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1. Introduction 

English plays a vital role in today’s world and is often considered the lingua franca, the 

language used for “communication between those who do not share a mother tongue” 

(Seargeant 2016: 18) and thus used for international communication. In most western 

civilisations, English as a second language is taught from an early age and is often the, or one 

of the first, foreign languages learnt. The teaching methods and materials used in the English 

classroom form an important part of the language acquisition process and significantly shape 

the learning of the pupils, helping them to acquire skills and the language system to be able to 

understand and use English in every day life. 

This thesis investigates the similarities and differences between English textbooks used in the 

last two years before the matriculation examination in upper secondary schools in Austria and 

in Finland. Textbooks are part of almost every foreign language class nowadays as they greatly 

facilitate the planning of the lessons for the teacher. Moreover, textbooks frequently constitute 

the main source of material and the backbone of lesson plans. For this reason, it seems crucial 

to explore different textbooks in depth in order to identify strengths and possible weaknesses. 

In this study, reading comprehension tasks, including the pre-, while- and post-reading 

exercises, are analysed in detail. Reading is considered a vital skill in today’s society, 

particularly for those pupils wishing to pursue higher education. As English is considered an 

international language, good reading skills in English will likely be needed by the target group 

in their future life. 

First, the theoretical part outlines important concepts related to reading in language teaching, 

such as communicative competence and literacy. Then, the theoretical background of reading 

is highlighted, which is followed by a short outline of the role of textbooks and textbook 

analysis. In the second part, the methodology used in this study is explained in detail. This 

includes the presentation of the research questions, which are defined as follows:  

 To what extent do the textbooks under analysis offer a proportionate number of 

activities related to the four skills and the language system? Which role is attributed to 

texts and reading exercises in the textbooks? 

 In how far do the textbooks employ the three stages of reading comprehension (pre-/ 

while/ post-reading)? Which skills are needed to do these accompanying exercises? 

What is the aim of these exercises? 

 To what extent is there a variety of different question types? To which degree do the 

post-reading questions make the students use higher-order thinking skills? 
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The study is based on McGrath’s approach on materials evaluation (2016) and consists of four 

stages: a context-and-needs analysis, the impressionistic method, the checklist method and the 

in-depth method. The findings section presents the obtained data in a systematic fashion and 

answers the research questions mentioned above. The discussion includes the most important 

and interesting similarities and differences between the textbooks as well as a section on 

limitations, implications for teaching and further research. 

2. The communicative classroom: the four skills 

The communicative approach is nowadays seen as the dominant language teaching approach 

in the Western world, which means that the focus of teaching a foreign language (FL) should 

be on developing the students’ ability to communicate effectively in the foreign language. 

According to Canale (1983: 14-17), it is important that students not only possess knowledge of 

a language system, but also the skills in using this knowledge. Therefore, knowledge-oriented 

as well as skill-oriented activities are crucial and the right amount of such activities varies 

depending on different learner needs. The communicative approach includes all modes of 

language use, including oral and written modes as well as production and comprehension skills 

(Canale & Swain 1980: 29). 

There are four components of communicative competence, namely grammatical, 

sociolinguistic, strategic and discourse competence (Canale 1983: 6). Grammatical 

competence refers to the knowledge of phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics and 

orthography of the FL (Canale & Swain 1980: 29; Canale 1983: 6). Sociolinguistic competence 

“addresses the extent to which utterances are produced and understood appropriately in 

different sociolinguistic contexts” (Canale 1983: 6). Strategic competence is necessary when 

the communication is about to break down. Thus, this competence includes knowing strategies 

such as paraphrasing, or making use of other ways of appealing for help (Canale & Swain 1980: 

30). Discourse competence “concerns mastery of how to combine grammatical forms and 

meanings to achieve a unified spoken or written text in different genres” (Canale 1983: 6). In 

Canale and Swain’s (1980: 5) view, all these competences are equally important to successful 

communication and an integrated approach of all types of knowledge needs to be taken. Thus, 

grammatical competence is not seen more or less important than any of the other competence 

areas (Canale 1983: 18). Moreover, authentic and realistic communicative situations are to be 

favoured in a language teaching context to bring about “communicative confidence” (Canale 

& Swain 1980: 28). 
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Communicative language teaching (CLT) focuses on the four skills, which need to be taught 

and practised in a foreign language classroom according to the current consensus on foreign 

language teaching. These are reading, listening, writing and speaking. Reading together with 

listening are considered passive or receptive skills whilst writing and speaking are productive 

in nature as the students need to actively produce some output in the foreign language, either 

in written or oral form. However, it must be mentioned at this point that the receptive skills 

mentioned above do require active meaning making processes. Reading is considered an 

interactive process as “both reader and writer depend on one another” (Nuttall 2005: 11). These 

four skills are needed for complete communication in any language – in one’s first language 

(L1) as well as in foreign languages (FL). Hence, the challenge of most language teaching is 

the relatively balanced teaching of these four skills in the foreign language. However, 

depending on the social, cultural, economic and political contexts, a highly focused approach 

on only some skills may be adopted as students have different learning goals (Hinkel 2006: 

111). ESL students (English as second language) may prioritise speaking as they will encounter 

and need it much more than perhaps writing. However, in this study, the premise is taken that 

the students need to be able to use all four skills in a fairly balanced manner as all of them are 

important language skills required for any type of communication. 

3. Literacy and writing systems 

The term literacy is closely tied to reading and writing. In order to be able to read – which will 

be defined at a later stage – orthography, the system of spelling in a language, needs to be 

acquired even in one’s native language. Everything else, such as for instance phonology, 

morphology and syntax, seems to come naturally to native speakers (Bardakci & Akpinar 2014: 

136). Therefore, the symbols for representing language, which are culturally dependent and 

may thus vary around the globe, must be acquired through specific instruction (Birch 2007:22). 

The alphabetic writing system, to which English, Finnish and German belong, formulates that 

one abstract symbol stands for one sound of a language. These symbols can be put together to 

create words (Birch 2007: 22). There are also sub-categories in this branch, splitting the 

alphabetic writing system into languages with a shallow (or transparent) orthography and those 

with a deep (or opaque) orthography (Grabe 2009: 114; Perfetti & Harris 2017: 353). The 

former, which includes languages such as Italian, Hungarian, Finnish and partly German, 

signifies that the connection between the writing system, the grapheme, and the sound system, 

the phoneme, is transparent. This means, in layman’s terms, that the languages are read as they 
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are written with only some minor exceptions. In the opaque writing systems, the relation 

between writing and sound system is not one-to-one. This is, for instance, the case with Russian, 

French and English (Birch 2007: 24). However, languages are commonly placed on a 

continuum of orthographic depth and are usually not considered as being completely transparent 

or completely opaque (Grabe 2009: 114). According to Birch (2007: 24), “English is usually 

considered the opaque writing system par excellence”. In fact, English is not always in line with 

the alphabetic principle even though it is considered to be part of the alphabetic writing system 

as some letters represent more than one sound (e.g. the letter c can be pronounced /k/ as in the 

word “cold” and /s/ as in the word “city”). These inconsistencies make English spelling difficult, 

which certainly has some impact when being confronted with reading in English. However, 

even though there are orthographic challenges, “its grapheme-phoneme inconsistencies are less 

severe than often implied”, according to Perfetti and Harris (2017: 363). There are predictable 

patterns, which can be learnt. In addition, “[w]hen one also takes into account that some 

grapheme-morpheme mappings are more common than others, additional predictability 

emerges” (Perfetti & Harris 2017: 365).  

Second language literacy is the term used to refer to the ability to decode and read in a second 

language (Gunderson & D’Silva 2017: 275). As elaborated above, English orthography seems 

to be a bigger obstacle at the beginning, but as the beginning English-speaking readers or ESL/ 

EFL pupils get accustomed to this writing system, these spelling problems slowly cease to 

drastically hinder the reading process (Birch 2007: 26). Those students whose first language 

varies greatly from the opaque English writing system need to work harder and develop 

additional strategies to cope with this challenging new writing system (Birch 2007: 42). It is 

often the case that the pupils manage to figure out the relationship between grapheme and 

phoneme in the target language, but have no comprehension of the L2 text. Thus, they can 

“decode” a text, but still lack the ability to read and understand the text (Gunderson & D’Silva 

2017: 275). 

Literacy is nowadays considered an important contributor to overall economic well-being in 

literate societies and often plays an important role in achieving success at the workplace (Al-

Noursi 2014: 211). In literate societies, reading is part of our every-day-life and is often taken 

for granted. Any citizen is expected be able to read, as for instance the process of voting and 

reading the names of the candidates requires us to read (Wallace 1992: 5). These cultures 

typically have huge respect for the printed word (Alderson 2005: 25). However, even in literate 

societies there are sub-groups of people and families who attribute great importance to books 
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and reading, whereas others do not own many books at home. Thus, some children grow up 

with a totally different view on reading and their “early experiences of literacy may be in 

conflict with those of the school and classroom community” (Wallace 1992: 21). In addition, 

Wallace (1992: 21) argues that the term literacies (i.e. the plural of literacy) should be used as 

people’s literacy likewise varies according to the text to be read. Thus, those pupils who 

struggle with the reading conducted at school may simply not be proficient in that particular 

literacy, which does not mean that they are not literate at all or literate enough as they may very 

well satisfy the demands of non-academic contexts. 

As we enter the modern era, digital literacy or online literacy has come to play a crucial role in 

the Western world due to the introduction and rapid spread of new technologies and the ever 

increasing use of the internet (García-Martin et al. 2016: 45; Gunderson & D’Silva 2017: 281). 

The term online literacy focuses on the “skills needed to read, write, publish, and interact 

online” (Gunderson & D’Silva 2017: 281). The term digital literacy is much broader. Martin 

and Grudziecki (2006: 255) offer the following definition of this term:  

Digital Literacy is the awareness, attitude and ability of individuals to appropriately 

use digital tools and facilitates to identify, access, manage, integrate, evaluate, 

analyse and synthesize digital resources, construct new knowledge, create media 

expressions and constructive social action; and to reflect upon this process. 

Thus, Martin and Grudziecki (2006: 255) see digital literacy as encompassing numerous 

aspects, such as the appropriate use of digital tools in manifold ways as well as the construction 

of knowledge.  

The European Commission published the DigComp 2.1, the Digital Competence Framework 

for Citizens, which is considered a tool to improve citizen’s digital competence. There are five 

competence areas, which are information and data literacy, communication and collaboration, 

digital content creation, safety and problem solving (Carretero, Vuorikari, Punie 2017: 21). 

The promotion of digital competence in the classroom is relevant across all subjects. According 

to the European Commission (2018: 1), “[d]igital technology enriches learning in a variety of 

ways and offers learning opportunities, which must be accessible to all. It opens up access to 

wealth of information and resources”. Blended learning and e-learning can also enhance 

learning and make it more interesting (McGuinness & Fulton 2019: 5). In terms of reading 

digital texts as opposed to print texts, some pupils may find it difficult to read electronic or 

hypertexts. One consequence of the incorporation of digital text is intertextuality and text-

reader interactivity (Newton 2016: 432). 
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4. Theory on reading 

After having talked about the importance of the acquisition of a writing system and the complex 

concept of literacy, the question arises what exactly it means to be able to read. This is 

especially important regarding the fostering of the reading skill in the foreign language 

classroom as it helps to be clear – to the teacher as well as to the pupils – what the ultimate aim 

of the reading lessons and tasks in the classroom is. Alderson (2005: 27) argues that there is 

“no one correct view of what reading is: many different views are possible, and perhaps indeed 

inevitable”. Hence, this section will offer various definitions of the concept of reading, discuss 

its complex nature and arrive at a common reference point. Moreover, two ways of looking at 

reading and what it is are presented and analysed. 

4.1. Defining reading 

The literature on second language reading appears to agree that reading is about uncovering or 

constructing meaning in order to become a fluent reader in a second language. It is usually not 

considered enough to only recognise or decode written words very rapidly as reading is much 

more than that, even though decoding is an important aspect and first step of reading (Nuttall 

2005: 2). Likewise, Koda (2016: 70) underlines the idea that reading equals to constructing 

“text meaning based on the linguistic information encoded in print”. Grabe & Stoller (2002: 9) 

offer a short one sentence-length definition of reading, which also stresses the need for 

interpretation and carving out the meaning of a text: “Reading is the ability to draw meaning 

from the printed page and interpret this information appropriately”. They immediately, 

however, stress that this short definition does by no means fully explain or encompass the true 

and complex nature of reading. This is because this short definition does not, for instance, 

mention any of the various reading skills believed to be involved in reading. Nor does it 

“explain how reading is carried out as a cognitive process that operates under intense time 

constraints” (Grabe & Stoller 2002:10). Nuttall (2005:2-3) agrees with these definitions insofar 

that reading is essentially concerned with meaning, with the “transfer of meaning from mind 

to mind: the transfer of a message from writer to reader” (Nuttall 2005: 3). 

In order to understand what a text means, it is necessary to construct meaning, as the idea of 

meaning residing in the text waiting to be uncovered is only partly true according to current 

research. It is believed that the act of reading is an active process and requires the reader to be 

fully involved (Kucer 2014: 290). The fact that a reader is not a tabula rasa but brings his/her 

own beliefs, expectations, hopes and so on to the text may have an impact on the reading and 
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how it is interpreted. For this reason, what readers understand from text varies, sometimes 

greatly and at other times not significantly. There is this idea of the writer’s communicative 

intent or purpose which the reader tries to uncover and understand (Wallace 1992: 4). If the 

writer and the reader do not share any assumptions, then it may be difficult for the reader to 

arrive at the writer’s intended meaning.  In terms of reading in a foreign language, this means 

that the L2 reader may struggle to comprehend a text because the reader may be from a 

culturally different background and does not share any assumptions with the writer. Like an 

oral conversation, reading is considered an interactive process, involving both the reader and 

the writer or author as well as the text. The reader’s purpose may be to try to unravel the 

author’s original intentions, but it can also be to arrive at a personal interpretation of a text 

(Alderson 2005:6). 

Reading is done in order to get something from the text – either knowledge, enjoyment, ideas, 

feelings or the like – which will also be the main understanding of reading that this thesis is 

built upon. Moreover, the reader’s purpose for reading a text determines how he/she reads a 

text. Thus, the activity of reading is highly connected to the reader’s purpose of reading a 

particular text (Grabe 2016: 304). Each person may have a different reason for reading the 

same text, which results in different reading strategies being used in order to achieve one’s 

intent. 

4.2. Process vs. Product  

It is very common to distinguish between the process of reading and the product of reading. 

The process approach emphasises the act of reading itself. It is about what happens when the 

reader reads the text; thus, the interaction between reader and text is in the foreground. It is, 

however, very difficult to tell what exactly is happening in the reader’s brain as they read a 

text. Moreover, many factors may have an impact on this process and alter it significantly, e.g. 

different purpose for reading the text, different reader, same text but read at a different time. A 

common ground is that the process of reading is usually silent, internal and private (Alderson 

2005: 4). Research has tried to gain an insight into this process by observing the reader’s eye 

movements or via introspection and think-aloud protocols. Another way of examining this 

process is to look at the product of reading. This is done, in Alderson’s words (2005: 4), in the 

belief that “although different readers may engage in very different reading processes, the 

understandings they end up with will be similar. […] [W]hat matters is not how you reach that 

understanding, but the fact that you reach it, or to put it another way, what understanding you 
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do reach”. Looking at the product of reading means to measure text understanding, which may 

be done via test questions, summaries or interviews (Alderson 2005: 5). However, this is 

problematic as readers may interpret a text differently due to, for example, diverse previous 

knowledge as explained in the previous section. In addition, the method used to measure the 

product may be problematic as the assessment of reading is a highly complex topic on its own, 

requiring much research and refinement. To name one difficulty, simply the fact that some 

methods of testing may be unfamiliar to the students taking the test may alter the results and 

make them unreliable. This is referred to as the test-method effect and for this reason training 

in the test format and method of testing is often practised regularly especially before high stake 

tests (Alderson 2005: 7). Assessment is further explored in chapter 5.5. 

It is very important for the teacher to get a good grasp of the nature of the reading process as 

their perceptions of it directly influence their teaching and the way the students learn to read in 

a FL. Good readers are defined as follows by Al-Noursi (2014: 217):   

Good readers usually read slowly, and reread often to grasp the writer’s message. 

They work hard to make the text comprehensible and consider their first reading as 

an approximation or, as it were, a rough draft. While they are reading, they interact 

with the text by asking questions, agreeing and disagreeing with its messages, and 

linking what they read to their life experiences. 

Therefore, it is not helpful for the students to think they must read fast and receive this 

wrong image of a good reader being someone who can simply pronounce words correctly. 

Thus, to stop the decline of general reading abilities in most communities, it is essential that 

the teacher, but also the student and the text writer, gain a good and common understanding 

of the complex process of reading (Al-Noursi 2014: 229). 

4.3. Reading sub-skills: skimming, scanning, inferencing 

Even though reading seen as a process is difficult to analyse, it has been theorised that 

reading consists of numerous reading skills and sub-skills - though this has been 

controversial. It is unclear whether separable skills exist, what they might consist of and 

how they might be classified. However, Alderson (2005:10) points out that “the notion of 

skills and subskills in reading is enormously pervasive and influential, despite the lack of 

clear empirical justification”. Therefore, many different lists of skills, and taxonomies have 

been created. 

Grabe (2016: 299) mentions the following key component abilities, or skills: “Fluent 

reading comprehension involves abilities to recognize words rapidly and efficiently, 
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develop and use a very large recognition vocabulary, process sentences in order to build 

comprehension, engage a range of strategic processes and underlying cognitive skills (e.g. 

setting goals, changing goals flexibly, monitoring comprehension), […], interpret and 

evaluate texts in line with reader goals and purposes […]”. Alderson (2005:10) also 

identifies recognising the script of a language, understanding information when not 

explicitly stated, identifying the main point, skimming and scanning to locate specifically 

required information.  In this section, the skills skimming and scanning as well as inferring 

meaning from the context will be discussed in greater detail. 

