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Complex Text in ESL. Grammar Textbooks: Barriers or
Gateways?

pDr Joan Lesikin
William Paterson University, Wayne, New Jersey, USA

How helpful are ESL grammar textbooks for academic ESL students? Do these textbooks’ graphic
presentations of content impede students’ ability to access that content? We don’t know; ESL reading
research has been primarily involved in continuous text geared toward content areas rather than the
non-continuous, complex text often found in language textbooks.

This article suggests that teachers assess prospective textbooks by comparing real-life users’ actual
knowledge to authors’ assumed student knowledge. Through an examination of charts and page
excerpts from two ESL grammar textbooks, it demonstrates that access to the pedagogical knowledge
demands sophisticated formal knowledge because of the various graphic devices and discourse forms
used. The article concludes by recommending research to learn how students navigate through a
grammar textbook’s graphic presentation of content,

INTRODUCTION

Academic ESL students want textbooks because they provide content and
management for learning both inside and outside the classroom, according to
Hutchinson (in preparation, reported in Hutchinson and Hutchinson, 1994/1996).
These students depend on homework assignments or self-study from a textbook
for extending language learning beyond classroom time. The textbooks often
assigned are grammar textbooks, based on a survey of the leading academic ESL
textbooks sold by publishers (Lesikin, 1995). But are these textbooks helpful?

In order for students to make use of a grammar book with practice activities
successfully, there must be a match between: what the author assumes the student
knows, and what the student actually knows,

To use the book successfully, first the student must comprehend the grammar
explanations and examples. This may be difficult if the student’s schemata for content
and/or form are different from the author’s. (Carroll & Eisterhold, 1983)

Content schemata relate to a person’s background knowledge about events, objects
and situations; formal or rhetorical schemata relate to a person’s knowledge of the
rhetorical or discourse structures found in different types of texts. This paper
primarily addresses aspects of formal schemata. :
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Research into ESL student knowledge in relation to continuous text, whether
authentic or simplified, academic or narrative has received attention. Based on
these research findings (e.g. Carrell and Wise, 1997; Chen and Graves, 1995; Devine,
1987) and those on strategy use (e.g. Anderson, 1991), experts have been able to

make recommendations to help prepare ESL students for academic texts encountered

in secondary and post-secondary content classes (e.g. Shih, 1992; O’Malley and
Chamot, 1990). But ESL students typically experience ESL textbooks before or -
simultaneously with content-area textbooks. These ESL textbooks, especially for

the study of grammar, contain primarily complex text rather than continuous texXtto

convey pedagogical knowledge to learners.

Information in ESL textbooks, especially grammar textbooks, is presented in a
variety of discourse forms:

. individual words
. sentence fragments
. individual sentences

. groups of sentences
. paragraphs

There are also a variety of layout features which make the text visually complex:

. headings

. abbreviations

. charts

. bulleted, enumerated and alphabetized lists
. bold and italicized typefaces

Typical academic content-area textbooks such as those in history, may have tex&
broken by headings, charts and illustrations too, but contain primarily extensive’
passages of expository text or narrative text. Brown suggests that the complex tex :
found in some ESL textbooks may pose comprehension problems. He says, “Bo "
the production and comprehension of language are a factor of our ability to perceive
and process stretches of discourse, t0 formulate representations of meaning from
not just a single sentence but referents in both previous sentences and following
sentences.” (Brown, 1994: 235) ESL students may need particular skills and formak

schemata to process this type of complex text.

POTENTIAL GRAPHIC BARRIERS TO LEARNING AND FORMAL
SCHEMATA

|

Research has shown that some graphic devices and discourse forms typically found
in text materials demand skills that are learned and may also be culturally specific:
Certain graphic devices may lead to misreading (Levin and Lesgold, 1978; Schallerty
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1980) and errors {Co‘nrud and Hull, 1967) for native English speakers and thus
decrease comprehension and reading speed for native speakers. :

Later research with non-native English speakers suggests that because some graphic
devices demand perception and interpretation skills that may be culturally ;: egif”:%
{Pct[erss()p, 1982; Travers and Alvarado, 1970), ESL students need to be)t'-‘ullJ ht t;
use them in order to benefit from them (Levin, 1979). Carrell found that t‘eaihinﬁ
ESL students a text’s rhetorical structure prior to reading improves com rehens‘in:
(Carrell, 1985 and Brooks, Dansereau, Spurlin and Holley, 1983) ThiE:s ‘suwlest
that aspects of complex text are not readily understood by ESL S.t‘u.d‘ent‘? hhl-l[ gz? bS
learned through instruction. Some academic ESL students are poor reélder% innthz
]__] bf{(:ausc of inadequate schooling and minimal exposure to family litera-c ;, and
for this reason also have difficulties reading in the L2 (Carson, Carrell, Silb: } ;
Kroll, and Kuehn, 1990). ) s i

