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EVALUATING IRANIAN
HIGH SCHOOL TEXTBOOKS

One of the major problems of language learning in Iran is that most of our
language learners do not have any clear knowledge about the culture of the people
whose language they learn which leads to some sort of misunderstanding. This reveals
the fact that as time passes the intercultural communication between this generation of
students and the English language communities will become weaker and weaker in
future. Their capacity to express themselves in the foreign language fluently after
studying English at high school even for six years is not sufficient to communicate in
English. It seems that it is partly due to the textbooks used, and partly to the kinds of
instruction, procedures, methods and techniques used for teaching English as a foreign
language at high schools.

This paper has taken an analytic look at the course objectives and textbooks by
careful analyses of the content of high school English textbooks prepared and published
by the ministry of education in Iran with special reference to the foreign language culture
and comparison of the two cultures.

Key words: intercultural communication, high school textbooks, methods and
techniques, content and principles of teaching

A careful look at the English language textbooks in Iran demonstrates that a
foreign language culture or any comparison of cultures is totally ignored in them
/Birjandy et al, 2012, High school English textbooks; book 1, 2, and 3/. Although the
content of High School English textbooks is expected to teach the language and the
culture which are different from the learners' mother tongue and the culture of their
own country, no foreign language culture or tradition is explicitly discussed in the
texts of the textbooks or implicitly reviewed in the pictures, which any language
learner is naturally eager to know.

As our research hypothesis is that the present high school English textbooks,
procedures, methods and techniques used for teaching English cannot help learners to
overcome their communication problems in English, the research should answer
whether it is possible to make proper changes in the content and structure of Iranian
high school English textbooks to help to improve the learners’ ability to deepen their
knowledge of the language and their intercultural communication skills of EFL in
Iran.

The problem here seems to be bidirectional. First, the textbooks themselves
should be written in a way that may encourage and motivate the learners to be
engaged in the learning activities, and, second, teachers should base the teaching on
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new methods, techniques and strategies to prepare their students to take an active part
in learning activities in order to achieve the goal: i.e. communication.

In any pages of the a.m. textbooks one can only find proofs of irrelevant,
contradicting and even culturally meaningless images which only represent Iranian
culture. The pictures presented in these books are irrelevant with regard to the
presentation of culture which is crucial in any language learning environment. So, for
a new language learner who is eager to learn about the people and their culture along
with learning their language, these books appear to be boring and tiresome. No
reference to English Speaking countries was found, nor was a picture exclusively
dealing with cross-cultural comparison. High school textbooks developed in Iran
seem to fail to meet the standards normally used in the preparation of materials of
this type. Incorporating the cultural and social aspects of language in these books is
an important issue which seems to have been neglected /Aliakbari, 2004, Rajabi &
Ketabi, 2012, Khajavi & Abbasian, 2011/. Since textbooks have very great role in
any teaching and learning settings and students usually willingly and uncritically
absorb knowledge represented by their textbooks, this study is going to investigate a
discourse analysis of cultural factors which are implicitly or explicitly mentioned in
the texts and through the pictures presented in Iranian High School textbooks.

The texts selected for high school textbooks should be authentic or authentic
like, not too difficult for the learners, suitable for the teaching goals and usable in the
series of activities, lending themselves as a resource of information and ideas. They
should also have currency of topics, situations and contexts. Some of the
reading texts, included in high school textbooks, lack currency.

The reading parts of the high school English textbooks have not been organized
according to the level of difficulty or background knowledge of the learners. The first
lesson of grade one is more difficult than the next two lessons and it has so many new
vocabulary items and expressions (see: high school textbooks; Book 1, 2, and 3). The
type of activities and exercises included in the comprehension part are not enough
to really develop reading skillsin the students as for developing this skill all the
techniques related to it such as predicting the content of a text, scanning, skimming,
intensive reading, extensive reading and guessing the meaning of unknown words
can be dealt with. It seems that the focus is on grammatical points because a high
proportion of work is on this point. "Speak out" includes some drill exercises which
seem to be more grammar exercises than developing speaking skills. Although these
exercises are oral drills and should be practiced orally in the classroom, they are
mostly assigned as homework assignments to be done at home and are changed to
writing exercises so the real aim of this part is ignored.