Skim reading, or skimming, is used to get a global understanding of a text. The reader glances 

rapidly through the text by looking at headlines and first lines of paragraphs in order to 

determine the gist of the text at hand. This type of reading is performed, for instance, in 

order to quickly find out whether a text is worth reading, e.g. finding a relevant research 

paper or having a glance at different newspaper articles to determine which ones are worth 

a read (Nuttall 2005: 48-49). 

Scanning is in some way similar to skimming, as it is also a rapid way of dealing with a text. 

The goal is to locate specific information in a text fast. This searching for information may 

involve looking for specific names or dates. Nuttall (2005: 49). stresses that scanning needs 

to be done quickly as it otherwise would not classify as such. When assigning a scanning 

task to students, it is important to highlight this by, for instance, giving time limits or setting 

up races (Nuttall 2005: 49). 

Both of these skills are important techniques and especially skimming can be a first step to 

dealing with a more difficult text as it gives an overview and a rough idea of what the text 

may all be about (Nuttall 2005: 49). The choice between these two and other reading skills 

should be made based on the reading purpose. This flexibility is needed and characterizes a 

good reader. However, this needs to be practised as some students may find it odd to skip 

and ignore parts of a text if they do not contribute to fulfilling the reading purpose (Nuttall 

2005: 48). 

Being able to infer meaning from the context is often regarded as another reading sub-skill. 

Alderson (2005: 7) distinguishes between levels of understanding which range from literal 

understanding to understanding the main implications of a text. Inferencing from the context 

is often needed to deal with unknown vocabulary instead of consulting a dictionary (Nuttall 

2005: 72). 
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4.4. L1 vs. L2 reading 

L2 reading is in some areas quite different to L1 reading and poses new challenges to the 

students, which is why there has recently been more and more research appearing on L2 

reading. When children learn to read in their native language, they usually already possess a 

wide range of vocabulary and grammatical features as they have been learning this language 

orally for several years already. It is believed that a six-year old starting to learn how to read 

in L1 knows about 6,000 words (Grabe & Stoller 2002: 43). However, when students start 

reading in the foreign language classroom, which is usually done right away, they do not have 

a good command of the language yet. L1 readers also possess some knowledge on discourse 

and text types in their mother tongue, which aids them in the act of reading, but which L2 

readers may not have gained yet. 

According to Grabe & Stoller (2002: 42), these linguistic and processing differences between 

L1 and L2 readers mentioned above are one area in which L2 reading comprehension processes 

and instruction differ from L1 reading. The other two important areas are labelled individual 

and experiential differences, and socio-cultural and institutional differences (Grabe & Stoller 

2002: 42). The second area involves resources and experiences that influence L2 reading 

comprehension such as students’ proficiency level in L1 literacy skills and their motivations 

towards L1 and L2 reading. Moreover, the use of bilingual dictionaries, glosses, translation and 

cultural background resources is also included in this point. Lastly, the larger cultural and social 

issues play a huge role as well and can influence reading development (Grabe & Stoller 2002: 

42). 

4.5. Transfer issues 

The L2 students have had in most cases experiences in learning to read in the L1, which they 

can use to aid them with their L2 reading. It is believed that reading in a foreign language 

involves in fact two languages, which means that “L2 reading is crosslinguistic and, thus, 

inherently more complex than L1 reading” (Koda 2007: 1). The interplay of the two languages 

is crucial and may have a serious impact on L2 comprehension (Grabe & Stoller 2002: 54). 

This impact may be positive or negative, which Birch (2007: 27) states clearly: “L1 literacy 

can facilitate or interfere with L2 literacy”. The term for this phenomenon in linguistics is 

called transfer or cross-linguistic influence, which means that some knowledge of one language 

(i.e. linguistic as for instance phonological, topical, problem-solving skills) may have a positive 

or negative effect on the acquisition of another language (Odlin & Yu 2016: 1). 
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Facilitation of reading comprehension is believed to take place when the second-language 

reader has reached a certain threshold, which is called the Language Threshold Hypothesis 

according to Alderson (1984: 20-21; Alderson 2005: 23). This hypothesis states that L2 readers 

must surpass this threshold by having enough knowledge of the L2 (i.e. vocabulary, grammar 

and discourse) before their L1 reading abilities can transfer to the L2 and aid in L2 reading 

situations (Grabe & Stoller 2007: 43). Thus, a good first-language reader is not immediately a 

good second-language reader as according to the Language Threshold Hypothesis, knowledge 

of the second language plays a more important role than L1 reading abilities up to a certain 

point (Grabe & Stoller 2007: 50). There is, however, not a clearly defined threshold as this 

threshold varies according to the text, topic and reader: “Because L2 readers are all different 

in their L2 knowledge, topic knowledge and L2 reading experiences, there is no one level of 

general language proficiency that counts as the threshold for all readers or for all texts” (Grabe 

& Stoller 2007: 51). When the students have crossed the threshold, they are said to have more 

cognitive resources available, which were previously used for figuring out unknown 

vocabulary and other new structures (Grabe & Stoller 2007: 51). It follows that the students 

need much exposure to reading in order to improve their vocabulary and passive knowledge of 

grammatical and discourse structures in order for the L1 reading skills to be able to transfer. A 

reading deficit should not be assumed immediately and the idea that poor L2 reading is mainly 

due to inadequate L1 reading is not supported by current research in this field (Alderson 2005: 

24).  

Grabe and Stoller (2002: 51) list some examples of positive transfer as they may be manifold, 

such as: “effective strategies for reading academic texts, appropriate purposes for reading, 

experiences with successful task completion, flexibility in monitoring comprehension and 

skills for analysing and learning new words”. Moreover, Grabe and Stoller (2002: 51) found 

that positive transfer speeds up reading development in the L2 if the students are guided by a 

teacher. 

In this thesis, the L1 languages under analysis in the study are German and Finnish. As they, 

as well as English, belong to the alphabetic writing system, positive transfer may arise. Yet, 

there are big differences in terms of their orthographic transparency, as mentioned in chapter 

3 of this thesis. If the languages are both largely alphabetic, which is only the case with Finnish 

out of the three languages, then positive transfer is highly to be expected (Fraser et. al. 2016: 

242). However, in this case, a positive transfer may be hampered by the fact that English, in 

comparison to Finnish or German, is challenging in terms of its spelling and pronunciation. 



12 
 

When students start reading in a foreign language, they usually tend to use some L1 processing. 

Yet, these influences decline when the L2 skills are more advanced (Grabe & Stoller 2007: 49). 

A greater focus on bottom-up reading skills may be highly beneficial in the beginning. Hinkel 

(2006: 120) states that “[t]he bottom-up processing of reading involves a broad array of distinct 

cognitive skills, such as word recognition, spelling and phonological processing, 

morphosyntactic parsing, and lexical recognition and access”. The use of both bottom-up and 

top-down skills, which will be explained in detail in the next chapter, is recommended (Hinkel 

2006: 121). 

German and English, which both belong to the Indo-European language family tree, share 

many cognates and vocabulary with each other; therefore, facilitating the learning of the L2 

(Grabe & Stoller 2007: 50; Fraser et. al. 2016: 242). Cognates and shared vocabulary are very 

useful as they help with word recognition, fluency and overall success of reading 

comprehension (Grabe & Stoller 2007: 49). Finnish is part of the Uralic language family, same 

as for instance Estonian and Hungarian. Therefore, there are a smaller number of cognates and 

similarities in vocabulary as well as grammatical structures. Many Finns learn Swedish either 

as their first or second foreign language (usually right after English). This means that those 

who first learn Swedish, an Indo-European language which shares some similarities to English, 

may find it easier to acquire another Indo-European language at a later stage, namely English. 

Thus, if two languages are typologically similar, positive transfer may likely take place (Fraser 

et. al. 2016: 246). 

4.6. Bottom-up and top-down approach 

These two approaches are two ways of processing a text. The bottom-up as well as the top-

down approach are both used when reading takes place. However, sometimes one approach 

dominates and at other times the other. When the students are faced with a difficult text, they 

can consciously choose to employ either approach to work out the meaning of a text. Thus, 

these normally unconscious processes may become conscious and a helpful tool for students 

reading a text (Nuttall 2005: 16). 

As already briefly explained in the previous chapter, a reader using the bottom-up approach 

may look closely at individual letters and words first, and then look at the sentence structure 

(Nuttall 2005: 17). Thus, such a reader may understand one little area (e.g. a sentence in a text) 

well after having employed bottom-up processing skills. The top-down approach, on the other 

hand, is applied when the reader makes use of prior knowledge, common sense and their own 
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experiences in order to understand a text (Li & D’Angelo 2016: 160). The aim is to understand 

the overall purpose of a text. 

It is important to understand that both approaches are invaluable and must be used in order to 

gain full and correct understanding of a text. It has been criticised when a teacher relies heavily 

on one approach only in his classroom as good readers are known to be skilful decoders and 

good text interpreters; thus, mastering both approaches (Al-Noursi 2014: 213). Interactive 

reading, or the interactive approach, is often used to refer to this complementary use of both 

types of processing skills. The interplay of these two approaches is more likely to accurately 

represent the reading process (Li & D’Angelo. 2016: 160). However, the interaction between 

the two approaches is still not fully understood by researchers. It seems that this varies 

depending on text, reader and purpose (Alderson 2005: 20). Birch acknowledges that “the 

bottom of the reading processor serves the top because the more efficiently and “quietly” the 

bottom functions, the more attention there will be for higher level processing of meaning, 

implications, outside references, and so on” (2007: 170). 

4.7. Variables that affect the nature of reading 

There are said to be two main groups of variables that affect the nature of reading: the first one 

contains factors within the reader, such as of linguistic nature, background, cultural and other 

types of knowledge as well as reader purpose, motivation, and interest. The second group is 

composed of factors tied to the text, such as text topic and content, literary or non-literary text 

and text readability (Alderson 2005: 33-84). In the following section, a few of these topics will 

be dealt with in greater detail.  

4.7.1. Formal and content schemata  

It is believed that the different types of knowledge that the readers possess have a large impact 

on how much the reader remembers from reading a text and also, much more importantly, how 

he/she interprets the text. Carrell (1983: 81-92) refers to all different types of knowledge that 

involve language as formal schemata, whereas the latter, involving world knowledge and 

subject matter of a text, are called content schemata. However, also background and cultural 

knowledge play an important role and form another sub-group of content schemata. This view 

of the different types of knowledge is also represented in the bottom-up and top-down 

approach, where the former focuses on linguistic cues and the latter more on world knowledge. 

According to Carrell and Eisterhold (1983: 560), “failure to activate an appropriate schema 

(formal or content) during reading results in various degrees of noncomprehension”. 
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Chihara et al. (1989) investigated the effects of culture and content on reading comprehension 

and found that by making small changes to two English texts to make them conform more to 

the expectations of Japanese readers (e.g. hugging instead of kissing), the students’ 

performance was significantly increased. Thus, “minor differences in text in terms of their 

cultural location or content might have an important effect on reading comprehension during 

tests” (Alderson 2005: 105). 

Alderson (2005: 43) states that it is not enough to possess knowledge as it is important that the 

reader activates the needed knowledge in order to make use of it. Studies have shown that the 

activation of pre-existing schemata has a profound effect on the comprehension of a text and 

the performance on a reading task. For this reason, previewing a text is a common strategy 

employed before reading a text. Chen and Graves (1995: 682) found that “previewing provides 

support for L2 students when dealing with unfamiliar selections, particularly selections 

reflecting unfamiliar cultural information. As students become better readers and increasingly 

familiar with the culture reflected in the non-native texts they encounter, previews generally 

become less necessary”. A range of pre-reading activities in order to facilitate reading will be 

explored in the section on Pre-/While- and Post-reading strategies. 

4.7.2. Knowledge of the language: the importance of vocabulary  

As already discussed in the chapter dealing with language transfer from the first to the second 

language, the important role of vocabulary in L2 reading is undeniable. Especially in lower 

grades, the influence of vocabulary on L2 reading was found to be stronger whereas 

metacognitive knowledge tends to play a greater role at the higher grade level as well 

(Schoonen, Hulstijn & Bossers 1998: 89). In order to be a successful reader, the L2 reader 

needs to know about 98% of the words in the text (Hu & Nation 2000: 442). Otherwise 

comprehension and an inference of unknown words from the context is drastically hampered. 

According to Nation (2013: 216) “meaning-focused input is essential for language learning”, 

which is also stressed by Sonbul and Schmitt (2010: 258) who say that “direct teaching of word 

meanings in a reading passage is more effective than an uninstructed vocabulary learning 

approach”. Thus, it seems to be not enough to hope for incidental learning to take place when 

reading, for instance, longer texts (see chapter “extensive reading”). Moreover, the students 

need to meet words numerous times so that they are learned from context alone. For this reason, 

many researchers believe that is necessary to focus deliberately on the study of 

decontextualized words (Hinkel 2006: 122). 
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4.7.3. Topic knowledge and interest  

Knowledge of the topic of the text is known to facilitate the comprehension of the text. Thus, 

subject matter familiarity plays an important role when selecting texts for high-stake exams. 

Especially so, since it is also known that students might not always perform according to their 

abilities at exams due to pressure and anxiety issues. There have been studies which have 

shown that superior linguistic skills can compensate for lack of subject matter familiarity, as 

well as the other way around. Knowledge of the topic does not, however, mean that the students 

are also genuinely interested in the topic. Thus, topic knowledge and interest do not always 

correlate. Students in school are expected to read texts on a variety of topics and acquire a 

considerable amount of knowledge on them even if their interest in those topics is not strong 

(Carrell & Wise 1998: 297). Results of a study conducted on topic interest and knowledge 

confirm that high topic interest and topic knowledge lead to slightly better reading 

comprehension; however, this effect of high topic interest has been found to be greater on male 

readers. Thus, the factor of gender seems to play another role, which, however, will not be 

further investigated at this point.  All in all, it can be confirmed that “comprehension may suffer 

most when students have both low prior knowledge and low interest in a given topic” (Carell 

& Wise 1998: 302). 

This chapter has thus explored the theory on reading in the first and second language. In the 

next chapter, a closer look at reading in the foreign language classroom will explore how 

reading exercises are commonly designed and why accompanying exercises to a text are 

invaluable. Moreover, assessment as well as standardised tests in reading will be discussed. 

5. Reading in the foreign language classroom 

5.1. Why read in the L2 classroom 

Some students view reading in the L2 as something that is done for classroom purposes only, 

which is why it may seem that reading is often underrated or disliked by pupils (Nuttall 2005: 

3). However, as a teacher it is fundamental to keep in mind that reading and the use of a variety 

of texts is an important means of improving one’s language skills.  According to Nuttall 

(2005:30), “[l]anguage improvement is a natural by-product of reading, and a highly desirable 

one”. However, she also stresses that students need to learn how to read for meaning, and texts 

should not only be seen as an opportunity to improve one’s command of the language (Nuttall 

2005: 30). In addition, the need for proper reading lessons is stressed, as texts should not only 
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be chosen for their linguistic value and the linguistic possibilities for which it may be 

exploited. Texts should also be chosen for reasons of information and entertainment, and not 

merely to teach language (Nuttall 2005: 30). Thus, in her view, it is vital to consider the 

meaning of the text of paramount importance, and any other language learning should be a 

bonus. If students do not understand the details of a text, then complete understanding is not 

given, which should always be the target unless otherwise stated (Nuttall 2005: 32). A focus 

on the meaning of a text and not only on the language used may motivate pupils much more 

as texts can be chosen based on topics of interest. Moreover, this kind of reading is much more 

comparable to reading outside the classroom and what the pupils would more likely do in their 

free time (Nuttall 2005: 32). 

Nuttall (2005:31) defined the aim of a reading programme, which highlights the element of 

enjoyment and the level pupils should arrive at unaidedly. The aim is:  

to enable students to enjoy (or at least feel comfortable with) reading in the foreign 

language, and to read without help unfamiliar authentic texts, at appropriate speed, 

silently and with adequate understanding. 

The goal is thus to equip pupils with techniques for approaching other texts on their own with 

the strategies and skills they have learnt and found useful with other texts. (Nuttall 2005: 38). 

It is not humanly possible to go through every text with the students, yet it is possible to give 

them the tools so that they can understand texts of various kinds. 

5.2. Intensive Reading  

In the FL classroom, intensive reading signifies a reading focused on “increasing learners’ 

knowledge of language features and their control of reading strategies” (Nation 2009: 25). A 

text chosen for an intensive reading task may focus on one of the following aspects: 

comprehension of a text, vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, information structure, genre features, 

strategies (e.g. guessing from context), regular and irregular sound-spelling relations (Nation 

2009: 27). Through these intensive reading exercises, different reading strategies can be 

targeted and trained. 

The idea behind intensive reading is to address features that are not only important to this one 

particular text under analysis, but to a range of different texts. Nation (2009: 26) advises the 

teacher to ask themselves the following question when devising an intensive reading exercise: 

“How does today’s teaching make tomorrow’s text easier?”. This is important as the goal is for 

the students to be able to read and comprehend texts independently. These intensive reading 
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exercises may take the form of a teacher-led sessions as well as exercises and questions 

accompanying the text (Nation 2009: 28). 

5.3. Extensive Reading 

Extensive reading means “reading a lot of material continuously over an extended period of 

time” (Grabe 2016: 308). The following slogan (Nuttall 2005: 128) illustrates perfectly why 

extensive reading is beneficial to FL students: “The best way to improve your knowledge of a 

foreign language is to go and live among its speakers. The next best way is to read extensively 

in it.” Nuttall sees extensive reading as a way of significantly improving one’s language skills, 

especially when a prolonged stay in the target country is not feasible. Moreover, in order to 

become a good L2 reader, reading extensively is crucial: “[T]here is no way around the fact 

that students only become good readers by reading a lot (Grabe 2016: 308). 

Extensive reading, as opposed to intensive reading, does not focus on exploring a particular 

linguistic feature in detail, but is focused on making sure that the students get as much exposure 

to the written language through longer readings in order to improve their command of the FL. 

The main goal for these extensive reading exercises is not only to use them as an educational 

tool, but to show students that reading can also be a source of enjoyment (Nuttall 2005: 127). 

