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Abstract
ESL researchers (Case et al., 2005; Sidek, 2012) have highlighted a neglect in the field to examine ESL textbooks for
lessons about literacy while literacy researchers (Molle, 2015; Hanneman & Scarpino, 2016) postulate that these
textbooks contain little to examine. To fill these gaps in the literature, this article recognizes the entanglement of
definitions of literacy in language acquisition research and engages an in-depth analysis of three ESL reading  and
writing textbooks, one each at a beginning-, middle-, and high-level, and from publishers/authors across Canada,
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the written messages that surround them” (Warner & Dupuy, 2018, p.117). As such, this article
analyzes textbooks’ messages regarding academic literacy skills  and sociocultural ideologies of
literacy.

To a student, a textbook may seem straightforward. The specific text is often mandated
by a teacher, and the student studies that text without much question. While, to this student,
there is only one textbook, the reality is that the teacher had a large marketplace from which to
select the text. Teachers, or often, their departments, choose textbooks based on certain qualities,
like their alignment with the curriculum, user friendliness, and targeted skills (Wen-Cheng et al.,
2011). However, even the most carefully curated textbooks are imbued with meanings formed by
authors  and  publishers  that  shape  the  user’s  conceptualization  of  the  presented  material.
Thompson (2013) describes the struggles of producing a language textbook:

Writing foreign language textbooks requires difficult choices about the representation of language
users and their cultures, particularly for languages that are spoken in highly complex, constantly
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more closely with this traditional definition and they describe them as “theories that treat literacy
as a decontextualized and decontextualizing technology” (p. 337). They instead proffer a more
capacious  social  practice  paradigm.  Similarly,  the  New  London  Group  (1996)  calls  for  an
extension of “the idea and scope of literacy pedagogy to account for the context of our culturally
and linguistically diverse and increasingly globalized societies” (p.  61)  and move beyond just
looking at reading and writing. In a language learning situation, however, reading and writing
are essential to explore because learners cannot broaden and deepen their literacy knowledge
and experiences  if  they do not  learn how to read and write.  Consequently,  when discussing
literacy  pedagogy  for  language  learners,  we  must  implement  a  multifaceted  examination  of
literacy, from both functional and sociocultural perspectives. 

First, functional literacy is defined as “the ability to employ basic reading or writing skills”
(Bormuth, 1973, p. 13). Ferris (2015) explains that there are several challenges learners encounter
when coping with literacy demands: little extensive reading experience in English makes reading
difficult; limited experience in writing in English makes writing difficult; there is a lack of native
intuition in the target language; limited vocabulary makes reading and writing challenging; and a
lack of cultural and rhetorical knowledge can make connecting with the audience difficult. Ferris
(2015) argues that even basic functional literacy skills can be challenging to acquire. 

Despite  such  challenges,  basic  functional  literacy  for  low-level  learners  should  not  be
decontextualized. Even basic literacy skills are entrenched in themes of power, citizenship, and
democracy  (Viera,  2016)  and  many  scholars  affirm  the  relationship  between  language  and
culture (Crystal,  2010). As the experiences and values of literacy differ among languages and
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monolithic entity, as textbook authors have to create a text that is general enough that it can be
used by multiple people. However, learners (even at the same proficiency level) come from many
different  backgrounds and arrive  with varying goals.  Therefore,  when learners  use  the  same
textbook, it can act as a type of normative or even oppressive entity in terms of what it teaches
about literacy, especially if learners do not or cannot compare their textbook’s lessons with other
experiences.  My  analysis  is  consequently  aimed  at  examining  both  the  functional  and
sociocultural literacy lessons in textbooks so as to uncover the manifold messages they convey in
order to inform textbook users, therefore encouraging their development of agency in their user
experiences.