In "Write it down" most of the exercises are completion of sentences,
responding to questions, or writing out some items related to grammatical points.
Most of the exercises have a model to follow, which will detract from motivation of
new answers and decrease creativity in responses. There is little room to expand on
these exercises. Some of the questions require students to select a verb tense but do
not invite them to go further and create their own sentences. There is little recycling
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of the grammatical points learned and practiced throughout the lessons so a
grammatical point which is so emphasized in a lesson is forgotten during the course.
Some exercises lack clarity of directions so they are not clear to both students and the
teacher. Let’s consider Book 1 for grade one, lesson 8, Speaking 3, the instruction
requires the students to answer the questions. Some of the questions are in passive
voice and others are in active voice and the grammatical point taught during the
lesson is passive so the students become confused if to answer all questions in
passive or not. Apart from these drawbacks, the type of activities and exercises do
not require the students to have active participation and do not encourage group
work. The dialogue sections provided in the "Language Function" present few
genuine or real-life situations. The conversations are superficially organized and
pronunciation is taught by using exercises based on contrastive pairs.

The analysis of high school textbooks shows that in most English classes, the
teachers cannot use English as a means for communication since this will take longer
time to present the lessons which may cause anxiety for the teachers. They explain
types of activities, grammar points and cultural information in Farsi. They translate
the reading passages and new words into Farsi and do not allow the students to work
out the meaning of the new words from the passage and comprehend the text for
themselves. This prevents the students from achieving the desired goals and most of
them cannot understand the unseen passages. However, the teacher can ask the
students to translate some words or phrases just to show him/her that they have
understood it. In presenting vocabulary, the teachers can use different techniques for
example, showing a real object, showing a picture, using actions and facial
expressions, giving examples, using synonyms and antonyms, etc. But most of our
teachers just resort to giving Farsi equivalents of the words and ask the students to
memorize the words in the list along with their Farsi translation. But we know that
we tend to recall words through their meaningful association with other words which
appear in collocation in the texts (e.g.: Doctor is likely to appear in texts in which
medicine, patient, pain or hospital appear). It is for this reason that learning
vocabulary in context is much more useful than learning isolated words. It is better
when introducing a new word, the teacher draws the attention of the students to other
related words. As most of the words introduced in a lesson do not recycle through
other lessons, and if the students do not encounter or use acquired words for a long
time, they forget them rapidly, the teacher can introduce games and exercises
regularly to give the students an opportunity to help them recall words they have
leaned before. In that way, the students refresh their mind and the availability of the
words is increased.

The materials selected for a textbook should satisfy the students’ needs and
interests and motivate them to get involved in classroom activities and in the learning
process. The researchers’ findings showed that most of the reading texts included in
English textbooks are not suitable for the age and do not motivate the students. To
find out how the students feel about their course book materials, a questionnaire was
prepared and distributed among learners in three high school levels both for girls and
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boys in two high schools in Iran. The analysis shows, that the content of the
textbooks does not motivate the learners to get involved in classroom activities. The
results of the research proved the researchers' viewpoints.

The result of the study proves these exercises and activities do not satisfy most
of the students’ needs with different motivations for learning English. For example,
only 21% of girls and 28% of boys believe that their English textbooks are excellent
in helping them learn English. Only 12% of the girls and 9% of the boys believe that
texts for reading have been organized according to the difficulty level.

As it was mentioned before, most of the problems which Iranian students have
regarding English learning are due to the content and structure of the textbooks and
teaching techniques. In order to test the hypothesis, a questionnaire including 30
guestions was distributed between 58 boys and 75 girls in two high schools in Tabriz,
Iran. The answers rated "very much or excellent”, "fair", "poor" and "very poor".
Among those questions only 15 items directly related to the topic of this paper i.e.
evaluating high school textbooks and techniques used in the class were chosen.

The researchers believe that high school textbooks do not help students achieve
their desired objectives. The findings of the study show that only 22% of girls and
32% of boys believe that their textbooks have an excellent role in helping them
achieve their objectives, while 36% of girls and 16% of boys say the books have a
poor role in helping them achieve the goals. The charts show that only 28% of boys
and 21% of girls believe that in comparison with other English books they are
familiar with, their textbooks are excellent in helping them learn English. 30% of
boys and 21% of girls think the textbooks have a poor role in helping them learn
English.

