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THE EVALUATION OF TEACHERS’ GUIDES- DESIGN AND
APPLICATION

Michael Hemsley

Abstract

This paper begins with a discussion of the functions of the teachers' guide (TG). This
is followed by an examination of various issues in the design of TG evaluations, and
several existing checklists of criteria for evaluation of TGs and ELT materials in
general are introduced. The next section concerns itself with evaluation in the context
of a private language school. Finally, a model for TG evaluation in this context is
developed. It is hoped that readers will be able to adapt this model in order to carry
out TG evaluations in their own contexts. Reference tables are provided in two

appendices.

The teachers' guide, what it is, and what it does

The forms taken by TGs are many and varied, and any definition of something so
heterogeneous would be incomplete. What we can do is attempt to list the functions of
an ideal TG as do Cunningsworth and Kusel (1991:129). We may paraphrase them
thus: The teachers' guide states the purpose of the associated teaching materials and
describes the rationale behind them. The TG will encourage the development of
teaching skills and assist the teacher to understand the course as a whole. It will
provide guidance on how to use the material and the linguistic and cultural

information required for its effective use.
To these five functions we could add that a good TG will also help teachers develop
towards an eventual position of self-reliance and independence of such explicit

guidance.

Servants and masters

The view of TGs outlined above raises a general question: If the guide is the master,
does the teacher become a mere servant? This could be claimed in the case of some

TGs, which may "take the teacher step by step through every stage of every unit"
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(Cunningsworth, 1984:52). However, the reality is that many TGs remain "no more
than student editions with an inserted answer key" (Sheldon, 1987:3), and in this case

the TG can be viewed as merely a weak servant of the textbook.

Compromises between these two extremes do exist of course, with some TGs
providing detailed plans for sample lessons or units only, from which teachers can

develop their own plans for later lessons or units.

Coleman (1985:84) argues in favour of the 'strong' TG "which can bolster the (NNS)
teacher's confidence" and we would do well to maintain a global view and an
awareness that the functions of the TG for NNS teachers "in the developing world will
differ ... from those ... for teachers who have ample training, rich resources and small
classes." (Cunningsworth and Kusel, 1991:129). The view of Richards, that teachers
are 'deskilled' when their "decisions are largely based on the textbook and the
teachers' manual" (1993:7) appears less damning when seen in the light of this
awareness - [ would argue that a given TG may be capable of 'deskilling' some
(trained, western) teachers, while also being capable of 'skilling' others (i.e.
'untrained', NNS teachers).

The existing literature

Literature concerning evaluation of TGs is extremely thin on the ground (Coleman,
1985:85; Cunningsworth and Kusel, 1991:128). Materials reviews give scant attention
to TGs, or ignore them completely (Coleman, 1985:86). This paper will necessarily

also draw on the literature of general ELT materials evaluation.

Evaluation process and criteria
Why evaluate TGs?

Materials are not simply the everyday tools of the language teacher, they are an

embodiment of the aims, values and methods of a particular teaching/learning
situation. As such the selection of materials probably represents the single most

important decision that the language teacher has to make. (Hutchinson,
1987:37)
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This must especially be the case with TGs since they embody, (or should embody)
aims, values and methods in an explicit manner. If this does not answer the question
"Why evaluate TGs?" then Coleman's observation that "frequently ... TGs do not
satisfy their (the teachers') needs, ... the guides are not guiding them" (1985:94) ought

to do so.

The process of evaluation

We may identify three basic kinds of ELT materials evaluation; an intuitive,
impressionistic approach, a formal prior-to-use evaluation, and a 'process' approach.
The informal, impressionistic approach may be based on 'first impressions', perhaps
gathered simply by flicking through materials or by reading publicity blurb. Even if a
more thorough examination is carried out, it will not be comprehensive or in any way
systematic. The limitations of this approach will be clear to anyone who has carried
out such an evaluation only to be disappointed by later discoveries or results. These
limitations are more fully discussed by Ellis (1997:37) and Low (1987:19).

The second approach is widely advocated, for example by Chambers (1997:29, 31). It
is considered systematic, detailed, principled and comprehensive, involving, as it
does, the use of carefully developed procedures and checklists of criteria which are
used to perform a step-by-step examination of the materials. A system whereby points
or marks are awarded may be utilised, which has the advantage of ensuring a degree

of objectivity.

For the third approach, Ellis (1997:36) outlines a procedure involving predictive
evaluation, choice of materials, followed by a post-use retrospective evaluation which
may lead to further predictive evaluations. These stages equate with the 'input' and
'throughput" stages of Sheldon's (1987:5) tripartite schema, the third stage of which,
'output, refers to evaluation according to eventual learning outcomes. This procedure
is supported by the general thrust of the argument in Rea-Dickins and Germaine
(1993:145-152). This approach would seem more principled than the prior-to-use
evaluation alone and as such has several advantages. Firstly, the implicit stress on
needs analysis tends to ensure validity (Pilbeam, 1987:120). Secondly, a larger

number of concerned individuals are likely to involved in the evaluation. Finally, in-
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class retrospective evaluation, which could involve empirical data, will tend to

confirm or refute the validity of the initial stages of evaluation.