Method
Textbook Selection
The  ESL  textbook  market  has  many  options,  each  with  their  own  compilation  of  literacy
pedagogies.  To  narrow  the  selection  pool,  I  examined  my  intensive  English  program (IEP)
teacher resource library. The library is housed within an IEP located in the southeastern US at a
large public research university. The IEP offers a 5-level program for approximately 150 students
from across  the globe,  with many from the Middle  East  and Asia.  The program focuses  on
academic  and  communicative  literacies  and  proficiencies.  The  IEP’s  teacher  library  has
hundreds of texts, reflecting the program’s wide range of pedagogies and student needs. The
library has been curated over several decades and incorporates texts from across all facets of ESL
instruction,  thus  providing a  wide  range of  options  that  are  typical  of  the  selection an ESL
teacher might encounter. The library is organized topically and includes sections for reading,
writing,  and  reading  and  writing.  Though  it  is  common to  teach  these  skills  separately,  the
importance of acknowledging and teaching the relationships between the four main skills of ESL
(reading, writing, speaking, and listening) is becoming increasingly discussed (Alghonaim, 2018;
Walker  &  Dupuy,  2018;  Kern,  2000).  Sidek  (2012)  calls  for  specific  attention  to  academic
literacy.  Many of the reading  and  writing textbooks claim to prioritize literacy acquisition and
development, so I pulled all of the textbooks from this hybrid section. Then, following  Sidek’s
(2012) call for specific attention to academic literacy, I narrowed the pool to textbooks with this
focus. Wen-Cheng et al. (2011) explain that, in addition to relevant content, one should select a
textbook that has been published within the past ten years. 

From the textbooks that matched these criteria, I chose  Four Point Reading and Writing 1
(Folse, 2011), Leap 3 Reading and Writing, High Intermediate (Williams, 2012), and Q: Skills for Success,
Reading and Writing 5  (Caplan & Douglas, 2011) for their closeness in publication date, relative
length, and self-assessed level. According to the levels professed on their covers, these textbooks
should be written for low-, middle-, and high-level learners, respectively. This range is intentional
to discover any possible differences between goals  and values of literacy at  different learning
stages. Additionally, the layout of each textbook is relatively similar. Each text features at least
two major readings (which are usually supplemented by smaller preface and postface texts) and
one major essay or writing activity. Each textbook follows Wen-Cheng et al.’s (2011) suggestion
that  reading activities  should  have pre-reading,  reading,  and post-reading activities  and  that
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writing activities  should  be integrated in the text.  They also effectively  integrate  reading  and
writing tasks to present a more holistic notion of literacy than the single-skill reading or writing
textbooks. I analyzed these three textbooks, hereinafter referred to as Four Point, Leap, and Skills for
Success, first for their explicit functional literacy lessons and then for their messages (both implicit
and explicit) about the sociocultural values of literate English users.

Coding for Literacy
The  language  acquisition  notion  of  literacy  as  reading  and  writing  plus  the  social-practice
conceptualization of literacy resulted in my creation of two a priori categories for qualitative
coding:  literacy skills  and ideologies of  literacy.  “Skill” is  a term frequently used in language
acquisition (see Brown, 2007); “ideology” is a common term in sociocultural literacy theory (see
Gee, 2015). Here, a “literacy skill” is any type of functional skill needed to read or write and an
“ideology of literacy” is a message about what it means to be literate or how literacy is portrayed
in  the  English-speaking  world.  Hinkel  (2014)  explains  that  learning  both  literacy  skills  and
ideologies “are essential for a successful communication to take place. In this light, teaching the
language and the culture of speakers of the target language will probably become progressively
more interdependent” (p. 406). I identified each instance in the textbooks that gives information
about reading, writing, or literacy as a skill or ideology. These instances appear in many formats:
information  boxes  (which  include  explicit  language  instruction,  explicit  reading  or  writing
instruction, and tips for reading, writing,  and academic success)  and activities (which include
readings, responses such as multiple choice or discussion questions, language exercises such as
grammar or vocabulary builders, and written responses or essays).The following is an example of
coding an information box in  Four Point: “Skimming is a pre-reading strategy that will help you
read more quickly and with greater understanding.” (p. 3, emphasis original). In this passage,
“skimming is a pre-reading strategy” was coded as a skill (something the learner needs to know
how to do) and “read more quickly” was coded as an ideology (a trait valued in the literacy
performance). The literacy skills were easier to code because they were largely referred to by the
same  name  across  the  textbooks.  The  ideologies  of  literacy  required  more  careful  attention
because these messages were less explicitly portrayed and did not have naming conventions as
cohesive as most of the literacy skills. These two categories are more deeply analyzed in their
respective sections of this article where I compare the data across the three textbooks to target
shared skills and ideologies and interpret the implications of these messages for users.

