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Setting the scene 

The May 2018 session of the Teacher Development CoP continued to explore aspects of literacy 

development.  

Regular CoP member Dr Christiaan Visser shared his views and experiences on the use of textbooks in 

schools.  At a time when many regard tablets and technology as the solution to our educational problems, 

this talk highlighted the role of textbooks in promoting quality education, and the significant implications 

this has for both textbook development and teacher education.  

Shakira Akabor, a PhD candidate at Wits School of Education with a particular interest in inclusive education, 

talked about the value of audiobooks for encouraging interest in reading and supporting reading 

development.  

 Presentation 1: Dr Christiaan Visser – Reading-for-meaning in 

using textbooks 

This presentation showed that improving the quality and effective use of textbooks would have a massive 

impact on our capacity to deliver quality education.  

Dr Visser argued strongly that quality education depends on the competence of teachers and the quality of 

the learning materials available to them.  Teacher competence should include ‘textbook competence’, which 

is ‘the ability to evaluate the quality of textbooks and to use textbooks effectively in teaching and learning’.  

The ability to evaluate textbooks is important because it enables teachers to recognise gaps and supplement 

weak textbook material. The ability to use textbooks effectively covers a range of knowledge and skills. Both 

requirements are included in the Department of Basic Education norms and standards for teacher 

performance – but as Dr Visser pointed out, they are largely ignored.  This is a major weakness in our 

system. 
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Dr Nic Spaull uses the metaphor of an iceberg to 

convey the complexity of developing the ability to 

read for meaning. Low reading comprehension is 

simply the tip of the iceberg, and below the 

surface there is widespread evidence that most 

learners have not acquired the basic ‘tools’ for 

reading success.  

https://nicspaull.com    

              

“A good textbook by itself does not 

result in quality education … quality 

teaching and learning only happen when 

a good quality textbook is used 

effectively by teachers and learners – as 

both a resource and a tool.”  

Improving textbook quality and teacher textbook competence would help to address some of the major 

challenges that threaten our ability to provide quality education to all.  

Some of the ways in which well-designed textbooks can contribute are: 

 by catering for diverse learner characteristics and needs  

 by guiding inexperienced teachers 

 by strengthening teacher content knowledge 

These are some of the features that enable textbooks to do this: 

 Accessible language – plain vocabulary, shorter 

sentences, clear definitions of new or subject-

specific terms, avoidance of jargon, acronyms and 

idiomatic expressions   

 A clear structure that provides information in 

systematically organised ways to support learning – 

learning objectives, differentiated content, 

appropriate sequencing, applicable methods of 

presenting different types of information 

 A variety of teaching and learning tools providing varying levels of support and challenge – case 

studies, examples, activities, discussion questions, summaries, assessment.  

Click here to view a comprehensive list of 

characteristics that define the quality of textbooks, 

compiled by Dr Visser in relation to research 

conducted for his doctoral thesis. 

Click here for a list of effective ways for teachers and 

learners to use textbooks, compiled by Dr Visser in 

relation to research conducted for his doctoral thesis.   

 

 

How learners use textbooks contributes to their ability to read for meaning.  Reading-for-meaning 

competence requires a basis of reading fluency and efficiency, and builds up to being able to use textbooks 

as learning resources to acquire subject knowledge and understanding. Dr Visser described the progression 

in reading development in terms of three modes, or phases:  

 Transmission: the meaning of the text lies in the literal words, and learners only need to recall or 

transmit the meaning.   

 Interaction: meaning resides with both text and reader, and learners need to interpret what they 

read in terms of what they already know.  

 Transaction: meaning is generated by the reader ‘challenging’ content against particular criteria, 

personal knowledge or the purpose for reading.   

https://nicspaull.com/
http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Quality-of-Textbooks.pdf
http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Using-textbooks-Teachers-Learners.pdf
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While responsibility for the earlier phases of reading-for-meaning lies mainly with language teachers, 

subsequent development requires the active involvement of subject teachers.   

Dr Visser points out that improving reading literacy is a necessary basis for improving textbook competence. 

He recommends:   

 Formulating a National Strategy for Reading Literacy Education and establishing a National Institute 

for Reading Literacy Research  

 Ensuring greater uniformity in the provision of Reading Literacy education by the different teacher 

education institutions  

 Ensuring that teacher educators are properly equipped to train student teachers in Reading Literacy 

 Training dedicated Reading Literacy subject advisors  

 Promoting the development of high quality, relevant books, particularly in the indigenous languages 

 Establishing a National Institute for Textbook Research 

Click here to see Dr Visser’s presentation on reading for meaning. 