ChecKlists of criteria

Any systematic evaluation will involve the use of formalised lists of criteria. The
important thing to remember here is that the quality of the questions asked is more

crucial than the sheer number, as Dougill (1987:32) notes.

Unfortunately, there exist, to the writer's knowledge, only two published checklists for
TG evaluation, those of Coleman (1985) and Cunningsworth and Kusel (1991).

Appendix one summarises these in tabular form.
By contrast, checklists for evaluation of ELT materials in general exist in plenty.
Eleven of these are summarised in tabular form in appendix two. These are included

because, as we will see later, certain criteria may also be relevant for TG evaluation.

Teachers' guide evaluation in a specific context

As mentioned earlier, asking the right questions in an evaluation is obviously central
to its success or failure. The ability to ask the right questions depends to a large extent
on how context-specific the evaluation design is (Sheldon, 1987:6; Sheldon, 1988:
242; Williams, 1983: 253).

The remainder of this article discusses evaluation design and criteria in a specific
context, a private language school offering general EFL conversation classes. It
should be stressed that such evaluations are always context-dependent, and while the
design arrived at will not be directly applicable in other contexts, it will be a relatively
simple matter to make the necessary adjustments to the checklists and overall design. |
have drawn attention in the text to several points at which such changes may be

appropriate.

Evaluation design

From the point of view of trainers, teachers and learners, we may surmise that the
greater their involvement in the evaluation process, the more valid the results of the
evaluation will be (Chambers, 1997:29: Williams, 1981:155). However, things may

75



ELTED Vol.3 Issue 1 Autumn 1997

not be quite so straightforward. In my experience learners will enjoy playing a role

only if the boundaries of their impact are clearly defined. If they are given 'too much'

responsibility for evaluation, many learners see teachers, trainers and management as

shirking their own responsibilities.

A scheme for the involvement of learners in evaluation modified from, for example,
Breen and Candlin (1987:26,27) would seem a good place to begin. In the absence of
the need to prepare learners for any formal exams, this could be seen as a useful form

of needs analysis, the results of which would feed into the evaluation criteria used.

Stage two could be a formalised student needs analysis such as the one exemplified by
Matthews (1985:203,204) performed by the school director. Since we are aiming to
select a TG, and not simply course materials, the school director will also need at this

point to identify the fundamental needs of the teachers who are to use the TG.

The next stage, would perhaps be an impressionistic evaluation of the possible TGs. It
should be noted at this point that a range of broadly suitable courses will have been
previously identified through use of a published evaluation checklist, or one
developed specifically for the given context, along with the results of the needs
analysis. The impressionistic TG evaluation would be carried out by practising
teachers. (Matthews, 1985:204). As well as the benefits for management of input from
'grassroots level', teachers will feel involved in the evaluation. A positive spin-off is
teacher development: this engagement with 'training materials' having a potential
teacher-training effect. This teacher involvement would go some way towards
establishing face validity of the entire evaluation process (Pilbeam, 1987:120). At this
point, if consensus is clear, some TGs (and their associated courses) may be

eliminated, only successful ones going forward to the next stage.
The use by teachers, trainers and centre directors of a formal list of evaluation criteria

would come next. Ideally this would also leave room for intuition and not be

unnecessarily complex (Chambers, 1997:30,31).
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Finally, since no 'ideal' TG is likely to emerge, due to the involvement of so many
factors and stakeholders in the evaluation, the best fits' will be selected for piloting
along with their associated coursebooks and ancillaries. Ellis (1997:40) reminds us to
avoid conflating evaluation conclusions with evaluation recommendations and we
should keep an open mind (and open eyes and ears) during piloting, in addition to
using questionnaire and interview or diary techniques with the teachers involved to
complete our TG evaluation. Student input concerning the associated textbook etc.

may be sought through questionnaires.

This extended process should allow all stakeholders to feel involved to an appropriate

degree and a reliable selection of TG (and associated materials) to be made.

Teachers' guide evaluation criteria

The following list of TG evaluation criteria, developed for conversation classes at a
specific language school, draws partly on Cunningsworth and Kusel (1991), with
additions from Coleman (1985) (both summarised in appendix one), and limited input
from a several of the textbook and materials evaluation checklists outlined in
appendix two. Two lists of questions are given, for 'global' and 'detailed' stages of
evaluation. Global questions are more fundamental, and should be applied first. Items
marked with an asterisk may be omitted or amended if they are considered to be
incompatible with the context under scrutiny. It should also be noted here that an
evaluation procedure for other kinds of courses, for example examination courses, or
courses designed to develop single skills such as listening, would necessarily include

additional questions appropriate to the course in question, and exclude others.