It is a known fact in methodology of compiling textbooks that the selection of
appropriate and native-like reading materials is a crucial component in the
establishment of a productive reading programme. Reading texts is the very
important part of each lesson and a good syllabus designer can provide various
activities and tasks based on the reading passage in order to improve students'
reading skills. 24% of girls and 34% of boys believe that the reading materials are
very useful to encourage them to learn English. 38% of girls and 23% of boys
believe that they are more or less useful. The organization of reading texts
according to the difficulty level is an important factor in encouraging students to
work on reading materials. Only 12% of the girls and 9% of the boys believe that
the reading texts have been organized according to the difficulty level. 36% of girls
and 28% of the boys think that the organization of the materials is fair while 31%
of girls and 24% of boys think the materials have poor organization and 16% of
girls and 32% of boys feel that the materials have a very poor organization. Page
layout of the textbooks is another factor which affects learning. Some texts
overwhelm the students with too much textual information so that students lose
their interest and enthusiasm for learning. Nobody can deny the effect of graphic
elements like illustrations, photographs, maps, charts, etc. 25% of girls and 21% of
boys hold that the layout of their textbooks is very good and encourage them to
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learn the language. 51% of girls and 29% of boys think the books are fairly
appropriate in this regard.

The type of exercises included in the textbooks can play an important role in
helping students achieve the educational goals. Tasks which are designed to increase
students' involvement, those which are interesting and require active participation of
learners enhance the rate of learning. 25% of girls and 38% of boys believe that the
exercises of the book help them achieve the learning goals. 49% of girls and 45% of
boys think they are fair. 20% of girls and 16% of boys feel that they hardly help them
and 3% of girls and 2% of boys state that they are very poor in helping them to
overcome their learning problems.

Communicative language teaching emphasizes pair and group work in the
classroom so that the activities and tasks of the textbooks are completed through pair
work in the classroom. When completing the tasks in the classroom, the teacher can
monitor the students' tasks and make sure they have understood the instructions.
When assigning the tasks to be done as homework, the teacher cannot ensure that
they have done the tasks themselves. In our study, 57% of girls and 26% of boys
believe that doing the tasks in the classroom is very effective in learning. 23% of
girls and 20% of boys think it is fairly effective. 16% of girls and 25% of boys feel
that it has little effect and 3% of girls and 28% of boys think it has a very low effect
in learning the language.

To overcome the existing problems connected with the efficiency of textbooks
in learning English at Iranian high schools, it is necessary, first of all, to give a well
defined objective of the English course. In our opinion, the language material should
be presented in a rich variety of oral and reading text-types, including newspaper
extracts, conversations, notes, etc. To make the textbooks more interesting and
stimulate the students’ motivation and enthusiasm to learn the language, cartoon
stories, poems, and colored pictures can be used. The tasks and activities involved
should be of a kind to emphasize the four skills and require on the part of the students
the ability to do different activities with the language such as to describe people,
make suggestions, give advice, etc.

To sum up, it is necessary to bear in mind that the materials of the textbooks
should be based on scientifically proved principles of selection as well as to stress the
idea that language is used in a social context. Students should work regularly in pairs,
and sometimes in groups, simulating social interaction. Most of the tasks should be
done in the classroom with emphasis on pair or group work while the teacher
monitors their performance. Some of the workbook materials should be designed so
that they can be used for independent study, although they can equally well be used
in the classroom with the teacher’s supervision. Once students are familiar with the
style, they will realize that they can approach the texts and deal with exercises on
their own. To increase the rate of learning, more extensive use of language teaching
aids attached to the textbooks (recordings, wall display materials, video films,
computer software programs, etc.) is suggested, since technology provides an
exciting means of helping students develop language skills. Combining computers
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with video disks provides an exciting advancement in the use of modern technology
to teach the language. The number of sessions of English classes should be increased
at least to four in a week. In teacher's book the techniques and procedures for
teaching different parts of the textbooks should be clearly explained so that there
should be more correspondence between the techniques used in the classroom by
different teachers to develop students’ English competence.
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4. yuruMmtsS3uu, <. UULULURUYYhR - Ppwb6h qupnglhph  wiwg