Moreover, if the books contain very few new lexical and grammatical items, fluency improves 

significantly (Nation 2009: 49). This increased fluency may also contribute to an enhanced 

enjoyment of reading as it gets easier and faster. As it can be seen in this succinct elaboration 

of the benefits of extensive reading, there seems to be a cycle where one benefit leads to another 

and yet another. Nuttall (2005: 227) refers to this cycle as the cycle of growth or the cycle of 

the good reader. On the other hand, she also depicts the vicious cycle of the weak reader, which 

she also calls the cycle of frustration. If the students do not enjoy reading, then they do not 

usually read much, which leads to poor skills of reading comprehension and understanding, 

and which then leads to a reduction of reading speed. As reading gets somewhat tedious when 

it takes too long, it is often difficult to enjoy the reading. In order to avoid all of this, a reverse 

of this cycle is needed. Nuttall (2005: 130) stresses the importance of enjoyment as this is the 

cornerstone of successful extensive reading programs. 

Extensive reading is praised for promoting implicit learning, which signifies that learning takes 

place on a subconscious level and through continual and multiple exposures to the input (Suk 

2016: 74). In terms of vocabulary acquisition, this means that the students are exposed to a a 

large variety of words and re-encounter previously learned words, which through exposure in 
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different contexts reinforces learning. Students also come across new words whose meaning 

they can guess from the context. Therefore, extensive reading is said to contribute to the 

consolidation and expansion of the lexicon (Suk 2016: 77). However, it has also been reported 

that words need to be repeated a considerable number of times until they are stored in the 

lexicon and that the frequency at which some rare words appear in texts may sometimes be 

insufficient to have a major impact on vocabulary acquisition and consolidation (Cheetham 

2015: 3). The vocabulary gains can be lost again if the words are not repeatedly encountered 

(Nation 2009: 51). Moreover, as already elaborated in the section on the importance of 

vocabulary (4.7.2), some believe that direct teaching of vocabulary is necessary and that 

incidental vocabulary learning is more a feature of first language acquisition (Sonbul & Schmitt 

2010: 258). Another drawback of extensive reading in the context of school is that some 

students may dislike tasks accompanying the reading as they may interrupt the reading flow 

and hence lose the joy of reading extensively (Alderson 2005: 28). 

5.4. Pre-/while-/post-reading exercises 

Even though reading outside of the language classroom is not accompanied by any questions 

or other forms of exercises, it is a common feature of classroom reading tasks to include pre-, 

while- and post-reading exercises. Pre-reading exercises precede the text, whilst while-reading 

exercises accompany it and post-reading exercises follow reading the text. These three main 

types of reading activity have the aim of supporting the students in their reading process. Some 

exercises may also activate schemata and, therefore, facilitate understanding of the text. On the 

other hand, some types of exercises lend themselves to be used as reading assessment tools, 

which will be discussed in the subsequent chapter. Most reading exercises created today 

contain these three different types of reading exercises (Wallace 1992: 86). In the following 

section, these different activities will be described in detail and ideas and examples will be 

shown. 

5.4.1. Pre-reading exercises 

As already stated, many pre-reading tasks aim to activate existing schemata prior to the reading 

process. This is done in the FL classroom because the non-native speaker may encounter 

unfamiliar words or cultural concepts (Madaoui 2013: 9-10). The intent of pre-reading 

exercises may be for the students to “become orientated to the context of the text, for example 

for what purpose was it originally produced?; tune in to the content of the text; establish a 

reason for reading; express an attitude about the topic, review their own experiences in relation 
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to the topic; activate existing cultural knowledge; and become familiar with some of the 

language in the text” (Hedge 2000: 210). Urquhart & Weir (1998: 183) name two important 

pre-reading strategies, namely previewing and prediction, which cover some of the 

aforementioned strategies. Previewing is largely used in order to gauge whether a text is worth 

reading. Prediction is about making assumptions about the content of the text and what the text 

might be about. Moreover, Wallace (1992: 92) states the pre-reading tasks also aim to help 

students select a reading strategy that is appropriate to the reading and the purpose of reading. 

There are a number of different activities which the teacher can use in order to achieve one or 

more of the aims stated above, for example: to label a diagram with the given words, to predict 

from the title, to answer a set of questions or a quiz, to talk about pictures accompanying the 

text, to brainstorm by being given a key word, key concept or newspaper headline; to discuss 

a topic. Brainstorming is an activity especially cherished by teachers as it takes no time to 

prepare but allows all students to participate. The advantage of brainstorming is also that 

students do not need to feel threatened by their contribution as any contribution is considered 

valuable. Some examples for previewing are, for instance, reading the abstract, preface, blurb 

or foreword carefully (Urquhart & Weir 1998: 184). 

It is important that the selected pre-reading exercise supports the purpose of the reading as well 

as the type of reading as stated by Wallace (1992: 90): “If we are to offer our learners a range 

of genres with varying topics and discourses, it follows that the pre-reading activities aimed to 

encourage particular reading strategies should vary too”. The content and genre of a text 

determine the pre-reading questions or type of pre-reading exercise. Thus, a factual text lends 

itself for a pre-reading quiz whereas a discursive text may benefit from a ranking exercise. 

Wallace (1992: 91) states that pre-reading exercises often fall into two categories, which are 

“fact” and “opinion”. Factual knowledge may fill important gaps that a non-native speaker may 

have when dealing with topics focused on the target culture. Asking for the students’ opinions 

may activate schemata and raise interest in the topic. 

5.4.2. While-Reading exercises 

While-reading exercises aim to “encourage learners to be flexible, active and reflective 

readers” (Wallace 1992: 93). Flexibility is needed as each text is to be read in line with the 

purpose of reading. Uruqhart and Weir (1998: 186) list two while-reading strategies, which are 

self-questioning and self-monitoring. Self-questioning includes processes such as inferencing 

and attending to structure. Self-monitoring is used to check understanding of the text and if the 
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text has not been understood yet, it means knowing which repair strategies to adopt in order to 

obtain comprehension (Uruqhart & Weir 1998: 186). 

As with the pre-reading activities, it is important to consider the genre and purpose of reading 

when selecting a while-reading exercise. The reading of narrative fiction, for instance, can be 

interrupted by asking students a set of questions, e.g. to predict the continuing events of the 

story. This invitation to pause and predict is said to be a process which occurs spontaneously 

and subconsciously in mature readers. As such while-reading questions render these 

subconscious mental processes conscious, they have been criticised as it is unnatural to overtly 

predict the content. However, a counterargument stands on the belief that classroom tasks 

“make explicit what is, in non-educational settings, implicit” and this is simply done to support 

learning (Wallace 1992: 95). 

5.4.3. Post-reading exercises 

In some settings, such as test situations, post-reading exercises are used to check global 

understanding as well as the comprehension of details if that is the goal of the reading test. 

However, outside a test situation, the purpose of the post-reading exercises is not to just quickly 

check understanding, but to increase engagement with the text. Thus, many post-reading 

activities invite the pupil to evaluate the text or to respond to it on a personal level (Uruqhart 

& Weir 1998: 187). Personal response is considered an important post-reading strategy as 

research has shown that “in learning to make the text their own the readers will better 

comprehend it” (Uruqhart & Weir 1998: 187). Relating the text to the outside world is 

considered vital. (Nuttall 2005: 167). 

According to Wallace (1992: 100), post-reading exercises often take the form of a set of 

questions, which need to be answered after reading a text. Alderson (2005: 51) states that 

“inserting post-questions has a greater effect than pre-questions”. Possible types and forms of 

post-reading questions will be discussed in the next paragraph. However, not all reading lessons 

need to follow the same structure and it is advisable to supplement questioning with new 

activities (Nuttall 2005). Other activities in this phase of reading include the use of other skills, 

such as, for instance, writing or speaking. Some activities, such as using figures or a transfer 

of information, do even require little or no language. It is highly common to follow-up a reading 

activity with an interactive role-play, debate or discussion or a generic writing task. Again, this 

must be decided based on the genre of the text, the context of learning and the learner purpose 

(Wallace 1992: 101). Nuttall (2005: 167) emphasises the importance of speaking and 
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discussions in the post-reading stage in order to effectively exchange views in class, but she 

equally acknowledges that written work can be included at the end as well. 

Some post-reading exercises may require pupils to not only use lower-order thinking skills 

such as e.g. summarising, but also make use of higher-order thinking skills. Bloom’s taxonomy 

(1956) outlines six different thinking processes in the form of a pyramid. The three levels at 

the bottom, which are knowledge, comprehension, and application, represent lower-order 

processing skills whereas the three levels at the top of the pyramid stand for the higher-order 

processing skills and are made up of analysis, evaluation and creation of something new. Both 

sets of skills are “integral to effective learning” (Coyle, Hood & Marsh 2010: 30). However, 

asking questions that require the use of higher-order thinking skills is often challenging to 

teachers, which is why some often only resort to simpler tasks such as recalling information 

(Lundquist & Hill 2009: 39). According to Alderson (2005: 51), “post-questions of a higher 

order result in incidental as well as intentional learning, and, unlike lower-level pre-questions, 

result in retention of both factual and higher-order information over time”.  

5.4.4. Questioning: Post-reading questions 

As already mentioned, questions are a frequently used tool to assess reading comprehension. 

Day and Park (2005: 61) stress that “well-designed comprehension questions help students 

interact with the text to create or construct meaning” and state that they have observed how 

these kinds of questions help students begin to think critically. Thus, the use of post-reading 

questions should not be for reasons of testing and assessment only, but these questions should 

support the students’ interaction with a text. Nuttall (2005: 125) agrees with this statement as 

she says that questions need to be developed in a way that they support teaching and are 

intended for teaching and not for testing only. Nuttall (2005: 125-126) states the following on 

the usefulness of questions:  

The questions that help you to understand are the ones that make you work at the 

text. They force you to contribute actively to the process of making sense of it, 

rather than expecting understanding just to happen. They make you realize which 

bits of the text you have not understood, so that you can concentrate on those bits. 

Therefore, it is essential that the teacher does not use the questions as a quick way of checking 

comprehension, but that he/she takes the time to discuss challenging questions as this will 

increase comprehension and understanding. Nuttall (2005: 127) reported that “discussion is 

key”, by which she means that even well-constructed questions are only valuable if they are 

used effectively, meaning for instance that alternative answers are discussed, defended or 
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criticised. Day and Park (2005: 68) agree with Nuttall regarding the importance of a teacher-

fronted or group discussion of the answers. The effective use of post-reading questions requires 

a classroom atmosphere where giving incorrect answers is not discouraged as they are seen as 

an opportunity for learning.  Therefore, questions should be seen “not as attempts to expose 

their (here: students’) ignorance, but as aids to the successful exploration of the text” (Nuttall 

2005: 126). 

Nuttall (2005: 127) likewise states that when devising questions – which may sometimes be 

necessary as some texts in textbooks are not accompanied with well-constructed questions – it 

is important to remember that questions in the reading class are not primarily there for testing, 

but “to make the student aware of the way language is used to convey meaning, and of the 

strategies he can use to recover the meaning from the text”. For this reason, questions of 

grammatical nature are only justified if they are relevant in terms of text comprehension. 

Content questions are a good starting point. However, teachers need to be aware that they do 

not ask general knowledge but questions on the actual text (Nuttall. 2005: 127). Thus, the 

questions should be chosen or created with the goal of being able to understand the text as a 

whole (Nuttall 2005: 128). 

5.4.5. Manner of presentation, form and type of question 

There are three aspects of questions which are worth considering when discussing questioning: 

the form of the question, the manner of the presentation, and the type of the question (Nuttall 

2005: 128). In the next paragraphs, these different aspects will be discussed in detail.  

Forms of questions 

Some well-established forms of questions are yes/no questions, alternative questions (e.g. Is a 

dandelion a flower or a tree), true or false, wh-questions (who, what, which, when, where) and 

how/why questions, and multiple choice questions (MC Questions) (Nuttall 2005, Day & Park 

2005). True/False, Yes/No, Alternative as well as MC Questions can be grouped together as 

they do not require the student to write an answer. He or she can simply choose one of the 

options, which means that there is an element of guessing involved (Day & Park 2005: 65). 

However, these types of questions may be easier for beginners as they do not face the additional 

challenge of having to compose a written answer. Day and Park (2005: 65) recommend asking 

follow-up questions after MC, Yes/No, True/ False Alternative questions because only then 

can real learning take place, as it is investigated whether the students have really understood 

the text. MC questions are often used in examinations due to their high reliability and easy 
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marking (practicality), which is why teachers train the students in the use of this form of 

question. Devising MC questions is a difficult task as the distractors (i.e. incorrect options) 

must be plausible. Only when well-constructed can these MC questions lead to an effective 

training of the students’ interpretative skills (Nuttall 2005: 126). Another problematic aspect 

of MC questions in high-stake exams is the fact that distractors which are not selected by any 

students are discarded and replaced by more difficult ones. However, as Alderson (2005: 102) 

states: “it is possible that all the readers have simply understood that aspect of the passage”. 

Open-ended questions or short answer questions (i.e. wh-questions and how/why questions) 

require the reader to form their own responses, which can pose a challenge to beginners. For 

this reason, it is often claimed that the answer must be understandable even if there are, for 

instance, some spelling mistakes. Another option is to let the students reply in their L1 in order 

to avoid the problem of language mistakes in short answer questions. The use of the L1 is also 

more easily accepted if the goal of the language learning is for receptive use only (Nuttall 2005: 

129-131).  This may be an acceptable solution as it is possible to understand texts in a foreign 

language, but to not be able to compose adequate sentences and communicate in that foreign 

language. An advantage of these types of question is certainly that they are easy to create and 

offer at the same time the greatest scope. 

Manner of representation 

Another aspect of questioning is the manner of representation. The fact that questions can 

either be asked orally or may be written down matters and may make a difference. Some forms 

of questions (e.g. MC questions) can only be presented in written form, whereas others (e.g. 

open-ended questions) are easily asked orally by a teacher. Nuttall (2005: 129) emphasises at 

this point that the questions presented in a textbook after a reading are never enough. Moreover, 

the questions need to be adjusted to the class and the way they are responding to the text. In 

some cases, additional questions are necessary, in other cases maybe fewer additional questions 

will do. The following quote by Nuttall (2005: 129) further illustrates the importance of 

additional questions: “Written questions may supply the skeleton of the reading lesson, but 

normally you will have to take care of what may be the most important part of the work by 

means of numerous oral questions. You certainly should not assume that your work is done 

when you have got through the questions in the textbook”. 

Other topics which Nuttall (2005: 131) mentions when talking about the manner of 

representation of questions is the language of responses as well as the language of questions. 
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The former has already been addressed in the previous section. The latter, the language of 

questions, is a relevant topic and often poses a problem. The issue is that the language used in 

the asked questions is often too complex, which is why teachers are advised to phrase them in 

a simple way, easier than the passage (Nuttall 2005: 131; Alderson 2005: 86). Another option 

is to phrase them in the students’ L1, albeit this is a controversial topic. However, Nuttall (2005: 

131) is of the opinion that a well devised question in the L1 can be more valuable than an ill-

formulated or too complex one in the target language. 

Types of questions 

Regarding the types of questions, this classification of questions is done according to their 

content. Different researchers have come up with various reading question types, which shall 

be discussed in this section. 

Urquhart and Weir (1998: 187) mentions questions of evaluation and personal response as 

adequate post-reading activities. These kinds of questions are especially valuable as they 

connect the readers’ outside world to the text. Schacter (2006) differentiates between “thick” 

and “thin” questions. Thin questions are factual questions which can be answered directly from 

the text, whereas thick questions are inferential questions and are not stated directly in the text. 

The answers have to be obtained through “making inferences and by combining information 

from various parts of the text” (Anderson 2012: 220). 

Nuttall (2005: 132) identified five types of questions. She likewise lists questions of personal 

response, evaluation, and questions of literal comprehension as well as of inference, and adds 

questions involving reorganization or reinterpretation to her taxonomy of question types. 

Nuttall (2005: 133) found that many questions in textbooks are questions of literal 

comprehension. Questions involving reorganization or reinterpretation, as well as questions of 

personal response, are the second most used questions. She states that for critical reading, and 

in order to become a good and competent reader, questions involving reorganization, inference 

and evaluation are essential. These type of questions “force the readers to think about not just 

what the writer has written, but how he has written it” (Nuttall 2005: 133). She considers all of 

the aforementioned types (except for questions of evaluation) appropriate for beginners. 

Similarly, Day and Park (2005) created their own taxonomy based on Nuttall’s (2005) and 

Pearson and Johnson’s work (1972). However, Day and Park (2005) list six types of questions 

which they have found to be useful in helping students to interact with a text. These are identical 

to Nuttall’s aforementioned types; however, they added prediction as another type of 
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comprehension with the additional note that it is often used as a while-reading question (e.g. to 

predict what might happen next in a story). In post-reading questions prediction can be used to 

e.g. predict how a story might end. It is not possible, however, to use such an activity with 

other genres, e.g. scholarly articles (Day & Park 2005: 63). Prediction is also often used as a 

pre-reading activity in which case it is purely done to activate schemata and not to measure 

comprehension. Personal response questions ask the reader to respond to the text by expressing 

their own feelings on the topic and the text. The answer to this type of question is subjective 

and cannot be deemed incorrect. However, they also have to be well-grounded and reasonable 

and must relate to the content of the text. In order for the reader to do so, he/she must have 

understood the text (Day & Park 2005: 64). Evaluation is another type of question somewhat 

similar to personal response. The reader is asked to evaluate a text and to “give a global or 

comprehensive judgment about some aspect of the text” (Day & Park 2005: 64). The reader 

must have a literal understanding of the text and relate that to their knowledge of the topic of 

the text. Inferences go beyond the literal understanding of a text. The information that the 

reader is looking for is in the text, but not explicitly stated. Moreover, an inference “involves 

students combining their literal understanding of the text with their own knowledge and 

intuitions.”, which can make this type of question more difficult (Day & Park 2005: 63). 