Global evaluation:

« Is the TG and its ancillaries readily available at an acceptable price, both to the
school and to the learners?

« Does the TG provide a viable rationale for the information and guidance it
provides?

« Does the TG make unreasonable assumptions about the users' knowledge and
experience of language teaching?

« Does the TG deepen users' understanding of language teaching principles as

they develop their practical teaching skills?
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Does the TG focus on one variety of English to the exclusion of others?*

Is the advice given on teaching procedures explicit enough?

Is there enough cultural information to enable teachers to interpret appropriately
the situations represented in the teaching materials?*

Is the guidance provided unreasonably prescriptive?

Does the TG have helpful things to say about the language learning process
which are also supported by modern theory and research?

Does the TG make explicit an awareness of different learning styles and
strategies and suggest ways of using and developing them?

Does the TG consider a variety of roles for the teacher with reference to the

nature of each learning activity?

Detailed evaluation:
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Does the TG explicitly inform the teacher how it can best be used?

Are the objectives of the course set out clearly and rationally?

Is the basic teacher-student relationship implied in the TG, and the content and
methods contained within it appropriate to the context of use?

Is the TG likely to help heighten and sustain learner motivation?

Is use of the TG likely to result in lessons the learners will enjoy? (Ellis and
Ellis, 1987:96).

Is the TG free of the use of confusing metalanguage?

Do the design and content of the TG suggest ease of use? (Ellis and Ellis,
1987:91)

Does the TG aim to maximise learners' opportunities to develop sociopragmatic
and strategic competencies? (Cunningsworth, 1984:47-51).

Does the TG suggest appropriate ways for the teacher to evaluate each activity,
lesson, and sequence of lessons?

Is the information about, and guidance on handling language items adequate,
unambiguous and appropriate? Are there any helpful notes about potential
problems which may arise regarding language items in this context?

Does the TG predict difficulties in understanding the cultural setting and
background in the materials, and provide sufficient information about, and
explanation of them?*
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« Does the TG provide clear but adequately flexible guidance in selecting and
sequencing units, planning them into a scheme of work and integrating them
into the programme as a whole?

« Does the TG suggest procedures for the planning, preparation and conduct of
lessons in an appropriate manner and in sufficient detail?

« Does the TG suggest alternative routes through activities, lessons or units which
can be helpful when things do not go according to plan?

« Does the TG advise the teacher when and how to correct students' language and
about the likely responses of learners in this context to various kinds of
correction?

« Does the TG provide clear and unambiguous answers to tasks set?

« Does the TG provide adequate guidance for the checking of learning, both

formally and informally?

Final evaluation design for a private language school context

The following outline for TG (and by implication materials in general) evaluation is
what I see as a pragmatic compromise based on my own very personal experience of
what is actually possible in practice in the private language school context. Again, it
should be borne in mind that this particular design is conditioned by the context and

that it will ideally to be customised according to need.

1. Marking boundaries:
Design of, and criteria for evaluation are mutually agreed, (and if
necessary put in writing, and signed) by owners, upper management,

centre directors (directors of studies) and managers (business managers).

2. Impressionistic evaluation:
Practising teachers of all levels of experience within the school (or schools
if the context is a chain or network) rank TGs under consideration from

best to worst (norm referenced).
3. Formal evaluation:

Trainers, centre directors and selected teachers evaluate the TGs as: good

= 3 points, acceptable = 1 point, and fail = 0 points against each of the
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criteria (criterion referenced). Scores are collated and the cut off point
decided.

4. Piloting:

The TGs still under consideration are piloted along with their coursebooks and
ancillaries at several branches by teachers who can be relied upon to 'teach from
the book'. The teachers are paid to write evaluation reports mid-course and at

the end of the course.

5. Final selection:
By consensus among the parties in 1. above, bearing in mind the results of
2.,3.and 4.

If a suitable TG , textbook, workbook and tape set can be found through a systematic
evaluation procedure of this kind, the benefits are likely to be several. Firstly, training
budgets may be reduced somewhat, with trainers being left free to concentrate on fine
tuning instead of battling with basic problems caused by unsuitable TG's and
materials. In addition, teachers are more likely to feel more comfortable with the tools
of their trade due to their active involvement in the process of evaluation and
selection. Teachers may thus feel more value in adapting course materials and

developing new ones to cover any 'weak spots' in the course and TG selected.
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	Appendix 2 - A Summary of Eleven Checklists for the Evaluation of ELT Textbooks and Materials