Findings
Literacy Skills
The literacy skills in these textbooks as defined in this article are the explicit reading and writing
competencies that learners can acquire to develop their literacy. The acquisition of these skills
presumably results in proficiency in reading and writing in English and, consequently, literacy in
English. 
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A Comparison of the Three Textbooks 
Before  examining  each  textbook’s  content,  describing  their  layout  will  be  helpful  for
understanding how content is designed, scaffolded, and portrayed. Here, I outline each of the
textbooks’ formatting and activities.

Four Point  gives four major writing tasks per chapter. The prompts are all related to the
chapter’s  theme but  are  increasingly  difficult.  For  example,  in  the  300-word  prompt  in  the
chapter entitled “Astronomy,” students write a summary about the reading. In the 500-word
prompt, they write a process essay; the 800-word prompt is for an expository essay that requires
light research. Finally, in the 1,000-word prompt, students are instructed to write a research essay
that includes primary and secondary sources. The scaffolded prompts give students options to
begin at a level with which they feel comfortable but offer room to grow.

Leap has the largest number of readings, with three feature readings per chapter. While
this is only one more long reading than the other two textbooks, the inclusion of this additional
reading emphasizes the importance of being able to read in English. While each of the readings
follow the general chapter theme, such as education in chapter 2, the content of each passage is
diverse  and  exposes  the  reader  to  new ideas,  writing  styles,  and  genres.  Furthermore,  each
reading is longer than the one before it, which develops endurance as the student works their way
through the chapter.

Skills for Success  has ample opportunities for students to track their progress and develop
autonomy in their literacy development. The most relevant example of this is  the substantial
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Figure 1
Reading Skills

Skills Four Point Leap Skills for Success

Ability to read a variety of texts X X X

Active reading X X X

Comprehension X X X

Evaluating texts X X X

Having pre-, during-, and post-reading 
strategies

X X X

sîXts
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cover describes it as having “detailed guidance in the writing process” comparatively does not
prepare its  users  for writing as thoroughly as the  other  two textbooks.  These  results  portray
somewhat contradictory messages of which literacy skills  are valued and when. Despite these
discrepancies,  each textbook maintains unique qualities that could be added to the others to
make them more successful for encouraging literacy and implementing tools that students can use
in the future to develop their literacy regardless of their level. 

Figure 2
Writing Skills

Skills Four Point Leap Skills for
Success

Ability to write a variety of texts X X X

Annotating X X X

Conducting research and using it in 
compositions

X  X

Information synthesis X  X

Outlining X  X

Paraphrasing  X X
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Nations Within the Anglophone World 
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tied to particular countries, those countries’ cultures. This  notion of  English changing within
subcultures of the Anglophone umbrella culture can be daunting to learners, especially because
narrowing  “the  English-speaking  community”  to  white,  privileged  dialect  users  can  be
exclusionary. Even though the textbooks do not overwhelmingly make overt endorsements for
certain dialects or cultures, by not including other forms or peoples, the textbooks are complicit
in upholding hegemonic language ideologies. Consequently, there is a greater cultural bias than it
may seem, but it is guised under the “dialect” of academic English, thus rendering covert the
messages about the currency of certain literacies.

The subcultures, dominating on their own, when unified, form the perhaps even more
powerful Anglophone culture and its ideologies of literacy that, as portrayed by the textbooks, all
English speakers hold. A main message across the textbooks is the pervasiveness of literacy in the
English-speaking community and the importance of literacy as a means to communicate with
native speakers to avoid prejudice. Four Point makes multiple references to the notion that millions
of people can read in English (p. 109, p. 126). This creates the impression that since so many
people can read in English, to not be able to read in English is to be part of the out-group—the
illiterates. Four Point continues this notion of an illiteracy out-group by saying that “ELLs [English
Language Learners] realize that they are way behind their native-speaker counterparts” (p. xi).
Leap  
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haste,” and “the need for speed” are widespread in English while phrases related to slowness are
less pervasive and usually carry a negative connotation, like “painfully slow.” As students see this
ideology enacted in the language and culture, they will begin to realize the importance of quickly
developing their  literacy  and  being  able  to  practice  literacy  skills  with  speed in  order  to  be
successfully literate in English. There is no evidence of students being encouraged to take their
time or that a decelerated pace would perhaps allow for more deeply developed skills.