 

Questions and comments: 

 The use of textbooks is just as important as interactive learning using technology or practical 

activities in the class. These methods should be used interchangeably.  

 We’re not activist enough about educational issues – we need to talk about radical educational 

transformation!  

 What is blocking us from having a textbook research institute, when there is clear evidence of the 

value it would bring?  It would need government backing but would need to be academically 

independent and not influenced by vested interests.   

 Many teachers use the textbook as a crutch. The way textbooks are used in the classroom can be a 

deterrent to learning – or they can be a powerful tool.  

 University teacher education faculties are comfortable with what they are doing, and when they 

want to transform they bring in something from elsewhere. Do we have a psychological barrier that 

stops us seeing value in what we do ourselves? 

 Teachers don’t get to choose textbooks. The DBE makes the selection, and SMTs go for the cheapest.  

I would like to have a say in what my learners are doing.   

 What about involving children in decisions about textbooks and the curriculum? Children would then 

take more interest.  We exclude children from their education and don’t allow them to offer input. 

Things are done to children, not with them. 

 A major problem regarding textbook quality is government influence. The DBE won’t acknowledge 

anything other than CAPS, and it often doesn’t work. For e.g. the curriculum will specify an order 

that is clearly illogical – but if the publisher were to follow a more logical order the book would not 

be approved. 

http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Reading-for-meaning-V2.pdf
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 The short turnaround time for CAPS textbooks means that development is formulaic.  The curriculum 

is used as a checklist and the softer elements, in which the quality lies, are lost.  The focus is on 

ticking boxes and doing things as quickly and cheaply as possible.  The submission approval also 

becomes formulaic, so a lot just get lost in the process. 

 

 Presentation 2: Shakira Akabor – Using Audiobooks to enhance 

the teaching of reading in the classroom 

 

 

 Audiobooks are recorded versions of stories either on CD or in digital format. There is usually a text version, 

or printed companion book.  They offer a variety of uses and benefits, both inside and outside the 

classroom.  

Create interest in reading 

Children are fascinated by being read to, and find audiobooks highly enjoyable. Audiobooks are usually read 

in a well-paced, easy-to-listen-to voice, often with music and other jingles to enhance interest. The 

companion texts are usually colourfully illustrated. These features, as well as cues such as changes in pitch 

and tone, help children to understand, appreciate and enjoy the story.  

A set of audiobooks gives learners the opportunity to choose – they can pick out and listen to a story of their 

choice, independently of others.   

In the intermediate years, audiobooks can help to re-ignite enthusiasm for reading amongst learners who 

find reading laborious.  Generating renewed enthusiasm for reading amongst such learners is crucial for their 

later achievement in all areas of schooling.  

Enhance the development of reading  

Audiobooks should ideally be used by children who already know how to read independently. Whilst 

listening, children should follow in the companion book.  Used in this way, audiobooks can: 

Shakira Akabor 

“The use of audio is not intended to replace actual books, 

but it can help learners to develop a love of books and 

reading. Sadly, for many learners, reading is a chore – 

audiobooks can re-ignite their enthusiasm for reading.”  
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 Develop vocabulary and improve understanding of the context in which words are used 

 Teach the correct pronunciation of words 

 Develop reading fluency and confidence 

 Develop reading comprehension as learners become familiar with the ‘sound and sense’ of language 

and stories  

 Improve literacy levels of older learners by providing a means to get them actively engaged in 

reading  

 Develop listening skills to improve listening comprehension  

 Help learners who struggle with reading and whose reading is below grade level. 

Teachers can use audiobooks for both group and individual reading, and in different ways.  Using just the 

audiobook helps to develop listening skills and improves listening comprehension.  Audiobooks can also be 

used to generate interest in speaking and writing activities, for example retelling the story, describing own 

responses, or writing different endings.   

Enhancing inclusivity 

Audiobooks are useful from a remedial perspective and open up ways to include diverse learners. They 

enable children with reading difficulties and visual impairments to participate in activities and discover the 

joys of stories and books.  They can be adapted for different learning modalities – for example, kinaesthetic 

learners could act out themes.   