Reorganization is another type of comprehension and requires the student to use information 

from various parts of the text. Then, the student has to combine the received information in 

order to obtain the answer to the question. For this type of question, the reader has to look at 

the text in its entire form (Day & Park 2005: 62). The last type of question in Day and Park’s 

taxonomy (2005: 62) is literal comprehension, which refers to a straightforward understanding 

of the text. The information is located directly and explicitly in the text. This type of question 

is often considered easier than the other types. As a teacher, it is recommended to use various 

comprehension types. Moreover, Day and Park (2005: 64) state that research has found that 

higher-level questions were raised more by effective teachers. These higher-level questions go 

beyond mere literal understanding of the text. 

The above mentioned taxonomies of questions types are all somewhat similar, but some 

resarchers such as Day and Park (2005) built upon the pre-existing taxonomies and fine-tuned 

them in order to better reflect the variety of question types as found in diverse textbooks and 

other kinds of materials. Most categorisations of question types named above include the 

inclusion of learner’s affect. According to Masuhara (2003: 351), affect questions are “vital for 

deep processing and creates reasons and motivation to read on”. In the next section, another 
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taxonomy of question types will be presented. This taxonomy by Freeman (2014) seems to be 

the most comprehensive taxonomy on this subject matter and was trialled by Freeman who 

analysed a large number of textbooks according to her taxonomy. Her taxonomy will therefore 

form the basis of the study conducted in the scope of this thesis. 

5.4.6. Diana Freeman’s (2014) taxonomy of comprehension question types  

Diana Freeman developed her own taxonomy of text-related comprehension question types as 

she found that no previously established taxonomy covered all the questions types that she had 

found in her textbook analysis (Freeman 2014: 79). She established three categories which can 

be divided into smaller sub-categories. These categories are listed and briefly described below. 

(taken from Freeman 2014). For a full and detailed description of her taxonomy, see the 

Appendix).  

 Content: information in the text, hierarchical from lower to higher order thinking  

- Textually Explicit (word matching, the answer is in one place in the text) 

- Textually Implicit (answer may be worded slightly differently from the question, 

may be spread over several parts of the text)  

- Inferential Comprehension (information presented in the text + own knowledge 

and experiences)  

 Language questions: not hierarchical  

- Reorganization (e.g. transfer of data into parallel forms, translation from L1 to L2 

or vice versa) 

- Lexical (requires reader to guess the meaning of unknown words from the context 

of the text, using a dictionary, or matching definition with word or phrase)  

- Form (grammar-related questions, e.g. explain the use of one tense rather than 

another)  

 Affect questions: learner responds to the text, hierarchical 

- Personal Response (on a personal level, no correct answers, e.g. like/ dislike, what 

did they find funny or surprising) 

- Evaluation (on a deeper, evaluative level including giving a justification for their 

view)  

As can be seen, her taxonomy resembles Nuttall’s (2005) and Day & Parker’s (2005) amongst 

others as she also employs categories such as personal response and evaluation and inferential 

comprehension. Freeman (2014) underscored the importance of distinguishing between 

wording in the text and in the question for which added a category named “Textually Implicit. 

Therefore, Freeman’s taxonomy seems to be an amalgam of different categories of various 

taxonomies to fit the textbooks that she analysed in her study. 

In her study, Freeman (2014) analysed every reading in four different textbook series according 

to her framework. She investigated the distribution of question types in terms of their 
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occurrence, frequency and range. Occurrence means that she investigated whether a certain 

question type was present or absent in the readings. Frequency means that she looked at 

whether each different question type appeared in each reading. Lastly, “the range of q-types 

(question types) represents the number of different q-types accompanying a single reading in a 

series or edition” (Freeman 2014: 85). The results show that the content question types 

appeared most often in terms of occurrence and frequency compared to the other two 

categories, language and affect questions. Moreover, she found that lexical question types and 

personal response question types were significantly more common in the language and affect 

category. There were differences between the individual textbook series, which will not be in 

the focus here. In summary, some textbook series under analysis significantly preferred content 

questions whereas others had significantly more questions types of the language category. A 

closer look at each of the three big categories reveals that in terms of the content category, the 

higher-order inferential comprehension question types were more common in most of the 

analysed textbook series. Concerning the language category, the lexical question type is most 

favoured in terms of its occurrence and frequency. Concerning the affect category, the personal 

response question type is more common than the evaluation question type in each series. In 

terms of range, which has not been considered yet, on average between four and five different 

question types accompanied the texts. There was only one instance in one textbook series where 

all the eight question types appeared in a reading exercise. Freeman (2014: 107) also 

interviewed the textbook writers after her study. She found that “question and task-writing was 

an intuitive process” even though some had clear preferences (e.g. “we’re not great believers 

in the traditional what, who, where”) which led to a conscious decision of fewer content 

question types in one textbook series (Freeman 2014: 103). 

Freeman states that all of these question types have their own merits (2014: 105) and that it is 

simply useful to check if there is an over-reliance on one particular question type. In this case, 

the questions may need to be rephrased or the choice of text reconsidered (Freeman 2014: 106). 

As the study included in this thesis will also make use of Freeman’s (2014) taxonomy, her 

findings will be compared to my findings. However, before explaining the methodology of my 

study, reading assessment and textbook analysis are two topics which will be discussed in the 

next sections. Reading assessment does not only refer to test situations, but has various goals 

and plays a vital role in any teaching context, expanded on further below. 
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5.5. Reading assessment 

Reading assessment is done for several reasons. First of all, tests, exams and even school-

leaving examinations are part of many students’ lives. However, reading assessment is so much 

more and does not only contain the testing of reading in exam situations. Nation (2009: 75) 

lists four different goals of assessment, which are to motivate, to measure achievement, to 

diagnose problems and to measure proficiency. There are many different ways of assessing in 

order to reach the desired goals. In the following section, these four different goals of 

assessment as outlined by Nation (2009) will be described in detail and how they may be 

assessed.  

Motivation is an important factor in reading comprehension as already discussed. In the best 

case, this form of assessment should encourage learning and motivate the students to continue 

learning and improving their skills. This can be achieved through standard comprehension 

tests, but some more creative ways of assessment, such as for instance reading logs or book 

reports, might have a bigger effect on the students’ motivation, which is after all the desired 

outcome. Measuring achievement is closely related to the course of which the students are part 

and aims to find out whether the students have learnt what they should have learnt in the course. 

For the teacher, it is important to monitor the progress in order to prepare meaningful lessons 

and guide the teaching in the desired direction. Moreover, providing feedback to the learning, 

as well as awarding a grade, are part of this form of assessment. One way of assessing 

achievement is certainly the comprehension test in the form of a text and a set of questions 

(Nation 2009: 76-78). Diagnosing problems may also be one goal of assessment of reading as 

it is crucial for the teacher as well as for the learner to know where his or her weaknesses lie in 

order to provide focused help. Nation (2009: 76) suggests the following ways of assessing: 

reading aloud, vocabulary tests, receptive grammar tests, translation and speed- reading tests. 

Lastly, proficiency tests aim to determine the learner’s skill in relation to a wider standard, 

which goes well beyond a language course. IELTS and TOEFL are famous tests which test 

reading proficiency and award a grade at the end. Proficiency tests often use the format of 

multiple-choice questions in a comprehension test or cloze tests (gapped text which needs to 

be completed by filling in the missing words). 

5.5.1. Reliability, Validity, Practicality 

Good tests and therefore good comprehension questions are reliable, valid and practical. What 

these terms mean will be explored briefly in this section.  
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In order to create a test that is reliable, the students have to be familiar with the test format. 

Otherwise challenges might arise not due to difficulty of comprehension of the text but because 

the format is unfamiliar to the students (Nation 2009: 88). In addition, the questions should not 

be composed using more difficult language and grammatical structures than the text itself 

(Nation 2009: 88-89). 

Validity means that it must be impossible to answer the question without having read the text. 

They should not be able to answer the questions by solely relying on their background 

knowledge. Moreover, the options in the multiple-choice tests should not make it easy and 

obvious as to which answer is the correct one. Another important aspect is that the questions 

should not focus on small details in the text that even a native speaker would not remember or 

disregard (Nation 2009: 89). 

According to Nation (2009: 90), practicality means that the test should not cause any problems 

with the marking. In other words, it should be possible to easily mark a test.  

These three principles are also relevant to a textbook analysis as the textbooks under 

investigation in the practical part of this thesis also prepare the pupils for their final 

matriculation examination. Thus, some of the exercises were designed as test preparation and 

should therefore adhere to these standards as far as possible in order to be good test preparation 

exercises.  

5.5.2. Standardised tests  

Standardised tests are highly common in today’s world. These tests are “administered, scored, 

and interpreted in a standard, consistent manner, regardless of where the test is administered” 

(Mertler 2007: 17). Moreover, Mertler (2007: 5) defines the general purpose of standardised 

tests as tests which “determine how well students are performing (e.g. achieving, mastering, 

learning) a common set of broadly based goals [and] allow comparisons of a student’s 

individual performance […] to the performance (i.e., scores) of similar students who have taken 

the same test under the same condition”. 

A set of directions is usually handed to the teacher or test administrator to ensure that the test 

is administered in the designated manner. Another characteristic of standardised tests is that 

they are timed. This is also done to ensure comparability between students from different 

schools. The scoring, as already mentioned, must be consistent as well. For this reason and to 

reduce teacher subjectivity, the standardised tests usually consist of selected-response items, 
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such as multiple choice or true/false (Mertler 2007: 4). A computer can read and score the 

answer sheets, which increases the speed of correction as well as objectivity. Mertler (2007: 5) 

states that constructed-response test items in which the students need to create their own 

responses are also more and more included in standardised tests. To ensure objectivity and 

comparability, the particular scoring criteria are determined before the test is administered. 

Standardised tests are sometimes criticised and disliked. While there are certainly many 

negative aspects to it, there are also numerous benefits to be taken from standardised tests as 

elaborated by Mertler (2007). First of all, the tests are independent of teacher opinions which 

is favourable as teachers are often – consciously or unconsciously – favouring or downgrading 

students for reasons other than performance. Moreover, parents are provided with a tool to 

compare their child to children of a similar age group beyond the classroom. Furthermore, 

Mertler (2007: 22) mentions that the results can pinpoint weaknesses or specific problems of 

learning and provides data about the effectiveness of instruction. The teacher may adapt his/her 

teaching according to the data and may thus improve the overall quality of teaching. However, 

Mertler (2007: 24) also lists misuses of and downsides to standardised testing in education. 

Teachers often dislike standardised testing because they take away time that they could have 

used on classroom instruction in other areas which are not likely to be tested in the exam. While 

it is essential to adequately prepare the students for an upcoming standardised test, there are 

certainly limits to it. “Teaching to the test”, which is a phrase commonly related to standardised 

tests, is considered unethical if it consists of teaching only the content objectives that are tested 

as well as including only highly similar test item content. However, this ill-worded and 

negatively connoted phrase may also be ethical if “instruction is designed to parallel the 

broader content standards, which are also assessed by the standardised test” (Mertler 2007: 45). 

What teachers can and should do is to prepare the students by helping them develop skills 

known as testwiseness skills (Mertler 2007: 34). These skills can be practised by taking practice 

tests and include making students aware of the importance of listening to or reading test 

directions and test items carefully. Another strategy is to skip difficult items and to re-try them 

at a later stage. Moreover, the students should be trained to make informed guesses instead of 

just ignoring items that they deem to be too difficult. Lastly, another strategy is to check the 

answers before the time is up carefully. Other essential preparation practises included 

practising and familiarising the students with a variety of assessment forms, such as multiple 

choice or short answer items (Mertler 2007: 36). 
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After having discussed some issues regarding the theory of reading in the L1 and FL, the 

following section dives into the role of textbooks used in English as a foreign language lessons. 

Moreover, the theory on material analysis and evaluation will be presented, which will form 

the theoretical underpinnings of my study. 

6. Textbooks– the role of textbooks 

Textbooks, also referred to as coursebooks and both terms will be used from now 

synonymously, are often the foundation of any language teaching course or at school. For this 

reason, Richards (1998: 125) stated that “the most commonly found elements in second and 

foreign language classrooms around the world are teachers, learners and textbooks”. There are, 

of course, other kinds of materials that the teacher can use in class, but the textbook is usually 

the most ubiquitous one of them. Other types of materials consist of realia or teacher-prepared 

materials such as authentic materials and digital materials. These latter types of materials will 

not be discussed further. According to Luukka et al. (2008: 94), foreign language teachers rely 

more heavily than first language teachers on the use of textbooks than on other materials. 

Moreover, 98% said to also make use of the accompanying materials, such as the workbook, 

or audio and video recordings (Luukka et al. 2008: 94). Thus, the results of Luukka’s study 

(2008), which focused on the text and media practices of Finnish 9th graders and their teachers, 

depict a heavy use of textbooks (98% claim to use textbooks often in class) and workbooks 

(95%) whereas literature (2%), newspapers (1%) and study materials on the internet (6%) seem 

to have a less prominent place in the language classroom. However, as Luukka’s study is more 

than ten years old, the use of technology including materials on the internet has most likely 

been on the increase in the last few years as this is the current trend not only in Finland but 

around the world. Moreover, Finland introduced the digital matriculation examination in 2016 

and in the spring of 2019, the final tests to become digital took place 

(Ylioppilastunkintolautakunta. Digital Matriculation Examination). 

There are several ways of categorising materials. One way of classifying materials is according 

to their purpose for which the target group is learning the language. Thus, if learners need 

general English, they likely benefit from a different textbook than those who study English for 

specific work-related purposes (ESP), such as nursing or tourism (McGrath 2016: 10). The 

distinction between global and local textbooks is likewise often made. The global textbooks 

are produced by international publishers intended for a broad audience across the world. 

According to Tomlinson (2012: 272), “[m]ost best-selling materials are global materials – that 
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is, materials designed for use with any learner at a particular level anywhere”. However, in 

Tomlinson’s opinion (2012: 272), these global textbooks fail to engage learners sufficiently 

and he advocates for the use of local materials. Local materials are used primarily in a single 

country and are usually published by a ministry of education (McGrath 2016: 10). These local 

materials can be specifically designed for a target group and can meet their needs much better 

than a global textbook can probably do (Tomlinson 2012: 272). As learners can learn more 

than the language from the material, the content also plays a crucial role. Local content, for 

instance, can “offer some security in the sea of unfamiliar language” and are also “a way of 

reinforcing a sense of national or cultural identity” (McGrath 2016: 217). Moreover, since 

English is considered an international language (EIL), learners do not need to solely learn about 

the target cultural norms of native speakers of that language. Instead, learning English is often 

“denationalised” (Lee Mc Kay 2012: 16). This means that aim of learning English is to be able 

to communicate the students’ ideas and their culture in the target language (Lee Mc Kay 2012: 

16). 

At this point, it must be mentioned that textbooks are full of ideological beliefs and the pictures, 

illustrations and photographs are social constructs which deliver - consciously or 

unconsciously - a particular message to the addressee (McGrath 2016: 220). For this reason 

alone, it is fundamental to analyse textbooks in detail to avoid dangerous messages or 

stereotypes to spread amongst the young generation. 

Even though the use of coursebook in class is certainly not uncontroversial and endorsed by all 

teachers, there are some considerable benefits for the teacher, the students as well as the 

parents. Coursebooks are an aid for the teacher who is often under time constraints. They thus 

reduce the time needed for lesson preparation as the teacher can simply follow the coursebook 

or adapt it slightly to their students’ needs. Moreover, they provide support for inexperienced 

teachers as they usually include methodological support – especially in the form of a teacher’s 

handbook, which is often handed out to the teachers in addition to the coursebook. Coursebooks 

also give parents a good idea of what their children have to do and know. This makes it easier 

for the parents to determine where they can potentially offer help to their children (McGrath 

2013: 5). The students profit from coursebooks as well as they can preview and review what is 

done in class. Beyond the individual level and in light of recent standardisation processes when 

it comes to examinations, the coursebooks also ensure that the same things are learned in 

schools around the country. The coursebooks are thus also a “convenient administrative tool” 

(McGrath 2013: 6).  
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Some negative aspects and potential pitfalls of coursebooks are certainly the aforementioned 

possible negative ideological implications. Moreover, some teachers and even learners might 

see the coursebook as a “holy book” and follow it religiously. They do not assume any 

ownership or authority and assume that the coursebook is superior. Questioning the coursebook 

and its content and ideas is not recommended by those people. The term “coursebook-led 

teaching” falls under this way of thinking about the status of the coursebook. According to 

McGrath (2016: 12), “[i]n coursebook-led teaching, the content of teaching is completely 

prescribed and standardised by the coursebook, and the role of the teacher to the coursebook is 

rather like that of a worker to assembly line”. The opposite is “coursebook-based teaching”, 

which “allows the teacher to adapt or modify the content of teaching” (McGrath 2016: 12). It 

is crucial that the teacher understands the role of the textbook as a tool that facilitates rather 

than dictates teaching. However, McGrath (2013: 17) also stresses that “what is important is 

not what kinds of materials are used but whether they help to accomplish the desired learning 

outcomes; and this will depend in part at least on how they are viewed and used”. Since no 

coursebook fits precisely to a particular classroom, it seems of great significance that the 

teacher adapts and supplements exercises. Thus, first, an evaluation of the coursebook appears 

necessary so that the teachers then knows what to adapt and supplement. In the following 

section, textbook selection and materials evaluation will be dealt with in detail. 

6.1. Materials analysis and evaluation  

The object of material analysis are the materials “as they are” and not materials “in action” 

(Littlejohn 1998: 191). This does not include the teacher’s judgment and interpretation as well 

as other factors in the classroom which may have a significant effect on the overall usefulness 

of the materials. 

It is important to distinguish between material analysis and material evaluation. According to 

Cunningsworth (1995: 9), “analysis is more or less neutral”, seeking information in a range of 

categories”. This is considered objective, and a verifiable description (McGrath 2016: 28). 

Cunningsworth defines material analysis as being the first stage, which is followed by the 

second stage focussing on the interpretation of the data obtained (1995: 9). The third stage is 

the evaluation of the materials, which he defines as involving “value judgements on the part of 

those involved”. Thus, an evaluation is less neutral than an analysis and includes a degree of 

subjectivity. Materials evaluation “attempts to measure the value of materials” (Tomlinson 

1998: 3). 
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There are different stages commonly employed in materials analysis and materials evaluation. 