Linearity
In Kaplan’s (1966) Patterns of Written Discourse graphic, he created a now-famous and widely cited,
if  not  sometimes  misinterpreted  or  invalidated,  conception  of  how  five  different
languages/language  families  organize  their  written  discourse.  The  most  direct  pattern  is
English’s, which is portrayed as a straight line. This greatly contrasts from the atypical shapes for
(using  Kaplan’s  terms)  “Semitic,”  “Romance,”  and  “Russian”  languages,  or  the  spiral  for
“Oriental”  languages.  This  linear  organization  is  strongly  associated  with  English  texts,  as
demonstrated by the textbooks’ overwhelming encouragement to use it.  Four Point  says that the
reader needs an “easy text pattern to follow” (p. 159), that “good writing” is unified and coherent
(p. 196), and that writers should be direct (p. 65). Skills for Success explains that “in good writing,
each paragraph has unity: it explores one idea” and warns that “if you mix different ideas in a
paragraph, your readers may become confused, and your writing will not be effective” (p. 100).
Skills for Success underlines the importance of coherency, logic, and unity (p. 129, p. 158) but never
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Conclusion
Literacy, UNESCO says, is “an important symbol of identity, unity and self-determination. It is
closely intertwined with culture and local values, wisdom, worldviews and tradition” (Hanneman
& Scarpino, 2016, p. 17). Language learners using literacy textbooks likely recognize literacy as
this key to acceptance from speakers of the target language and practitioners of its culture. To
what extent do these textbooks guide students along the path to literacy? Unfortunately, none of
these textbooks are perfect. However, they all make an important step by uniting reading and
writing  so  that  students  can  begin  to  understand  the  relationship  between  texts  and  the
importance the target culture places on the ability to both interpret and produce text. When
using these textbooks, though, students should approach the lessons in their pages with some
caution. As demonstrated, different textbooks prioritize different skills and ideologies. While this
is  unavoidable  since  there  is  no  official  manual  to  academic  English  literacy  and  the
authors/editors all introduce biases and assumptions about literacy and language learning and
teaching, students should utilize multiple resources (e.g. different textbooks, other materials, etc.)
and, while keeping the skills and ideologies in mind, be empowered to develop their own literate
identity.

The implications of this textbook analysis are twofold. First, textbook publishers would be
wise to include some sort of definition of what they mean by the level that they put on the cover.
This delineation would help users—department textbook selectors, teachers, and learners—to
identify  the  baseline  literacy  stage  of  a  textbook’s  target  audience.  Such  informed  decision-
making  offers  more  agency  within  the  selection  process.  Second,  following  many  claims  in
applied  linguistics  for  authentic  learning  opportunities,  providing  more  relevant  details  on
various  contexts  where  learners might  practice academic English literacy can help  make the
learning more meaningful and help them transfer their textbook learning to real-world situations.
In this vein, recognizing that there are opportunities across the globe to use English (not just
Canada, the UK, and the US) will be useful for adopting an approach more oriented towards
World  Englishes  that  does  not  reify  ethnocentric  ideologies.  These  suggestions,  however,
although salient, are aimed at a population much smaller than the other side of the textbook
equation: teachers and students.

Even if  textbook publishers made revisions, the reality is that all  language teaching is
going to feature the qualities found in these three textbooks; they will all prioritize certain skills
and be imbued with various sociocultural meanings. It is therefore prudent to focus on helping
teachers and language learners understand how to raise awareness and use these textbooks in
more meaningful ways. Teachers can help students (or independent learners can do it on their
own) identify their learning goals, in terms of both the functional and sociocultural elements of
language and literacy acquisition. Then, students can be more attuned to the lessons in their
textbooks and calibrate those messages into the type of language user they aspire to be. This
calibration will be ongoing as learners will continue to define, develop, and refine their literate
identity and refashion it as they encounter new literacy situations across various linguistic and
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