numupuwGGhpmy oquiugnpoyng wlqbpbl Gqh numugppbph JbpymompymG, —
Jnnpjwop  Gyphpdwd E guuwgpptiph  ybpnonipjulli m qGwhwwndwlp puwn
pnjwlnulnipjuwl, Ywopnmgywoph, juwpdmpymbGitph hwiwywpgh, numdGuywb
Gymptiph  htnn wpfuwwnbine hGupGbph: <npuwond ghuwpyymd § Gl wyy
nuuwqpptinh hwiwwwwumwuhiwlmpniGp duiwlwluwlihg yuwhwleGtphG nputiu
onwp [hqyh numgiwl dhong: LGGwnwwmnpblG GYynd £ wyl thwuwnp, np
nwuwqpptinp 60 wlnpununind  dhodywympwjhl hwnnpnuygmpjulp, sjul
tpymt  Yywynypltph hwitdwunmpjuli Jpw  hpdGJwd  JupdnipymGGtp,
thuwunwywytpwywl wmbpunbtin: dwpdmpnblpp hunwly wnwppbpuyywo LG
Juunwpdwl nbtuwlyynlhg, hGyybu Gub a6 wywhnymd pujwpup phdwwnhly
w2 fuwwnwlp nuutiph punwyw)wnph htan:

Lnnuonid  Ghpyuyugyuwd GG unynpnnlhph  powlmd  wlglhugyuo
hwpgnuiGtph Yuppnonmipjul wpnynilpGhpp” munmiGulwi Gmph pGupnipjul W
wjn  Gmph hhpdwl YJpw numdGuwiwl gnpopGpwgh  Juquiwytpydwl
wprynGuybnmpjub yipwptinguy, hGyybu Gub funphnipn £ npdnd nundGuyuG
gqnponlpugn Jwnnigh] hwnnppuyjguljub dnntgdwl hhdw ypw:

Pwliwh prupbp. nuuwgnptn pwpdp nuuwpuwGGtph hwdwn, dhedpwynipwjhl
hwnnpnquygnipjm G, dbpnnGipn L hGwplbtp, nmumgiwl uwygqpmbplGbippn L
pnjulnulnipnilp

K. KAPAIIETSIH, I'. ACJIAHABAJIU — Ananu3 yueOHuKkoe no anzauiickomy
A3BIKY 0nA cmapuux Kiaccoe wikon Hpana. — CtaTbs NOCBSIIEHA aHAIN3Y U OLIEHKE
YIeOHUKOB C TOYKH 3PCHUS WX COACPXKAHWS, CTPYKTYPHI, CHUCTEMBI YIIPaKHEHUH,
MpUEMOB pabOThI C YIEOHBIM MAaTEPUAIOM PAaBHO KaK M MX COOTBETCTBHSI COBPEMEHHBIM
TpeOOBaHUSIM, MPEIbIBIIEMBbIM K yICOHHKAM KaK K CPEICTBY OBJIAJCHUS AHTJIAHCKHM
s3pIKOM. KpuTudecku otMedaercst TOT GakT, YTO B MaTepHaiax yIeOHHKOB OYCHb CIa0o
OTpa)XCHa TaKasi Ba)KHAsI CTOPOHA OOyUCHHUSI KaK MEXKYJIbTypHass KOMMYHHKAITHS, OYeHb
MaJIO YIPaXHCHUH OCHOBAHHBIX HA CPAaBHCHUHU JBYX KYJIbTYp, ayTCHTHYHBIX TEKCTOB.
Huddepennmarist ypaskHeHHH ¢ TOYKA 3pEHISI HX BBHITIONHEHHS HE YETKAsI, a TAKKE He
JIOCTaTOYHO oOecrieyeHa TeMaTnieckas pabora co cIoBapeM YPOKOB.

B crarbe mpeacTaBieHbl pe3yNbTaThl aHajdM3a oOmMpoca ydammxcs o0 sddek-
TUBHOCTH OTOOpa y4eOHOTO Marepualia U HOCTPOSHHsS YIeOHOTO Ipoliecca Ha OCHOBE
9TOr0 Marepuana. B craTthe pexoMeHIyeTcs CTPOWTH y4eOHBIH MpOIeCC HAa OCHOBE
KOMMYHUKATHBHOTO MTOJIX0/1a K OBJIQJICHIIO HHOCTPAHHBIM SI3BIKOM.

Kniouesvie cnosa: ydeOHUKU Ul CTapIIUX KJIACCOB, MEXKKYIbTypHash KOMMYHHU-
KaIys, METOJIbI M TIPHEMBI, COJIep KaHHUe 1 TIPHHIAIBI 00y4IeHHs
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