Managing classroom activities  

Audiobooks are a useful aide to managing classroom activities, particularly in diverse classrooms. Teachers 

can create differentiated spaces within the classroom since learners in effect ‘teach themselves’ via the 

audiobooks.  This frees up time which teachers can then spend on needier learners. Audiobooks can be used 

for both group and individual reading, and learners who finish their work early can use them or for extension 

activities.  

Using audiobooks beyond the classroom  

Busy parents find audiobooks convenient to listen to with their children whilst driving or at home whilst 

cooking or doing other chores. In homes where reading is not seen as a pleasurable activity, audiobooks can 

give children some experience of ‘being read to’.  

Resources for audiobooks 

 Nal'ibali and the African Storybook – free audio and text versions of stories for early readers in the 

languages of South Africa 

 LibriVox app (free, more than 15k titles of novels) 

 Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org) 

 http:etc.usf.edulit2go – free audiobooks in mp3 format (hosted by the University of Florida) 

 http://www.kiddierecords.com/mgac/index_2.htm (not all are free, but some classics are) 

 Many local libraries stock audiobooks. They can also be purchased online or from bookstores. 

To see Shakira’s presentation click here. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/
http://www.kiddierecords.com/mgac/index_2.htm
http://bit.ly/2JUVtdQ
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Comments  

 Audiobooks also help to develop children’s imaginations, as they visualise what is happening whilst 
they listen.  

 Audiobooks require electricity so they cannot be used in some areas.  

 Children should have access to actual books and textbook as well as audiobooks – all are valuable 

and it is not a case of ‘either/or’. 

 

Group discussion 

What do we think makes a quality textbook? 

Some general comments: 

 There is such variety, how can one know what to select?  

 In our country we tend to jump in before we are in a position to judge – we have to do the 

groundwork properly, e.g. by allowing teachers to pilot textbooks in the classroom. 

 Even if there are good textbooks, children should also be taught how to use the internet properly to 

access information.  

 

 

 

Some characteristics of quality textbooks: 

 Accurate, relevant content  

 Appeal s to children’s learning needs by presenting information in ways that grasp their interests 

 User-friendly and well-laid-out – the structure can be seen at a glance 

 Appropriate content, language and structure for the intended audience 

 Plain language, short sentences and clear illustrations 

 Language is appropriate for learners who are not learning in their home language  

“Textbooks have to respond to the needs of the child, and children have different 

needs – textbook quality is a multilevel issue that requires multi-level responses.” 
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 Content reflects contexts that learners can relate to, while still exposing them to broader views and 

experiences  

 Scaffolded and differentiated information and activities, so that there is something for every type of 

learner 

 

 

 

 

How do we make textbooks more relevant to teachers and learners (think of inclusivity, responsiveness, 

quality)? 

Some general comments: 

 Teachers can make learning more relevant by not only using the textbook – the problem is that we 

are using 20th century pedagogy with 21st century technology 

 Even with good textbooks, teachers still have to make an effort, for example by using different 

strategies at different times  

 A textbook can’t be expected to have or do everything – a textbook is a tool, not a lesson plan 

(although nowadays most do include teacher guides and memos) 

Some characteristics that make textbooks relevant to teachers and learners: 

 Scaffolded and differentiated information and activities    

 Exercises at several levels of complexity to accommodate diverse needs and levels of understanding 

 More complex content for learners who can be extended  

 Activities are available in, and accessible to, diverse South African school contexts  

 Opportunities to promote critical thinking 

 ‘Cross pollination’ of concepts within a subject, such as linking fractions and time – or across 

subjects, such as linking the maths or language curriculum to cultural or science topics.  

 Sum up 

Textbooks- whether printed, e-books or audiobooks are an important resource. In order to make best use of 

these textbooks we need to ensure that they are of a good quality and standard, they cater to the various 

needs of learners, and teachers should be given the opportunity to evaluate a textbook that they would like 

to use rather than be forced to use one that is not adequate. Furthermore, teachers should be taught how to 

choose a good textbook and how to use the textbook to engage our learners and get them to think critically. 

 

“This is a question of creating a balance between content that relates to children’s everyday 

experience, and giving them something to aspire to – of starting close to their experience and 

then going wider. Books should not be ‘dumbed down’ – they should open children’s eyes.” 

CoP Facilitator, Hassiena Marriott 