Cunningsworth (1995: 1-4) talks about approaches to evaluation whereas other researchers, 

such as Littlejohn (1998: 194-195) speaks of levels of analysis and McGrath (2016: 31) 

examines methods of analysis. However, even though they use different terms, they all include 

similar stages, which will be elaborated in the following. 

First, the analysis of “what is there” is important and includes looking at statements and 

descriptions and physical aspects of the materials (Littlejohn 1998: 195). This means looking, 

amongst other things, for the publication date, intended users, use of colour, organisation of 

the student’s book. McGrath (2016: 32) call this stage the impressionistic method and 

Cunningsworth (1995: 1) refers to it as an impressionistic overview. Thus, a general 

introduction and first impressions obtained through a quick browse through the textbooks are 

at the heart of this stage. McGrath (2016: 32) also indicates that this stage does not have to 

merely consist of a rather superficial first analysis, but that it can also include looking at the 

material more carefully. Some specific features can be looked at in more detail. 

The second stage is labelled the checklist method in McGrath (2016: 32-33). This method 

contains a list of several items. The advantages of this method are its systematicity, its cost-

effectiveness, as well as its objectivity (McGrath 2016: 32-33). Cunningsworth (1995: 2) 

equally proposes the use of a checklist for evaluating coursebooks. He suggests a few criteria, 

or items, but acknowledges that the checklist should be individualised according to one’s own 

concerns and priorities. Some of the proposed criteria include looking at the aims and 

approaches, the design and organisation, the language content and the different skills. 

Concerning the skills, he suggests investigating whether these skills are adequately covered 

and if there is material for integrated skills work (Cunningsworth 1995: 3). Moreover, he 

proposes to look at each individual skill in more detail. In terms of reading, it is advisable to 

check whether the activities are suitable for the student’s levels and are interesting enough. In 

addition, Cunningsworth (1995:3) recommends inquiring whether there is sufficient reading 

material in the textbooks under analysis. However, he does not specify what “sufficient” may 

mean as this is related to the purpose of the course, which may vary significantly. 

As a final step, McGrath (2016: 33) puts forward the in-depth method. Likewise, 

Cunningsworth (1995: 2) speaks of the in-depth evaluation and Littlejohn (1998: 195) equally 

suggests analysing the materials on a deeper level, which is implied by his description of level 

2 and 3 of the levels of analysis of language teaching materials. The in-depth method usually 
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focuses on specific features which are to be analysed according to students’ learning needs, 

syllabus requirements, how different aspects of language are dealt with, etc. (Cunningsworth 

1995:2). This stage is characterised by its active nature as information is actively sought out. 

The impressionistic method, on the other hand, notes anything interesting (Cunningsworth 

1995: 2). A combination of these stages or levels is recommended and “will form a sound basis 

for evaluation” (Cunningsworth 1995: 2). 

Moreover, McGrath (2016) emphasises that a context analysis and a survey of learner needs 

should be done before all of these methods are applied. This includes looking at the age range, 

proficiency level in the target language, first language, sociocultural background, reasons for 

studying the target language, interests, and the like. An analysis of the syllabus or a public 

examination gives insights into what the learners need to learn. In addition, it may be important 

to also look at the institution and the specific programme for which the materials are intended. 

Thus, an investigation of the role of the target language and level within the education system 

as well as of the aims of the programme may be part of this analysis (McGrath 2016: 25-28). 

To conclude the theoretical part of my thesis, it was shown how essential and integral to our 

everyday lives yet also how complex reading really is. There are different approaches to 

reading, i.e. the product and the process approach as well as numerous skills are said to be 

involved in order for successful comprehension of the text to take place. Reading in a FL poses 

additional challenges to the reader as, for instance, the lexicon is fairly small when the reader 

usually begins to read in a FL. In the setting of a reading lesson, the literature on reading 

comprehension recommends following a certain threepart structure, consisting of pre-, while 

and post-reading exercises, in order to facilitate the reading, e.g. by working on difficult words 

before reading a text, or to teach the reader to make use of different reading strategies when 

appropriate, e.g. inferencing, skimming or scanning. As EFL textbooks are widely employed 

in English lessons, it seems vital to analyse the reading tasks and see whether they make use 

of the principles of reading comprehension as theorised in the literature. It is highly advisable 

to follow a clear and outlined structure of analysis as proposed by McGrath (2016) amongst 

others. The analysis of textbooks will be the topic of the next chapters.  
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7. The study 

The ubiquity of textbooks in the education sector is undeniable. Some teachers see textbooks 

as a useful tool and aid(Lähdesmäki 2015: 529). Reinventing the wheel and creating similar 

exercises to those already existing in textbooks would not support teachers who are often under 

time-pressure and already overloaded with work. However, being aware of the benefits and 

possible limitations of certain tasks and activities in the textbook is crucial as there is certainly 

no textbook which fits perfectly to each and every classroom and learner group. Therefore, 

textbook comparison and analysis is a useful tool for selecting different tasks that may work 

well as well as those which may better be ignored with a particular group of pupils in mind. 

Comparing an Austrian English textbook to a Finnish English textbook offers insights into 

different ways of teaching English in a foreign country. Finland has so far received an 

outstanding score in the PISA study and is in general a country whose education system enjoys 

an excellent reputation across the world. The analysis of textbooks with their curriculum in 

mind will not provide enough information to make substantial claims about the education 

system as a whole in the respective countries; however, such an analysis can provide a first and 

general idea of how teaching English in those two countries resembles as well as differs from 

one another. This comparison may also offer new ideas about teaching a foreign language and 

materials creation, which may make teaching more varied and give invaluable input not only 

to any pre-service teacher, but arguably even to experienced in-service teachers. 

7.1. Settings 

This section provides relevant background information on Finland and Austria, the two 

countries represented in the research project through the analysis of their English textbooks. 

First, the English language, its position and role in the two countries under analysis is briefly 

examined. Then, a look at both education systems will provide further insight into the role of 

the English language in both countries. 

7.1.2. Finland 

Finland is a northern European country with roughly 5.52 million inhabitants (Statistics Finland 

2017: Immigrants in the population). The majority of the population lives in the southern part 

along the coast and in the capital city region (Helsinki). Due to Finland’s history and close ties 

to Sweden for more than 600 years, since 1922 the two national languages of Finland have 

been Finnish and Swedish, making Finland officially a bilingual country (Leppänen et al. 
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2011). Most of the population considers Finnish their first language (4.9 million people), 

whereas only a minority, around 0.5 million people, speak Swedish as their first language 

(Institute for the Languages of Finland). In addition to the two national languages, there are 

minority languages which enjoy exclusive rights as stated under Finnish law. These languages 

include three Saami languages, Finnish Romani, Karelian, Finnish and Finland-Swedish sign 

language. The influx of immigrants in the past few years has had an impact on Finnish society, 

albeit arguably to a much smaller extent than it has had on, e.g. Austrian society. However, this 

still means that the number of different foreign languages that are spoken as first languages in 

Finland has increased. The Ministry of Justice reports that 4.5% of the total population do not 

have Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue (Ministry of Justice). According to the Institute 

for the Languages of Finland, “more than 150 different first languages are spoken in Finland” 

(Statistics Finland: Foreign-language Speakers). Russian is the most widely spoken foreign 

language in Finland, which is followed by Estonian, Arabic and Somali. English is in fifth 

place (Statistics Finland: Foreign-language Speakers). 

Neverthless, English enjoys a high status in Finland today, which has been a product of 

numerous factors coming together, such as the modernisation, urbanisation, technologisation 

and internationalisation within Finnish society. The English language is present in many 

aspects of society, including academia, as well as in the Helsinki slang. Likewise, some Finnish 

multinational companies use English as their working language (Moore & Varantola 2005: 

149). Probably most importantly, however, has been the broadcasting industry, where 

companies have decided to give subtitles to the films shown on TV rather than to dub them.  

This has undoubtedly increased the exposure of English among Finns. (Moore & Varantola 

2005: 140-141). 

Moving on to education in Finland, the Finnish education system consists of four stages: pre-

primary education, basic education, general as well as vocational education, and higher 

education. One year of pre-primary education for 6-year-olds as well as nine years of basic 

education for children aged 7-16 are compulsory (Finnish National Agency for Education). 

Basic education is concluded by obtaining the basic education school leaving certificate. Those 

who wish to continue their education can take the national matriculation examination, or obtain 

a vocational upper secondary qualification by passing through vocational education. 

The textbooks under analysis in this study are used in the general education branch, also known 

as “lukio”, meaning in upper secondary school. The primary aim of general upper secondary 
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school is to enable further studies at a higher education institution (e.g. university) by providing 

students with general knowledge on numerous subjects. This is usually achieved in three years. 

The students have to select at least 75 courses (duration on average 38 hours per course) from 

a set of compulsory, in-depth and applied courses (Ministry of Education and Culture). The 

matriculation examination at the end of general education is an entirely standardised school-

leaving examination and consists of at least four written tests. The mother tongue exam is the 

only compulsory test, meaning that the other three tests can be selected from the following 

options by the students themselves: a second national language, a foreign language, 

mathematics or an exam in one subject in the humanities and natural sciences. The Finnish 

matriculation examination underwent a process of digitalisation which ended in spring 2019 

and is now completely digital (Ylioppilastunkintolautakunta: Digital Matriculation 

Examination). The matriculation examination only consists of written exams. There is currently 

no oral exam in place. However, the vocabulary and phrases are tested in the English exam, 

which are, of course, necessary both in writing and in speech (Juurakko-Paavola & Takala 

2013). Through testing the knowledge of certain words and phrases, the results in the exam 

also indirectly say something about the pupils’ capability to speak in the foreign language. The 

tests are all assessed by teachers in upper secondary schools and are then sent to the 

Matriculation Examination Board comprised of specialists who ultimately score the tests 

(Ylioppilastunkintolautakunta: Assessment of examination). 

Considering foreign language learning within the education system, the Finnish education 

system is built to fulfil the EU guideline suggesting that in addition to one’s mother tongue, 

two additional languages should be learnt and acquired. The EU and Finland thus promote the 

teaching and learning of foreign languages as plurilingualism is regarded as an essential skill 

which highly increases job opportunities in the future. As Finland’s national languages are both 

rather small languages, the importance of acquiring other languages in order to facilitate 

communication in international contexts is important. Today, the first foreign/second language 

taught at most comprehensive schools is learned in grade 3 at the age of 9, even though some 

children start learning a foreign/second language in grade 1 (Nuolijärvi 2011: 112). The 

children can choose to take up, for instance, English, French, German, Russian as a foreign 

language, or Swedish/Finnish as a second language. The first foreign/second language learnt 

at school is commonly called the A1 language in Finland. According to Statistics Finland 

(2017), English was the most studied foreign language in grades 1 to 6 in 2017. Most Finnish-

speaking pupils take up English first and learn the second national language only later. 
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Swedish-speaking Finns are, however, more likely to take Finnish before English than the 

Finnish-speaking peers to take Swedish before English. This leads to most Finns speaking 

English better than Swedish (Ringbom 2007: 34). The pupils may also take up another foreign 

language in grades 1-6, which is, however, not compulsory. In grade 7, pupils have to choose 

their second compulsory language, which has to be the other national language if it had not 

been chosen before. A B1 and B2 language, both optional, may be chosen at a later stage. In 

upper secondary school, students continue with their two compulsory languages; 

Swedish/Finnish has to be one of them (Leppänen et al. 2011). 

7.1.3. Austria  

As the reader is more likely to be familiar with information on Austria and its education system, 

the following section is kept rather concise as compared to the previous one about Finland. 

In terms of population, Austria is similar to Finland as it is a rather small country in the 

European Union with around 8.84 million inhabitants (Statistics Austria – Bevölkerung 2018). 

There are six autochthonous minorities in Austria, which are the Croatians of Burgenland, the 

Slovenians in Carinthia and Styria, the Hungarians in Burgenland and in Vienna, the Czechs 

and the Slovaks in Vienna, as well as the Roma in Burgenland (Bundeskanzleramt – 

Volksgruppen). They are given exclusive rights in the respective regions of Austria and their 

languages are protected. For certain parts of Austria, there is an Education Act in place which 

regulates the mother-tongue instruction of these minority languages at school. 

Bosnian, Serbian, Turkish, English, Albanian and Polish are other languages widely spoken in 

Austria, besides its official language, German, and the languages of the autochthones peoples. 

According to Dalton-Puffer, Faistauer and Vetter (2011: 183), “[i]n urban areas, most 

classrooms, therefore, feature a sizable number of students who do not have German as their 

family language”. 

In terms of exposure to the English language, given the high profile of the German language in 

Austria, a large number of films are dubbed into German. Therefore, English is arguably less 

present in Austrian society than in Finnish society. However, thanks to easy access to the 

internet in today’s globalised world, English is accessible on one’s own initiative in Austria. 

Compulsory education comprises nine years of schooling in Austria. According to the Ministry 

for Education, Science and Research, most pupils start learning their first foreign language in 

primary school, which is thus between the age of 6 and 10 (Bundesministerium für Bildung, 
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Wissenschaft, Forschung – Fremdsprachenlernen). English is the language that is most widely 

taught as a first foreign language at schools (Migration – Leben und Arbeiten in Österreich). 

Other foreign languages often taught at school are the romance languages (French, Italian, 

Spanish). Russian and Chinese are taught in a few schools. Minority languages are rarely taught 

within the school framework (Dalton-Puffer, Faistauer & Vetter 2011: 183). Multiple foreign 

language learning is highly dependent on the school type that one attends in Austria. In upper 

secondary schools, one third of the pupils learn a second language, whereas only 4% learn a 

third or more foreign languages (Österreichisches Sprachenkompetenzzentrum 2007). 

The Austrian matriculation examination is partly standardised and consists of three parts: a pre-

academic paper and its presentation and discussion, two or three oral exams, and three or four 

written tests. The writing of a pre-academic paper allows the pupils to choose a topic based on 

their interests. The written tests are possible in the following subjects; mathematics, applied 

mathematics, mother tongue, foreign languages, Greek and Latin. 

7.2. Aim, research questions and hypotheses 

This chapter describes the aim of the research project and lists the research questions. 

Moreover, some hypotheses were formulated for each research question. 

This research project aims to identify similarities and differences of reading comprehension 

activities within the English textbooks used in Austria and Finland. The focus of the study is 

on the analysis of the accompanying activities surrounding each text, namely the pre-, while- 

and post-reading activities. Moreover, the exercises and tasks of the post-reading phase are 

analysed in detail.  

In order to achieve this objective, the following three research questions were raised:  

1. To what extent do the textbooks under analysis offer a proportionate number of 

activities related to the four different skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking) and 

the two language systems (vocabulary, grammar)? Which role is attributed to texts and 

reading exercises in the textbooks?  

2. In how far do the textbooks employ the three stages of reading comprehension tasks 

(pre-/ while-/post-reading)? Which skills and language systems are required to do the 

accompanying exercises? What is the primary aim of these individual exercises? 
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3. To what extent is there a variety of different comprehension questions types in the 

post-reading stage? To which degree do the post-reading questions make the students 

use higher-order thinking skills? 

 The first research question looks broadly at the whole textbook and all the exercises the 

textbooks under analysis offer. The textbooks likely contain a fairly balanced number of 

different activities which require the use of the four skills as all of these skills are considered 

essential in communicative language teaching (CLT). However, there are likely to be fewer 

activities which focus mainly on grammar and vocabulary. Especially grammar is often dealt 

with in the first few years of learning a language and is only fine-tuned in the last two years of 

high school. Thus, a high number of grammar-related tasks is not to be expected. 

The second research question focuses solely on reading comprehension tasks. According to the 

literature, there are likely to be more post-reading exercises than pre- and while-reading 

exercises to be found in the textbooks. Those texts which were created as practise material for 

the imminent matriculation examination – which thus use one of the activity formats used in 

the reading part of matriculation examination – do not probably contain any pre- and while-

reading exercises as these are also not part of the matriculation examination. All four skills are 

needed in these pre-, while- and post-reading activities in general. However, as the texts are 

used in a classroom setting, speaking will most likely be predominant. Writing is also expected 

to be a necessary skill in those activities as it allows the teacher to outsource certain activities 

to at home as homework. The overall aim of these activities is to either prepare the students to 

work with a text, or to encourage more in-depth work with it in order to get as much out of it 

as possible. This is, to a great extent, achieved through relating the content of the text to the 

students’ personal lives and their opinions and attitudes. 

The third research question examines the post-reading activities one step further. The post-

reading exercises are analysed according to Freeman’s taxonomy of question types (2014), 

which means that these questions or question-like activities are labelled and put into the 

categories labelled as content, language or affect. These three categories are further subdivided 

in order to obtain more detailed insight into the depth of text analysis that these questions 

require. The textbooks under investigation are used during the last two years of secondary 

education, which means that the students are arguably expected to engage with the texts on a 

deeper level in order to understand fine nuances and interpret them correctly. 
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These research questions show the focus of this research project. However, and as to be 

expected, other factors such as the structure of the books, topics, level of difficulty (CEFR 

scales) and text types will be investigated to obtain a detailed and coherent indentation. 

Moreover, this will also help fulfil the aim of the study, which is to establish the differences 

and similarities between Austrian and Finnish English textbooks. 

7.3. Method 

This research project analyses the following textbooks:  

 Prime Time 7, Prime Time 8 (Austria) 

 English in Context 7/8 (Austria) 

 Insights 3, Insights 4, Insights 5, Insights 6 (Finland) 

 On track 3, On track 4, On track 5, On track 6 (Finland) 

 

The first two series, namely Prime Time (PT) and English in Context (EiC), are used in Austria, 

whereas the latter, Insights (I) and On track (OT) are used in Finland. The four textbook series 

all meet certain criteria which make them eligible for comparison. First, these books were 

designed for learning English as a foreign language with a teacher at a regular Austrian/ Finnish 

school. Secondly, they are currently still being used in schools in the two respective countries. 