.WC have seen that complex graphic presentation of content requires perception
m{erprctanon and literacy skills in the mother tongue. Even more so tLhCI'I dogs thé
ESL learner need help with texts which utilize unusual layout and text forms. Without
these [h{? ESL student will not be able to access the information in thel ‘vr'imm

book efficiently. This will affect the student’s ability to learn independeit}- o-[’azf
leuchcr.li\’lany hours of engagement are needed to learn a language e%pcciélyl  for
academic purposes. A textbook that students cannot use at home fo,r further 'aytud /
may not be the most suitable textbook for ESL. 8

SELECTING AN APPROPRIATE TEXTBOOK
. G a . : ANALYSING A
TEXTBOOK’S ASSUMED STUDENT KNOWLEDGE

When selecting a textbook it might be helpful to view it from the stance of the
text.hmlnk author. Who are the intended students? What does the authorl assume the
knrow. in terms of furmgl schemata? This evaluation process can be based on a?:
Effu;lmanon of the vgngty 01; diS(,:OUI':"\(.} forms, typographic features and layouts
sed in the book. A textbook’s suitability for a particular group of ESL students
would depend on the accessibility of its pedagogical knowfcdge.. : i

::E:,Ii,s;jilsmt ESL sludcnt§ are not homog;nenus‘ coming with disparate

bt e afh gft}‘]{)u?ds and skills, if the teacher is aware of the students’ learning

Icmb?mk anéi :51: tc Lin help to mgke the_textbook accessible. After this sort of

ki thz. ; ea? e.r.:q could assess their students’ actual knowledge and fill in
gaps ir formal schemata, where necessary.

L ciedds - :

urnO;JdlLr t()fdi:mve:j what aspects of complex text found in particular ESL textbooks
© part of the students’ actual knowledge, as teachers |
< . ge, as teachers and researchers i

Pose the following questions: ‘ e
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. Can our students read particular illustrations such as charts and diagrams 18. glass  Framed paintings are usually covered with __ i
presented by the author? ; T

+  Can they understand the relationship between a specific illustration and the 19. iron (is, are) necessary to animal and plant life.
accompanying learner task(s) in order to make use of the illustration as a 20. iron (is, are) used to make clothes look neat.
learning tool?

. Can students recognize and comprehend explanations presented in particular -5 USING UNITS OF MEASURE WITH
and limited syntactic chunks in the textbook? NONCOUNT NOUNS

. Can students distinguish between examples and explanation in the

presentation'? {a? I had some tea. To mention a specific quantity of a noncount noun, speakers use
(b) I had two cups of tea. | Units of measure such as two cups of or one piece of. A unit of
measure usually describes the container (e.g., a cup of, a bowl of )

. students understand the messages implied in the use of particular
Do s : Elill’.ll‘a‘ ergt e ]]g 1 _P DAt e due p"[a]‘ ized (¢) 1 ate some toast. l}:: amount (a pound of, a quart of ),* or the shape (a bar of soap, a
typographic conventions such as ulleted items, boldface and/or italicize | (@) Tatc one piece of tast. sheer of paper).
typefaces and of abbreviations such as e.g., efc. and i.e. within specific; .
Presentations of content? *Weight measure: one pound = 0.45 kilograms/kilos  Liquid measure: one quart = 0.95 litres/izers
four quarts = one gallon = 3.8 lirres/Jirers

Instruction in a textbook’s use may need to be part of our syllabuses in order to
overcome potential barriers to comprehension. Since there are no industry-wide
textbook standards for using particular typographic features, layouts and discourse

1 EXERCISE 8: Use the words in the list to complete the sentences. Use the plural form if
necessary. Some sentences have more than one possible completion.

forms, any one textbook typically and consistently follows its own conventions 2;‘:{1 H?HM Pfeced sheet
: e
from one chapter to another. Therefore teachers may only have to instruct students bowl ig}s g;’;’; z;’z"ﬁd
on gaps in their formal knowledge in regard to the particular conventions used in’ cup
one or two chapters in an adopted textbook. i Taladii cup g
COMPLEX TEXT IN CHARTS: A CASE STUDY OF ONE ESL 2. I bought two pounds of cheese.
GRAMMAR TEXTBOOK _ 3. I bought a of milk at the supermarket.
Many ESL textbook authors supply charts and diagrams to present, explain and 4. [ drank a of orange juice.
illustrate grammar forms, functions and rules. In order to comprehend the 5 Ihad
: : : ] 3 ] i . lhada of toast and an egg for breakfast.
information supplied on a particular chart or to understand the relationship of a i i i
chart to its accompanying tasks, students would have to be familiar with similar S of gas in my car.
charts, graphic devices and rhetorical forms. Comprehending a chart’s content i§ 7. Thada of soup for lunch.
based on a student’s prior experience of reading similar charts. We will briefly 8. I need a of chalk.
examine two of the charts from the middle chapter in the intermediate-level textbook 9. Idranka )
Fundamentals of English Grammar (Azar, 1992) to gain a sense of the potential !
: i . i ; e B 10. T'bought a of margarine.
graphic barriers for students unfamiliar with the manner of presenting content. _
i ; 11. There are 200 of lined paper in my notebook.
Tue CHARTS IN ONE ESL GRAMMAR TEXTBOOK - y
; . T ] i X ) : 12. Thereisa of fruit on the table.
A boxed-in chart follows every subtitle in each of the eight sections of the middle R s _
chapter and thus demarcates the beginning of each chapter section. Three other “ bfteatIonale ¥ saadpioh:
14. 1 bought one of bread at the store.

