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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