Thirdly, they are all used in upper secondary schools in the last two years before the 

matriculation examination. As both countries aim for their pupils to reach level B2 (under the 

CEFR standard) at the end of their schooling, the level of difficulty is supposed to be 

comparable. The only potential problem in terms of comparability is the use of different 

editions of the textbooks. This means that some of the analysed textbooks from one series are 

the first edition, whereas others are from the second edition. Some changes in the second 

edition will have been made, which are not tracked and analysed in this thesis. Thus, this 

dimension of positive and negatives changes between different editions of the textbook series 

is not taken into account in this study. 

 

The research methodology used in this project consists of four different parts which are based 

on McGrath (2016): a context-and-needs analysis, the impressionistic method, the checklist 

method and the in-depth method. The combined insights gained from all four parts will help 

to get a clear idea of the differences and similarities of the Finnish and Austrian textbooks. In 

the following section, these four parts are explained in detail. 
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The first step, the context-and-needs analysis, looks at the Austrian and the Finnish 

curriculum as well as the Common European Framework of Reference for Language: Learning, 

Teaching, Assessment (CEFR). The goals of foreign language learning at school are examined 

by looking at the curricula for upper secondary education. Moreover, the CEFR, which is a 

framework of reference composed by the Council of Europe, is explored as it is a key document 

in Europe with regards to language teaching. 

 

The second step, called the impressionistic method, records necessary information on the four 

textbook series, lists general impressions as well as looks at the place of reading in the 

textbooks under analysis. Therefore, while information on the publishing house, publishing 

year, edition, authors, and structure of the units, as well as the layout, will be presented, the 

focus of this part of the analysis is put on the reading comprehension activities. For answering 

the first research question, this method analyses the role of reading compared with the other 

skills, speaking, writing and listening, and the two language systems, vocabulary and grammar. 

This is quantified by calculating the ratio of activities to the total. A fact file is in the appendix, 

which records all the basic data from the impressionistic method on each textbook series. Thus, 

while this method gives a general, superficial impression of the textbook series, depth is added 

to this part of the analysis by looking more carefully at features interesting to the research 

project, namely at reading tasks compared to other tasks. 

 

The third step is the analysis of the textbooks according to a checklist, which was created to 

obtain the necessary data to formulate clear answers to the second and third research questions 

as elaborated in the previous chapter. Thus, this checklist focuses solely on the reading 

comprehension activities and examines the topic, text type, length of the texts, CEFR levels, 

the pre-, while-, post-reading exercises and their aims. Moreover, two items look specifically 

at the post-reading tasks and their formats and question types. The checklist offers space to 

record not only whether a particular feature is present in the textbooks, but also to add 

comments deemed valuable to the in-depth analysis. There are ten items in total on this 

checklist which will be explained in detail in the following.  

 

The first item on the checklist deals with the topics of the reading activities. The list was created 

based on the topics and themes mentioned in the curriculum of Austria (BMBWF 2004: 119-

129) and the curriculum of Finland for higher secondary school (Opetushallitus 2015:110-111) 

as well as the CEFR framework (CEFR 2011: 52). In order to shorten the list of topics, similar 
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themes were grouped together. As there was a considerable overlap of topics mentioned in the 

Austrian, the Finnish curriculum, and the CEFR, a distinction between the countries is not 

upheld in the checklist. 

The following 30 topics were defined in Table 1: Checklist Item 1 - Topics. 

Topic  Tick Comments 

Relationships and social networks (family, friends, …)    

House and home   

Fashion and trends   

Nutrition    

Health   

Sports   

Education (school, further education)   

Working environment   

Free time and hobbies   

Consumerism   

Traditions and customs   

Transport and tourism   

Applied geography (Landeskunde)   

Art, culture, creativity, literature, music    

Media   

Communication   

Nature, environment and global problems   

Modern technology and digitalisation   

Personal plans and goals, future    

Youth, adolescence, becoming an adult   

Politics and public institutions    

The globalised world   

Minorities and other marginal groups   

Rules and laws (youth delinquency, crime, punishment, 

personal freedom)  

  

Science   

Language, Plurilingualism    

Human rights   

Career plans   

Migration and multiculturalism   

Economy, money   

Other:    
Table 1: Checklist Item 1 - Topics 

It must be mentioned that the curricula are often vague and do not clearly list all the topics 

which should be dealt with in the last two years of upper secondary school. Instead, there were 

some general remarks about themes and topics on English as a foreign language in upper 

secondary schools, which consist of three to four years of school. Therefore, some of the topics 

may have been dealt with in the previous year/s and are only discussed shortly or not at all in 

the textbooks of the last two years before the matriculation examination. This will likely be the 
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case, given the textbooks selected for this study, which are the last two or four books in the 

series (7 and 8 in the Austrian series, or 3 to 6 in the Finnish series). It could also be the case 

that the topics may have been dealt with in exercises practising other skills other than reading, 

such as in a listening exercise. Moreover, a text can sometimes be attributed to two categories 

as these topics are not necessarily mutually exclusive. For instance, the topic of traditions and 

multicultural society are two topics which can easily both appear in one text. Moreover, food 

and nutrition are often related to the topic of health. In this case, both topics are ticked. In other 

instances, the texts may deal with topics which are lost in those rather broad descriptions of 

topics as listed in the table above. The option “other” can then be ticked to show finer sub-

topics which seem interesting to note. 

 

The second item on the checklist investigates text types, distinguishing between literary text 

and non-literary texts. Furthermore, comments can be added in order to take note of the 

different kinds of literary or non-literary texts, i.e. poem, drama, song lyrics, novel for the 

literary text type category and articles, newspaper articles, instruction manuals, how-to-books 

and the like for the non-literary text type category. 

The reading corresponds to the text types… Tick Comment 

Literary text (novel, poem, drama)   

Non-literary text (articles, instruction manuals, how-to-books, 

etc.) 

  

Table 2: Checklist Item 2 – Text types 

 

The third item presents the length of the texts. The number of words of each text is counted. 

Then, the text is categorised according to one of the following five groups:  

The reading exercise contains a text of different 

lengths 

Tick Comment 

less than 250 words   

between 250 and 500 words   

between 500 and 750 words   

between 750 and 1000 words    

more than 1000 words   
Table 3: Checklist Item 3 – Length of the texts 

 

The fourth item looks at the texts in terms of their level of difficulty. The CEFR scales for 

reading are employed to facilitate the categorisation. Most of the texts are probably at the level 

B2 as this is the target level of the matriculation examination. However, it is possible that the 

textbooks contain easier texts, i.e. at the level B1, as well as more difficult ones, i.e. at the level 
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C1. The can-do statements/descriptions are applied to the texts in this study and not to the 

pupils themselves. 

 

CEFR  Description Tick Comment 

B1 Can read straightforward factual texts on subjects 

related to his/her field and interest with a 

satisfactory level of comprehension. 

  

B2 Can read with a large degree of independence, 

adapting style and speed of reading to different 

texts and purposes, and using appropriate 

reference sources selectively. Has a broad active 

reading vocabulary, but may experience some 

difficulty with low frequency idioms. 

  

C1 Can understand in detail lengthy, complex texts, 

whether or not they relate to his/her own area of 

speciality, provided he/she can reread difficult 

sections 

  

Table 4: Checklist Item 4 – CEFR scales 

The fifth item on the checklist aims to gather information on the pre-, while- and post-reading 

exercises. First, it will be shown whether these three stages are employed in the various reading 

comprehension activities and which skills the pupils need in order to complete the exercises. 

Thus, the use of integrated skills is being investigated. If it is not entirely clear from the 

instructions in the textbooks which skills the exercises involve, more than one of the skills may 

be selected. The answering of post-reading questions, for instance, may involve speaking or 

writing if not clearly stated. In this case, both are ticked. 

 

The sixth, seventh and eighth item focus on the aim of the pre-, while- and post-reading 

exercises.  

The three different stages of reading comprehension activities were already explained in 

chapter 4. In this study, the exercises of the pre-, while- and post-reading stage had to fulfil 

certain criteria, which are explained in detail in the following paragraphs, in order to be 

classified as such. 

The pre-reading exercises have to be before the text and must be clearly referring to the main 

topic of the text following it. Sometimes it may be the case that there are several exercises 

before the text which are, however, only very loosely connected to the topic of the text, or are 

part of a much bigger, overarching theme. These exercises were disregarded in this study. The 

four possible strategies and aims analysed in this study are clearly listed in table 6. One aim 

may be to activate background knowledge on the topic of the text. This can be done with a quiz 
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or a quick brainstorming session on what the learners already know about the topic. Another 

aim may be to predict and hypothesise about the content of the text. This may include looking 

at the title and images to predict what the text could be all about. Moreover, the pre-reading 

exercise may involve an exercise on vocabulary in order to pre-teach and familiarise the pupils 

with keywords from the text. The pre-reading exercise may also aim at eliciting a personal 

response on the topic from the text, by e.g. asking the pupils what they think. 

The while-reading exercises must be either stated before the text or appear next to or in between 

the text. These exercises bring the pupils’ attention to certain aspects of the text, e.g. the main 

aspects of the text must be underlined, or some key numbers or names and the like must be 

found by doing a quick scan of the text. The attention may also be drawn to specific words and 

what they mean in the given context. The possible aims of the while-reading stage in this study 

are thus either a focus on language or a focus on structure as listed in table 7. 

The post-reading exercises are to be found after the text. As with the pre-reading exercise, there 

must be a clear connection to the text. If the exercise can be easily done without having read 

the text, the exercise does not qualify as a post-reading exercise in this study. The aims of the 

post-reading exercise are stated in table 8. One aim may be to simply check understanding of 

the text, which can be done in the form of questions containing question words. True or false 

statements can also be included amongst many other activities. Another goal of the post-

reading exercise may be to elicit a personal response from the pupils by asking them questions 

whether they agree or disagree/like or dislike something. Moreover, the pupils may be asked 

to evaluate the text. The post-reading exercise may focus on vocabulary to consolidate 

important words. In addition, the pupils may be asked to produce an output, which exceeds 

simple one-sentence length answers to questions. Thus, they may be asked to write an email or 

letter, or to prepare a presentation or a role play. 

The reading exercise contains a pre-, while- and/ or post-reading exercise 

Pre-reading Tick While-reading Tick Post-reading Tick Comments 

Listening  Listening  Listening   

Speaking  Speaking  Speaking   

Writing  Writing  Writing   

Grammar  Grammar  Grammar   

Lexicon   lexicon  Lexicon   
Table 5: Checklist Item 5 – Pre-/ While-/ Post-reading exercises and integrated skills 

Code The pre-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

BK Activating background knowledge about the 

topic of the text 

  

P&H Predicting and hypothesising about the content 

of the text 
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L Becoming familiar with some of the language in 

the text 

  

PR/O Eliciting a personal response or opinion on the 

topic 

  

Table 6: Checklist Item 6 – Aim of the pre-reading exercises 

Code The while-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

LF Language focus   

SF Strategy focus   
Table 7: Checklist Item 7 – Aim of the while-reading exercises 

Code The post-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

PR Eliciting a personal response (agree/disagree, 

like/dislike etc.) 

  

EV Evaluating the text    

U Checking understanding of the text   

LC Consolidating language    

P Producing output   
Table 8: Checklist Item 8 – Aim of the post-reading exercises 

 

The last two items on the checklist focus on the post-reading exercises. The second to last item 

examines the different activity formats. These formats, as presented in Table 9, were created 

mainly based on the requirements of the Austrian and Finnish matriculation examination. 

Multiple choice, short answers, true/false with justification and multiple matching are part of 

the reading test of the Austrian matriculation examination. Multiple choice, cloze tests, open 

questions, summaries and translations or description assignments are possible formats in the 

Finnish matriculation examination (Ylioppilastunkintolautakunta – Description of tests). 

Moreover, a first analysis of the textbooks lead to the inclusion of activity formats such as 

true/false/ with correction, command words, sequencing, questions in English or in the L1 

(Finnish). The activity format labelled command words includes those exercises with 

instructions such as “analyse”, “examine” or “compare”. These words are also sometimes 

called instructional words. An example for such a post-reading exercise is found, for instance, 

in Prime Time 7 where it says “Describe Banksy’s Leita and the different reactions the image 

has aroused.” (Hellmayr et al. 2018: 110-111). 

An example for a translation activity is, for instance, found in On track 6 on page 146. The 

instruction reads “Phrase hunt. Find the following expressions in the text” and contains eight 

phrases in Finnish that have to be translated and found in the reading (Daffue-Karsten et al. 

2019: 141-143). 
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Questions with open answers in German (L1) were not included in this checklist as they do not 

appear in any of the analysed texts. Short answers are part of the questions with answers in E/ 

FIN. An explanation of the other activity formats can be found in Nuttall (2005). 

Code The post-reading exercise corresponds to a 

certain activity format 

Tick Comment 

MC Multiple choice    

TFJ True or false with justification   

TFNG True or false or not given   

TFC True or false with correction   

QE Questions with Open answers in L2   

QFIN Questions with Open answers in L1   

MM Multiple matching    

S Sequencing   

CW Command words   

Trans Translation   

GF Gap filling   

SUM Summaries   

O Other:   
Table 9: Checklist Item 9 – Activity format 

The tenth and last item on the checklist works with Freeman’s taxonomy on comprehension 

question types (2014). The structure and results of her study were already explained in detail 

in section 5.4.6. In short, she categorised the comprehension questions into different types. The 

categories are labelled “content questions”, “language questions” and “affect questions”. Then, 

eight sub-categories, as seen in the table below, were created in order to receive in-depth data 

on the question types. The comprehension question types are taken from her study and applied 

without any change to 20% of the reading comprehension texts in the Austrian and Finnish 

textbook series under investigation. The selection of the texts in this study was based on the 

following criteria: First, the selection of literary and non-literary texts was made based on how 

often these two types appeared in each textbook series. Hence, a weighted number of literary 

and non-literary was chosen in order to be representative for each textbook series. Moreover, 

the effort was made to choose texts containing different activity formats as well as texts from 

different parts of the textbook. 

  

The post-reading questions are of the following 

type (as defined by Diana Freeman) 

Tick Comment 

Content questions Textually explicit   

Textually implicit   

Inferential comprehension   

Language questions Reorganization   

Lexical   
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Form   

Affect questions Personal response   

Evaluation   
Table 10: Checklist Item 10 – Comprehension question types 

After the context-and-needs analysis, the impressionistic method and the checklist, the in-

depth analysis concludes the research project. The in-depth analysis is, in fact, the analysis of 

the checklist. Thus, the last part of the analysis is not separate from the previous one and will, 

therefore, be dealt with as one step in the findings section.  

 

7.4. Findings 

7.4.1. The context-and-needs analysis  

In this section, the findings of the context-and-needs analysis are presented. First, the Finnish 

curriculum is briefly examined, which is followed by the Austrian curriculum. The last part 

deals with the CEFR, which applies to both countries. 

7.4.1.1. The Finnish curriculum  

The newest Finnish curriculum for upper secondary school was published in the year 2015 and 

has been in use since 2016. There is a more recent one, but as this updated curriculum will not 

be in use until 2021, the one from the year 2015 will be taken for this analysis. 

English as the first foreign language (A1 language) means that the target level is B2 regarding 

all skills (Opetushallitus 2015:108). Some of the aims of learning English are to “understand 

the significance and role of English as the language of international communication”, “develop 

as a user of English and an actor in the culturally diverse world in local, European, and global 

communities”, “gather experiences of reading, interpreting, and discussing more extensive 

texts in English” (Opetushallitus 2015: 109). Moreover, “in teaching, bridges between different 

languages should be built” according to the curriculum (Opetushallitus 2015: 197). It is also 

stated that it is entirely natural for pupils to advance at different speeds, which means that some 

may need additional support and differentiated materials (Opetushallitus 2015: 107). 

There are six obligatory courses in upper secondary school in English. Each course has its own 

topic and focus. Since the textbooks from course 3-6 are analysed in this study, only these are 

illuminated below. 

Course 3 focuses on cultural phenomena. This course addresses multiliteracies in a more 

profound way. The topics include, besides cultural phenomena, the English media and 
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creativity. Course 4 focuses on society and the surrounding world. In this course, different 

types of text and different types of register are in focus. Individual and societal responsibility 

are investigated as well as human rights and possible ways of having an impact in today’s 

society (Opetushallitus 2015: 110). The theme of course 5 is science and the future. Likewise, 

different texts and registers are analysed. The topics include the future seen from a 

technological point of view as well as in terms of digitalisation. Moreover, English as the 

international language of science and technology is discussed. Course 6 concentrates on 

studies, work and livelihood. The pupils get acquainted with text types which they might also 

encounter in their further studies or at work. The topics include further studies or career plans 

and the world of work including in international settings (Opetushallitus 2015: 110). 

 

7.4.1.2. The Austrian curriculum  

This section provides information on the Austrian curriculum for upper secondary schools in 

terms of foreign language learning. The aim of foreign language learning, according to the 

Austrian curriculum, is to equip pupils with the necessary skills (listening, reading, speaking, 

writing) to meet society’s demands in private, professional and public settings. Moreover, 

foreign language learning contributes to the development of skills such as social and 

interpersonal skills in multicultural environments. Cross-cultural competence is essential and 

should be developed. Open-mindedness towards the languages of the neighbouring countries 

of Austria and the languages of the autochthone languages of Austria, as well as those of 

minority groups and migrants, are to be promoted (BMBWF 2004: 126). 

The four skills, listening, writing, speaking and reading, should be practised regularly and to a 

similar degree, with integrated approaches being preferred. Additionally, the curriculum states 

that as much target language as possible should be used in the classroom. The use of German 

is to be kept to a minimum. However, the reflective use of various languages, e.g. one’s mother 

tongue or other foreign languages, ought to be promoted in the classroom (BMBWF 2004: 127-

128). The materials must be up-to-date, and the use of authentic text materials is highly 

encouraged (BMBWF 2004: 128). 

The goal of learning English as the first foreign language is to reach the level B2 in all skills. 