boxed-in charts occur elsewhere in the chapter giving a total of eleven charts. Each
chart focuses on one language structure related to count/non-count nouns or articles. 204 O CHAPTER 8
The charts are different from one another in complexity, layout and in both quantity

Figure 1: Fundamentals of English Grammar: Azar (1992) The Smallest Chart]
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and type of language information. Because these charts occur so regularly, are a

distinctive pedagogical feature and are linked to the exercises that follow them,

they seem important for a student to understand and use. There are no instructions

to accompany the charts nor are they presented to students in a preface or guide. |

We can conclude that the author assumes that teachers instruct students in their
use, or that comprehension of these charts is part of the assumed student knowledge
i.e. part of the students’ formal schemata.

In the next section we will consider some of the underlying skills students may -

need in order to use this book for self-study purposes. We will discuss the smallest
and largest charts in the book. In the smallest chart (see Figure 1), the typographic
features are:

. words in bold {(e.g. two cups of, line 2, left-hand section of box),

. words in bold and italics (e.g. one piece of, line 5, left-hand section of box) |

. words in italics (e.g. rea, line 4, left-hand section of box)

. sentences preceded by letters in parentheses in alphabetical order, each

beginning at the same left position (e.g. (a) I had some tea, lines 1-4, left-
hand section of box) -

. a paragraph (right-hand section of box)

The graphic devices are:

. 4 boxed-in area on the left containing the list-like sentences

. 2 boxed-in area on the right containing a paragraph

. an asterisk (¥) (line 4) and footnote on the right-hand side of the box
The writing conventions are:

. the abbreviation e.g.

. aword or phrase(s) within parentheses (e.g. line 3, right-hand section of box .:5

. no e.g. abbreviation to introduce a word or phrase(s) (e.g. line 4, right-hand
section of box)

Students must know they have to read across the vertical line dividing the boxed-if
area in order to perceive that the bold or bold and italicized words in the sentence
examples on the left are the same as words on the right (e.g. two cups of in line 2.8
on the left = rwo cups of in line 2, on the right). Students are expected to comprehend 5
that the two language items two cups of and one piece of are highlighted in slightly$
different ways on the left and that the difference in highlighting indicates theif§
differences as units of measure.
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The right side of the chart presents a cup of as describing the container (line 2)
Studcr)l.s must see that two cups of, the example on the left (line 2), does li'kewi‘;el
In addition, while the right side also presents two other categories of u;]it‘; ol‘me'nu‘rel
the :11110}|:1_£ and the shape (line 4), the language item presented on the 1‘.eft ‘iid(;‘ onf;
piece of (line 6), is not given as an example in either category. Students wéuld ‘have

to determine whether one piece of describes the amount or the shape of the non-
count noun teast (line 6, left). .

. Students must understand that the itemized sentences on the left are language
e + St E . i - . =
c:x‘amph,._x that Lorrebp{?nd to the information on the right and that the letters
of the aiphabet_prec_edmg each sentence on the left (lines 1, 2, 4, & 5) serve
the purpose of itemizing the sentences.

. Student's must recognize that the parentheses containing the abbreviation e. g
and a IIISI Qf expressions are language examples of the word immediately
preceding it (line 3, on the right). The parentheses followed by a list of

expressions without the abbreviation e.g. serv i
CSic . g. serve the same purpose (li
the right). A |

. Slude.nt.s must knov_v that the asterisk (line 4, on the right) signals a note
containing relevant information (lines 7 & 8).

. Finally, students must know that they should look for this information outside

the qued_—in area of the chart and are expected to understand the information
supplied in the note.

Jl.he largest chart_ in the chapter (see Figure 2) is similar but has a more complex
ayout and contains examples that use a wider range of layout features:

top and si_de headings contain uppercase, bold words (e.g., line 2 & column
[, respectively) .

single and double vertical lines (e.g., columns 3 & 4, respectively)

single horizontal lines (e.g., between lines 12 & 13) which intersect to create
squares and rectangles filled with sentences

sentences with words in bold italics (e.g., column 2, line 3)
some words in italics alone (e.g., column 7, line 4)
a letter in parentheses after the word /n (e.g., column 5, line 18)

}cttcrs in purentheses as sentence subjects (e.g., column 3, line 21) or a symbol
in parentheses in mid-sentence (e.g., column 3, line 27) Y

etc.







