaching. Five 

problem-areas were encountered throughout this study, i.e. missing and/or inadequate number 

of exercises, difficulties using textbooks in student assessment, non-compliance with the 

Swedish national English curriculum and various concerns about the content of textbook such 

as authenticity and inadequate cultural representation. Some of the respondents also objected 

to the use of the Swedish language in textbooks, while some wanted to expand the use of the 

Swedish language in the textbooks.  

The study has shown that teachers to some degree, sometimes for different reasons, view 

textbooks as inadequate, however the result also indicated that not all perceived problems of 
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textbooks necessarily are problems as a result of the textbooks themselves. While there is 

room for improvement when it comes to exercises, content and structure of textbooks, some 

of the perceived problems could arguably be a result of teachers not being given enough time 

to be just teachers, but are rather expected to perform other jobs as well, which they might not 

have sufficient knowledge or training in, as such the problem of adapting exercises from 

textbook could very well stem from lack of available time to prepare for lessons due to other 

assignments and activities, due to this there is also no guarantee that teacher-generated 

material would fare better if teachers do not overall have enough time to plan the course and 

lessons.  

The study also indicated that the perceived problems could stem from financial issues. The 

problem with the use of textbooks could be a lack of finances to purchase newer textbooks 

which potentially are better adapted to the current curriculums which “force” teachers to use 

previously purchased books which may be to some degree out of date. On the other hand there 

could also be insufficient funds to hire more personnel, which can increase the work load for 

teachers as they have to act outside of their job description, and as such lead back to the 

problem of overall available time for teachers to complete all of their assignments. 

Furthermore, the study also indicated that the problem may not be with the exercises in 

textbooks specifically, but rather the margin for interpretation of the curriculum. Potentially, 

the problem may lie in insufficient knowledge or direction of how the curriculum should be 

interpreted and as a result everyone, teachers and textbook authors, interpret the curriculum 

differently and as such result in potentially incompatible views of how English education 

should be conducted and what constitutes as adequate material. However, in order to get to 

the root of the problem more research is required to determine what it is that needs to be 

changed in order to solve the perceived problems.  

The study has however made something clear: something needs to be changed, be it the 

textbooks, the curriculum or an overhaul of the teaching profession. Presently teachers to 

some degree perceive textbooks negatively and “if teachers are not satisfied with the 

textbooks, their dissatisfaction may be conveyed to the learners. Textbooks would then lose 

their credibility, and learner motivation would be reduced” (Chow Yuet Wah, 2004: 162). 

Another observation which has been indicated by this study is whether or not it is time to re-

evaluate what a textbook is and if the concept of a physical textbook which contains 

everything between heaven and earth is no more than a tradition of a pre-global society that 

has not yet come to the realization that the world has changed. In the increasingly global and 
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fast-changing society of today, it seems an impossible task to print a textbook that can stay up 

to date more than a year or two without suffering from problems brought on by how society 

and education can change from one day to the next. One solution, as presented in this study, is 

to redefine textbooks as a service rather than a finished printed product. In other words, the 

actual physical part of textbooks would include general assignments and exercises that cover 

parts of the English language that rarely or never change. Everything else that present day 

textbooks contain would be digitalized. The texts and stories would be replaced by excerpt 

and links online that can easily be replaced, changed or updated as the need arises. A physical 

textbook which only contain[s] questions and assignments would in theory stay up to date 

longer, while the links and literature suggestions are updated every year online or even more 

often, Moreover, interactive digital textbooks would be one step towards realizing the 

digitalization mission of schools and education set by the Swedish National Agency for 

Education.  
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Appendix 1. 

Interview with practicing English teachers in upper secondary schools in Sweden. 

1. What problems do you usually encounter when using English textbooks? 

2. What do you think is missing in English textbooks? 

3. Do you feel that you can use English textbooks in your assessment of the students? 

4. How well is the English curriculum, core content and knowledge criteria reflected by 

English textbooks? 

5. How relevant is the content of English textbooks for nowadays? 

6. Which audience(s) is the English textbooks aimed towards? 

7. What kind and how is culture represented in English textbooks? 

8. How diverse is the representation of culture, national or otherwise, in English 

textbooks? 

 

 

 

 

 