The curriculum states what the pupils need to be able to do in the foreign language in each 

grade. In terms of reading in the 7th grade, the pupils ought to be able to independently read 

and understand longer texts, reports and articles which thematise current questions as well as 

literary texts. Moreover, they should be able to scan texts to find important individual pieces 

of information. The pupils must be able to understand the main message of linguistically 
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complex texts, as well as texts on topics which are literary, concrete and abstract. In addition, 

they should be able to understand texts in which the writer takes a specific position (BMBWF 

2004: 132-133). Reading in the 8th grade means that the pupils can ideally read and understand 

a broad range of different texts – literary and on less familiar topics. They can understand the 

main message as well as specific information (BMBWF 2004: 133). 

 

7.4.1.3. The CEFR  

In addition to the national curriculum, foreign language teaching in Austria and Finland follows 

the guidelines of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). The CEFR 

“provides a common basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, 

examinations, textbooks, etc. across Europe” (Council of Europe 2011: 1). The CEFR describes 

which skills language learners need to develop to communicate effectively in a foreign 

language. There are in total six levels of proficiency (A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2) which 

identify traits that a learner in that level can already achieve in that language. These can-do 

statements make it easier for students, pupils, teachers and textbook writers alike to estimate 

the proficiency level of the learner. In general, the A1 and A2 stage is the beginner’s stage and 

describes the basic use of the language. B1 and B2 are defined by the pupils’ capability to use 

the language independently. Pupils and students at the C1 and C2 level are considered 

proficient users (Council of Europe 2011: 32). 

For this study, the reading descriptors are of importance. While the checklist in this study only 

focuses on the broad categorisation of overall reading comprehension, the CEFR also contains 

numerous sub-categories, such as reading for correspondence, reading for orientation, reading 

for information and argument and reading instructions. Therefore, with the help of the CEFR, 

it is possible to accurately pinpoint the pupils’ proficiency in different areas of language 

learning. 

Moreover, the CEFR lists topics and themes which the proficient reader should be familiar 

with, such as environment, daily life, free time, relationships, health, education, shopping, food 

and drink, services, places, language and weather (Council of Europe 2011: 52). The CEFR 

also lists text types, such as books (fiction and non-fiction), literary journals, magazines, 

newspapers, brochures, leaflets, packaging and labelling on goods, letters, essays, reports and 

papers (Council of Europe 2011: 95). 
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7.4.2. The impressionistic method 

In this part of the thesis, general information on the textbook series is given. Additional details 

and information can be found in the fact file in the appendix. Likewise, one example of a 

reading comprehension activity of each textbook series is added to the appendix. Besides 

general information, the reading comprehension activities receive a special focus and are 

analysed in terms of quantity and its role compared to the other skills as well as vocabulary and 

grammar in the textbooks. Thus, the first research question will be answered in this section.  

First, the general impressions of the textbook series are presented individually, starting with 

the Finnish textbooks On Track and Insights which are followed by the Austrian textbooks 

English in Context and Prime Time. The final section is devoted to the first research question. 

 

7.4.2.1. On Track 

The textbook series On Track (OT) was published by Sanoma Pro Oy in Helsinki, Finland and 

was written by Louisa Daffue-Karsten, Mike Davies, Tuija Kae, Riitta Myller, Pirjo Rantanen 

and Petri Vuorinen. Sanoma Pro is the most prominent educational publisher on the Finnish 

market and offers printed as well as digital educational materials for all subjects. The 

publishing year of these books ranges from 2015 to 2019. Course 6 was published in 2019 and 

is thus considered a recent publication. The intended audience of this textbook series consists 

of pupils in high school who study English as their A1 language. Besides the student’s book, 

which is also available as an e-book, the audio for the listening comprehension activities can 

be accessed online. 

In total, there are eight books in this textbook series. As the Finnish high school system is based 

on courses, one textbook is meant for one course. The last two courses are optional and are 

only taken by pupils who choose to study English in-depth. Thus, for this research project, On 

track 3 – 6 were selected, as the last two courses (7 and 8) are not mandatory. 

The page count of the textbooks is as followed: OT 3 contains 213 pages, OT 4 240 pages, OT 

5 239 pages and OT 6 232 pages in total. The majority of the book covers the units and the 

topics. The last 45 to 50 pages are devoted to grammar explanations in English and Finnish as 

well as to grammatical exercises. The themes of the different textbooks are, roughly speaking, 

arts and culture (OT 3), interculturality and the media (OT 4), science and technology (OT 5), 

and education, work and economy (OT 6). Some exercises include a focus on Finland. There 

is, for instance, a listening exercise on a Finnish comedian (Daffue-Karsten 2015: 72) as well 
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as text comparing the legal ages in Finland versus Britain (Daffue-Karsten 2017: 20). A post-

reading exercise of a text on unique buildings around the world encourages the pupils to reflect 

on Finnish towns and the architecture in Finland (Daffue-Karsten 2015: 146). 

Regarding the structure of the textbook, each book has a short foreword of about half a page 

which addresses the pupils directly with phrases such as “you will learn why…”, “this course 

looks at…” and “learning happens when you make it happen”. The table of contents illustrates 

the overall structure of the book by assigning page numbers to the different topics (in total 16) 

and units (in total 4) as well as to the grammar section at the end of the book. Each textbook 

contains a Precourse before the first unit, which introduces key ideas relevant to all the units. 

Then, unit 1 starts with the first topic. Each unit contains four topics. Each of the first two 

topics in the unit contains a text. A list of vocabulary and exercises are found after each text. 

The third topic of each unit contains theme vocabulary or exercises on pronunciation. The last 

topic of the unit presents a “read on” text as well as keywords and exercises. 

In terms of visuals and layout, almost every double page contains a colourful and often big 

image, a table or chart. Shading in different colours is used behind texts. 

In summary, it can be stated that the On track series clearly labels the key readings already in 

the table of contents. The texts are situated at the beginning of the topics after a short 

introductory activity. Most topics seem to be built around these texts and the topics introduced 

by the texts. The role attributed to vocabulary seems to be great as well since the vocabulary 

sections are clearly indicated in the table of contents and take up considerable space. 

7.4.2.2.  Insights  

 

The second Finnish textbook series, Insights (I), was published by Otava and was written by 

Elina Karpalo, Paula Keltto, Mark Kilmer, Päivi Kuusivaara, Teijo Päkkilä and Annukka 

Suonio. Otava is a Finnish publishing house which does not only focus on educational materials 

but publishes all kinds of different books, such as novels. The branch Otava Learning is 

responsible for the educational materials, which are published both as printed and digital 

versions. 

The publishing years for the books under analysis range from 2016 to 2017. Some books are 

the first edition, whereas others are in their second edition. The textbooks are intended for high 

school students who have English as their A1 language. The student’s book is also available as 

an e-book. Furthermore, the audio recordings for the listening exercises are available for free 
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online and can be easily accessed via an app. There is also a digital teacher’s guide, which 

provides further material, the key to the exercises, and lesson planning tips. In addition, there 

is the possibility to obtain digital tests. These tests aim to prepare the pupils for the 

matriculation exam. 

Like On Track, Insights is a textbook series consisting of eight textbooks in total. Each textbook 

is devised for one course. As the first six courses are mandatory, the books for the courses 3-6 

have been selected for the analysis. These books are used in the last two years before the 

matriculation examination in the mandatory English courses. 

Insights Course 3 contains 173 pages; course 4 consists of 196 pages, course 5 has 179 pages 

and course 6 contains the most with 199 pages. Around half of the book is devoted to the units 

of the textbook. The other half contains additional vocabulary exercises, a grammar section 

with grammatical exercises as well as a section on “learning to learn” including additional 

prompts for writing tasks. The big themes of the textbooks are culture (course 3), societies 

(course 4), science (course 5), your individual future including further studies, the world of 

work and the economy (course 6). Some exercises feature topics on Finland. There is, for 

instance, a text on the Nordic countries and their way of life (Karpalo 2017: 69). Moreover, an 

exercise asks the pupils to write down ten things that make them happy in their hometown or 

in Finland. Another exercise includes an internet search “googling strange facts about Finland” 

(Karpalo 2017: 77). Other examples for exercises with a focus on Finland include reflecting on 

the big milestones in a young person’s life in Finland (Karpalo 2016: 69) or a festival that 

exhibits something very Finnish (Karpalo 2016: 85). 

In terms of the structure of the textbook, there are nine to ten units in total in each textbook. 

Most units contain a key text. However, some units consist of workshops instead, which deal 

with vocabulary or projects. The table of contents also lists the CEFR level of the texts, the 

type of text as well as the special focus of the whole unit, which may be for instance to discuss 

pros and cons or to seek information and to a presentation. After the table of contents, there is 

a short introductory activity (around two pages) which introduces the topics of the textbook. 

Then, the first unit commences with an “engage” activity. Every unit in this textbook contains 

this “engage” activity before the text. After the text, a list of vocabulary with translations into 

Finnish is provided, which is followed by various exercises on the text and also beyond that. 

The books use different colours and numerous big images. The colours are used to make some 

textboxes stand out. 
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Similar to On track, Insights seems to put emphasis on vocabulary and glossaries. The main 

texts are usually at the beginning of the unit after a short “engage” activity. 

7.4.2.3. English in Context  

English in Context 7/8 (EiC) was published by the Austrian publishing house Veritas and was 

written by James Abram and Megan Hadgraft. Veritas is Austria’s biggest publishing house 

for educational materials. EiC was published in 2018 and is the 1st edition. The textbook series 

is based on the textbook Context 21, written by Barbara Derkow Disselbeck and Allen J. 

Woppert, which was published by Cornelsen. EiC combines two books in one as the title 

suggests. Thus, the books are aimed at English pupils who are in the last two years before their 

matriculation examination. As this textbook follows the curriculum for the school type 

Allgemeinbildende höhere Schulen (AHS), this book is targeted towards pupils attending this 

type of school. 

English in Context is a textbook series consisting of 3 books in total. The student’s book is 

available as a printed book as well as digitally. In addition, there are other materials which 

provide additional exercises for the students. These are called “English in Context 5-8 

Companion”, “English in Context 7/8 Tasks for Testing/Matura”, “English in Context 7/8 

Training”. Moreover, there is a teacher’s guide available. 

The book contains 298 pages in total. The last thirty pages of the book consist of additional 

exercises labelled “check your progress”. These exercises are either reading, listening, writing, 

language in use or speaking exercises. Additional information on, e.g. the British and the 

American System of Government in the form of a chart, language for tasks and discussions are 

part of this section as well. The topics covered in the textbook are Youth/Adolescence, Media, 

UK, the World of Work, USA, Home and Houses, Science, Technology, Environment, 

Globalisation, Diversity, and Shakespeare. Few exercises focus specifically on Austria. For 

instance, there is a speech given by an Austrian politician (Abram & Hadgraft 2018: 204) or a 

text on Kunsthaus Graz and innovative buildings in Austria or abroad (Abram & Hadgraft 

2018: 139).  

Concerning the structure of the textbook, it is divided into semesters and then further sub-

divided into the topics and units. Each topic (in total 10 topics) contains three units (in total 30 

units). Each unit has three or four sections labelled A, B, C and D. The sections often contain 

a reading comprehension, language in use task, or a listening comprehension. Each unit is 

introduced with a “lead in” activity consisting of a double page containing numerous pictures 
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and some questions to introduce the topic. Then, a double page is filled with a “words in 

context” activity. This activity consists of a text with highlighted words, which are then 

recycled in the following exercises. 

Visuals and images feature on most pages. There is little use of additional colours, giving it a 

more formal look. Language help and fact file textboxes are coloured in yellow to stand out 

from the rest of the text. 

Many texts are clearly marked as reading comprehension activities. These are labelled “reading 

comprehension: sequencing” or “reading comprehension: multiple choice”, indicating the 

format of the post-reading activity. In addition, the three stages of reading are also often clearly 

labelled with “before you read”, “while reading” and “after reading”. Thus, the instruction 

reads, for instance, “After reading: Complete the table below” (Abram & Hadgraft 2018: 45). 

7.4.2.4. Prime Time 

Prime Time (PT) was published by Österreichischer Bundesverlag, ÖBV, and was written by 

Georg Hellmayr, Stephan Waba and Heike Mlakar. ÖBV is a publishing house focusing solely 

on educational materials. The year of publication is 2018 (PT 7) and 2019 (PT 8). The intended 

audience for this textbook series consists of pupils who are in the last two years before their 

matriculation examination. The textbook is based on the curriculum for the school type AHS, 

which means that it is targeted towards pupils attending this type of school. 

The series consists of four textbooks for upper secondary school. A CD and DVD are included 

in each textbook. E-book versions are also available. There are additional materials for pupils, 

such as “Prime Time Writing” and “Prime Time Language in Use”. Teachers can also benefit 

from the availability of a teacher’s handbook and a teacher’s test resource pack. 

Prime Time 7 and 8 contain both 208 pages each. The last fifty pages of the textbook are used 

for semester self-check exercises, exam preparation and a list of vocabulary. The self-check 

exercises, as well as the ones targeted at exam preparation, practise the four skills. There are 

self-assessment sections, where the pupils can tick if they have achieved one of the mentioned 

can-do descriptors. Some of the topics covered include the UK, Health, Diversity, India, 

Celebrities, Art, Shakespeare, Ireland, Environment, Migration, Shopping, Science and 

Technology, and Education. There is one exercise explicitly focusing on Austria on page 39 in 

PT 7. The pupils are encouraged to share their experiences with Austria’s national identity and 

how it differs from other nations.  
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In terms of the structure of the textbooks, each unit is kicked off with a double page presenting 

pictures, words, phrases, and questions related to the topic of the unit, which is introduced to 

the pupils. Moreover, the goals of the unit are mentioned in the top right-hand corner. On the 

next pages, texts and other exercises follow. Each unit ends with a section called “spot on 

language” which practises vocabulary and grammar. In addition, there are two “check-out” 

pages which practise some of the skills. 

There are images on most pages. However, these are usually rather small and in a corner. 

Colours are used somewhat sparingly, such as in textboxes. The “check-out” pages have a 

completely green background. Only a blue textbox containing statements of what the pupils 

can do is in a different colour. The “Spot on” language pages are coloured in blue. 

Many texts are clearly marked as reading comprehension exercises. The title of the text is often 

preceded by the word “reading”, such as for instance “Reading: A glimpse at Hazel’s life” 

(Hellmayr et al. 2019: 74). The other skills are also clearly labelled. 

7.4.2.5. Research question 1 

In this section, the occurrence and frequency of the four skills, in addition to vocabulary and 

grammar, will be analysed. The first research question will be answered, which was stated as 

follows: To what extent do the textbooks under analysis offer a proportionate number of 

activities related to the four different skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking) and the two 

language systems (vocabulary, grammar)? Which role is attributed to texts and reading 

exercises in the textbooks? 

The two PT textbooks contain altogether 108 texts which were developed into reading 

comprehension exercises; in other words, containing some sort of pre-, while- or post-reading 

activity and having the practice of the reading skill as the main aim of the activity. 57 texts 

could be identified in EiC 7/8. OT contains 60 texts and Insights 36 in total. It would have been 

natural for the textbook series containing the smallest number of pages to have the fewest texts. 

However, this is not the case as can be seen in Table 11. Insights has the fewest texts which 

were prepared as a reading comprehension activity but nevertheless has 747 pages in total. OT 

has a similarly low ratio of texts to pages. The Austrian textbooks contain significantly more 

reading comprehension activities with regard to the number of pages. PT consists of the most 

texts, also regarding the ratio of texts to pages. 
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 Insights On Track Prime Time EiC 

Texts (total) 36 60 108 57 

Pages (total) 747 924 416 298 

Ratio (texts: pages) 4.8 % 6.5 % 25.9 % 19.1 % 

Table 11: Ratio of texts to pages of the textbook series 

The number of identified reading comprehension activities does not, however, reflect the 

instances of reading that take place. Naturally, reading occurs much more often as it is 

necessary in textbooks almost all the time. For example, just being able to read and adequately 

understand the instructions for a speaking activity already involves reading. However, this kind 

of understanding of reading is not how this research paper defines the skill reading. Those 

activities where the aim is to read, be that stated explicitly/implicitly or inferred, was counted 

as a reading skill in this study. The categorisation of the various activities, which is an essential 

step to obtaining an answer to the first research question, is not a straightforward task. Some 

activities in the textbook do not have an explicit instruction telling the reader how this exercise 

must be carried out. Post-reading questions are one example, which can be arguably answered 

in spoken or in written form. In this case, it is up to the teacher to decide, but for the purpose 

of this study, both or multiple options were ticked. Moreover, many exercises integrate skills. 

For instance, a listening exercise is often followed up by questions which need to be answered 

(in written or in spoken form) or a multiple-choice exercise, which requires reading the 

questions and possible answers. 

For this part of the research project, the activities of the textbooks were categorised into one of 

the following groups: reading, listening, writing, speaking, vocabulary, grammar. Then, the 

frequency data, which was collected by counting the instances of the skills or language system 

in a textbook series, were calculated into percentages to give more insight.  

The results show that Insights focuses significantly on vocabulary (27%), grammar (22%) and 

speaking (19%) activities as seen in the pie chart below. Similarly, the second Finnish textbook 

series, OT, shows a clear focus on vocabulary (26%), speaking (19%) and grammar (18%). 

Reading is in both textbooks on the third place considering all the skills and the language 

system (Insights 12%, OT 13%). Listening is the least used skill in the Finnish textbooks with 

only 5% in Insights and 10% in OT. These numbers represent all activities in the books, 

including additional exercises in the appendix. The grammar activities were focused in the 

appendix section of the Finnish textbooks, while they were rare in the units themselves (OT 

8% without appendix, Insights 6% without appendix). All in all, almost half of the activities 
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involve a focus on vocabulary and grammar; the language system. Then, the productive skills 

come in second while the receptive skills (primarily due to low numbers of listening activities, 

especially in Insights) come in last. 

 

Figure 1: Insights skills and language system 

 

Figure 2: On Track skills and language system 

Concerning the Austrian textbooks, PT and EiC show that writing (PT 27%, EiC 19%), 

speaking (PT 26%, EiC 36%) and reading (PT 23%, EiC 23%) are the most used skills. In 

contrast with the Finnish textbooks, vocabulary and grammar seem to play a relatively smaller 

role as only 16% (PT) and 18% (EiC) are exercises on the language system as compared to the 

almost 50% of the Finnish textbooks. Instead, the Austrian textbooks focus on the skills. 
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However, one of the skills, namely listening, is considerably less represented (8% in PT, 6% 

in EiC). The appendices are only comprised of exercises featuring the four skills, which is thus 

in stark contrast to the Finnish textbook series, whose appendices focused mainly on grammar.  

In terms of productive and receptive skills, the productive skills outweigh the receptive skills. 

53% (PT) and 45% (EiC) involve the productive skills, whereas 31% (PT) and 27% (EiC) focus 

on the receptive skills.  

 

Figure 3: Prime Time skills and language system 

 

Figure 4: English in Context skills and language system 

Comparing the textbooks from the two countries with each other, the stark difference between 

the amount of vocabulary and grammar exercises as compared to the exercises practising the 
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skills stands out in the data. The Finnish textbooks focus much more on vocabulary and 

grammar exercises than the Austrian ones do. Much more than 50% is shared by speaking, 

writing and reading in the Austrian textbooks. Therefore, these three skills are used the most 

when compared to the other skills/ language system. In terms of skills in the Finnish textbooks, 

speaking, writing and reading are also used the most, but only if grammar and vocabulary are 

disregarded. Thus, listening exercises are the minority in all the textbooks under analysis. Due 

to this lack of listening exercises, the receptive skills (reading and listening) are employed less 

often than the productive skills (speaking, writing). However, looking at reading on its own 

reveals that reading is a prominent skill in the Austrian textbooks and slightly less so in the 

Finnish ones. This has already been hinted at when looking at the texts versus pages ratio in 

table 11. 

The hypotheses of the first research question needs to be entirely or at least partially rejected. 

The skills are not used in a balanced way as the textbooks include too few listening exercises. 

Moreover, at least the Finnish textbooks rely heavily on vocabulary and grammar exercises as 

more than 50% is devoted to exercises where the language system is practised. Thus, there are 

not fewer grammar and vocabulary exercises than expected. The Austrian textbooks contain, 

as expected, fewer grammar and vocabulary exercises compared with the exercises training the 

skills (listening being an exception). Only the vocabulary exercises in English in Context seem 

to be high in number (14%). OT seems to be the textbook which is the closest to containing a 

balanced approach of all the skills and the language system. All skills and grammar are between 

10% and 20%. Only vocabulary is considerably above the 20 % mark, namely at 26%. 

Reading takes up a considerable position in the Austrian textbooks and comes in second (EiC) 

and in third place (PT). More than 20% is devoted to practising reading. However, in the 

Finnish textbooks, reading is in fifth place (I, OT), meaning the second last place. 

7.4.3. The checklist and in-depth approach  

This section contains the findings obtained through the checklist method which are analysed 

using the in-depth approach. Moreover, through the data obtained from the checklist, the 

second and third research questions will be answered. The checklist is discussed item per item. 

7.4.3.1. Checklist item 1: Topics 

The first item on the checklist explores the topics in the textbooks under analysis. Figure 5: 

Topics shows the frequency of the topics mentioned in each textbook series as a portion of the 
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total sum of topics mentions. Some texts were allowed to be categorised under two categories 

to reflect the variety of topics mentioned in the texts. 

The topic cluster containing art, culture, creativity, literature and music ranks highly among all 

textbook series. The Finnish textbook series showed a strong presence of topics under science, 

and modern technology and digitisation. The Austrian textbook series featured more topics 

regarding youth / becoming an adult, as well as showing a presence of migration and 

multicultural society. Of course, one should mention that in the textbook series under one origin 

(Austrian or Finnish) some topics were strongly featured in one of the series whilst not 

featuring so often in the another, e.g. in the Austrian series modern technology and digitisation 

was frequently mentioned in EiC but not so much in Prime Time. Prime Time seemed to have 

an exclusive focus on “Applied geography” which was defined as texts with a focus on a 

specific country, such as the UK, the US, or a combination of countries. The EiC series focuses 

on the topics society, politics, and human rights when comparing with the other textbook series. 

The Insights series has the strongest presence of work, education, and rules / laws. 
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Figure 5: Topics 

7.4.3.2. Checklist item 2: Text type  

The second item on the checklist investigates the text types. A broad distinction between 

literary and non-literary texts was made.  

A trend which can be observed across all four textbook series is the predominance of the non-

literary texts. Table 12 illustrates these findings by supporting it with the collected data.  
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 On Track Insights Prime Time EiC 

Literary texts 19  32% 9 25% 15 14% 18 32% 

Non-literary 

texts 

41 68% 27 75% 93 86% 39 68% 

Table 12: Checklist Item 2 Results – Text Types 

Around two-thirds of the texts in OT, I, and EiC are non-literary. Only the PT series seems to 

rely even more on the non-literary text types as almost 90% of the texts are non-literary. 

Interestingly, OT and EiC show precisely the same percentage of literary (32%) and non-

literary texts (68%).  

Moreover, the comments section offered space to take note of the sub-categories of literary and 

non-literary texts without quantifying it. The non-literary text type contains numerous articles 

from newspapers and magazines. Articles feature thus heavily in all four series. Blog posts are 

also featured, albeit to a much lesser extent. 

Some more unusual and unique text types in the Austrian textbook series are, for instance, a 

selection of oaths and pledges which are required of immigrants if they want to become citizens 

of Australia, Canada, the UK or the USA (EiC, p. 244). Moreover, one text features The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and lists a short description of article 1-10 (EiC, p. 

219). Another interesting example is an extract from a legal text which was found on a bulletin 

board in a US Court of Law (PT 7, p. 29). This text appears in the context of smoking and 

health. There is also a short extract from an academic journal (Psychological Bulletin) featured 

in PT 8 (p. 38-39) and an extract from a book, which may be classified as a self-help book, 

which addresses the difference between the way men and women think and communicate (PT 

8, p. 38).  

Likewise, the Finnish textbooks offer some interesting text types within the non-literary text 

type category. OT 4 features a speech (p. 25-26) given by a young 19-year-old who explains 

why many young people do not vote in Britain. Moreover, it includes an extract from a 

dissertation entitled “The relevance of culture today” by Maia Sertovics of the University of 

North Carolina (p. 135-137). Insights Course 5 includes a short extract from a lab report (p. 

83) and course 6 offers the description of an American college course on Contract Law (p. 19). 

Moreover, course 4 contains Queen Elizabeth I’s Speech to the Troops at Tilbury, 1588 (p. 67). 

Concerning the literary text types, extracts from novels seem to play a dominant role. All 

textbooks except for English in Context also contain at least one piece of drama and a poem. 
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OT, PT and Insights contain a play by Shakespeare, namely Macbeth, Richard III, and the 

prologue of Romeo and Juliet, respectively. Insights and PT also contain a modern play. 

Interestingly, Insights also included a Finnish translation of the prologue of Romeo and Juliet. 

Examples of poetry are poems by Emily Dickinson, Carl Sandburg (I), W.B. Yeats, Wendy 

Cope (OT), Jackie Kay (PT), James McAuley and Maya Angelous (EiC). Short stories and 

song lyrics are also part of the literary text type category. However, they rarely feature in the 

textbooks under analysis. 

In addition to the categorisation of the texts, the sources of the texts were mostly added at the 

end of the text, or, in the case of OT, mostly as part of the text. Some texts did not indicate any 

source, which suggests that these texts were written by the textbook authors themselves. 

However, these texts are a minority. Moreover, PT clearly labels if these texts were altered. 

Most of the articles are in an abridged and adapted version in PT. However, it can be assumed 

that the articles and other text types of all textbook series are equally altered slightly to fit the 

needs of the learners. 

To conclude this section, it appears that all four series contain considerably fewer literary texts 

than non-literary texts. Even though the majority of the non-literary texts are articles, some 

more unique text types were also found. The literary text type category is dominated by extracts 

from novels. However, poems and scripts from dramas as well as song lyrics and short stories 

also feature. 

7.4.3.3. Checklist Item 3: Length of the texts 

In this checklist item, the texts were categorised according to their length and put into one of 

the five categories as defined in the section on methodology. 

Figure 6 presents the findings. 
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Figure 6: Checklist Item 3 Results – Length of the texts 

As can be seen from Figure 6, the Finnish textbook series contain more longer texts than the 

Austrian textbook series. The two highest percentages are from category 3 (501-700 words) 

and 4 (701-1000 words) in the Finnish textbook series, whereas category 2 (250-500 words) 

and 3 (501-700 words) are most prevalent in the Austrian textbook series, meaning that the 

latter series contain many short to medium-length type of texts whereas the Finnish series 

contain medium-length and longer types of texts. 

Looking at the two categories which contain the longest type of texts, namely category 4 and 

5, the Austrian textbook series contain rather few texts from category 4 (701-1000 words) and 

5 (>1000 words). The corresponding percentages are both equal to or under 10%. The 

percentages of the Finnish textbook series in category 4 and 5 are all far above the 10% mark, 

ranging between 17% and 39% (I). OT 6 contains the longest text with around 2000 words. 

Category 1, which with under 250 words is the category containing the shortest texts, is 

marginally represented by Insights (3%). However, the other textbooks, OT (15%), PT (10%) 

and EiC (14%) contain a considerable number of short texts. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that the Finnish textbook series contain more medium-length to 

longer texts, whereas the Austrian textbook series contain a considerable number of medium-

length type of texts and many shorter texts. 

7.4.3.4. Checklist item 4: CEFR scales 

The fourth item on the checklist investigates the CEFR levels of the texts. Some textbook series 

already presented the CEFR levels on the text or unit level (Insights and EiC), whilst the 

remaining series (PT and OT) had their CEFR levels determined manually according to the 
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checklist. Insights series included the CEFR levels for every key text. Likewise, EiC contains 

the descriptors and CEFR levels for all the skills at the end of each unit, which made the 

categorisation of the texts according to the CEFR scales easier as well. Thus, only the texts in 

PT and OT were analysed according to the CEFR scales in checklist item four.  

 

Figure 7: CEFR scales 

Figure 7: CEFR scales shows that the majority of the texts in all the books are at the B2 level. 

EiC contains only texts on this level, while the other series also include a few texts which may 

be considered B1 and C1 texts; thus, texts being slightly below and above the target level B2. 

It is not surprising that most texts were B2 texts given this is the target level stated in both 

curricula. Interestingly, the Finnish textbook series contain more texts that deviate from this 

target level. Insights contains almost 20% of B1 and C1 texts. OT, on the other hand, does not 

feature many B1 texts (3%), but includes a considerable number of C1 texts in their textbooks 

(18%). PT, the only Austrian textbook which contains texts at other levels than B2, contains 

only very few texts at the B1 (2%) and C1 level (5%). Thus, the Finnish textbooks show a 

greater variety of texts at different levels than the Austrian textbooks do. 

 

7.4.3.5. Checklist item 5: Pre-, while and post-reading exercises and integration of 

skills 

This item on the checklist investigates the inclusion of pre-, while and post-reading exercises. 

Moreover, the different activity formats of the various stages are listed. Afterwards, these 

exercises are categorised as reading, writing, speaking, listening, vocabulary and/or grammar 

in order to analyse the integration of skills in these three stages. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

B1 B2 C1

CEFR

Insights On Track Prime Time EiC



69 
 

 

Figure 8: Occurance of pre-, while- and post-reading exercises 

Figure 8 illustrates the distribution of exercise occurrence in each textbook series. Overall, 

around half of all texts contain a pre-reading stage. Regarding the Austrian textbooks, around 

40% of the texts include this kind of activity, whereas the percentages for the Finnish textbooks 

are slightly higher; around 55% of the texts on average contain a pre-reading stage. OT raises 

the average for the Finnish textbooks, as 62% of the texts include a pre-reading exercise.  

Some common activities of the pre-reading stage include making a list, discussing with your 

partner, coming up with a definition of a term, analysing a picture, making a mind map, sharing 

one’s opinions on statements, brainstorming, explaining key words and checking their meaning 

in dictionaries. 

Regarding the while reading stage, Figure 8 shows that these are employed less frequently than 

the pre-reading exercises and the post-reading exercises. Interestingly, two textbook series, 

namely EiC (5%) and Insights (3%) contain significantly fewer while-reading exercises than 

the other two textbooks (PT 36%, OT 50%). Thus, a clear difference between Austrian and 

Finnish textbooks cannot be established concerning the while reading stage as both countries 

contain each one textbook with almost no while-reading exercises, while the other textbook in 

both countries contains a fair amount of them. 

Some examples of while reading exercises employed in the textbooks under analysis are, for 

instance, underlining key ideas or key words and finding out what they mean through the 
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context. Other examples include doing a quick scan reading or quickly skimming the text to 

get a rough idea of the content of the text and its main message. 

As can be observed in Figure 8, every text in Insights, OT and EiC contains one or more post-

reading exercises. Only PT has four texts without any clear post-reading stage. A look at these 

four texts showed that the texts often contain an activity after the text, which could have been 

classified as a post-reading activity. However, these activities are too loosely connected to the 

text and could have been easily done without having read the text. Therefore, these activities 

do not qualify as post-reading activities according to the definition of post-reading activities 

used in this study. One of the texts is, for example, a text on the future of Irish in Gaeltacht 

areas (PT 7, p. 154), focussing only on the Irish language. The learners are then asked to 

investigate the diversity of languages in Austria, culminating in a written report. These two 

tasks are related in some way, but the post-reading activity can be done without having read 

the prior text, which disqualifies it from being a post-reading activity in this study. 

Common post-reading activities are part of the ninth checklist item and are therefore not 

explained at this stage.  

However, not only the occurrence of post-reading activities is of interest to this study, but also 

the frequency of them. As this thesis focuses on the post-reading stage, the frequency was 

calculated for this stage only. Figure 9 and Figure 10 present the data concerning this point.  

 

Figure 9: Average number of post-reading exercises 

 

Figure 9 shows that the average number of post-reading exercises in the textbooks is at 2.7 (I), 

2.6 (OT), 2.1 (EiC) and 1.5 (PT). Thus, the Finnish textbooks contain on average around three 

post-reading exercises after every text, whereas the Austrian textbooks employ on average 
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around two of these exercises after every text. Thus, there is a difference of one exercise per 

text between the textbooks of the two countries under analysis.  

 

Figure 10: Frequency share of post-reading exercises 

The column chart in Figure 10 provides further insight into the number of post-reading 

exercises. It shows that only PT contains texts with zero post-reading exercises. Moreover, it 

shows that, overall, most texts contain one, two or three post-reading exercises, which the 

calculation of the average in Figure 9 supports as well. However, it is interesting to see that 

OT is the only series offering six or seven post-reading exercises after a text. In this exercise 

under question, the learners had to previously read one text, do the post-reading exercises on 

this text and then had to do some more exercises as they were asked to exchange the obtained 

information with the other groups, to fill in a table and to explain vocabulary, amongst some 

other tasks. Thus, many different stages and group work were employed, which then generated 

these higher numbers for the Finnish textbook series. 

Moreover, it is interesting to see that EiC has most often only one post-reading exercise (42%). 

Two and three post-reading exercises are at the 20% mark. PT, on the other hand, contains 

almost an equal number of texts involving one (42%) and two (44%) post-reading exercises. 

Insights contains a fairly equal distribution of texts containing one (19%), two (22%), three 

(31%) and four (25%) post-reading exercises. OT has a large portion of texts with three post-

reading exercises (42%), while there are is also a significant number of one (23%) and two 

(23%) post-reading exercises. 

The next step includes the analysis of the integration of the skills and the language system. 

Starting with the pre-reading stage, the following results could be gained: In all four textbooks 

under analysis, speaking was found to be the skill most deployable in the pre-reading exercises. 
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More than 50% of these exercises require speaking in most textbooks, except for PT (36%). 

Moreover, no exercises explicitly practising grammar in the pre-reading stage were found in 

any of the analysed textbooks.  

In the Finnish textbook series, reading, writing and listening skills can be utilised fairly equally 

(between 11% and 19%), except for writing in OT which was only identified in 8% of the texts. 

Vocabulary is used rather sparingly in Insights (4%) and OT (8%). 

The Austrian textbook series seem to use the integration of skills and the language system 

slightly differently. Listening, for instance, could not be identified in any pre-reading activity 

in EiC and played a minor role in PT (3%). However, vocabulary is employed more often than 

in the Finnish textbooks as 15% (PT) and 21% (EiC) of the exercises contain a focus on 

vocabulary as compared to the mere 8% (OT) and 4% (I) in the Finnish textbook series. Writing 

also features more often in the Austrian textbooks. Writing is, in fact, the second most utilised 

skill in PT right after speaking.  

 

Figure 11: Integration of skills and language systems in the pre-reading stage 

The while reading stage is, in general, employed less often than the pre-reading stage (79 times 

in while-reading vs 195 in pre-reading), and the skills required are generally quite concentrated 

to mostly one or two skills, which means that the statistics look quite different. What seems 

especially striking in Figure 11 is the bar referring to vocabulary which was present in all of 

the while-reading exercises in OT. There are no other skills or grammar in focus in these 

exercises in this one textbook series. Insights seems to focus on speaking and writing pre-

reading exercises only. There are no vocabulary exercises featured in Insights, which is in stark 
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contrast to the OT series. Thus, the two Finnish textbooks seem to be quite different when 

looking at their approaches to utilising the while-reading stage. 

PT is the only textbook incorporating numerous different skills in these exercises, namely 

reading, speaking, writing and vocabulary. However, speaking is used minimally (5%). 

EiC requires vocabulary and reading in half of the texts. At this point, the use of reading has to 

be explained in greater detail. In some cases, the while-reading exercise demanded the learner 

to skim or scan the texts to locate information, which does not really involve any other skill if 

not otherwise stated. Likewise, instructions such as “underline the pro and contra argument”, 

“highlight interesting features”, “highlight the main points” do not arguably make use of any 

other skill. Thus, these were also put into the category reading. Then, there was one instance, 

which clearly did not fit any of the given categories. The instructions said to “make a mental 

note” and to “visualise” (EiC). Thus, everything happens in the brain only. It can be expected 

that the teacher would probably ask the learners to then talk to a partner about what they 

visualised, but this is not in any way stated or indicated in the instructions. For this reason, this 

was the only while-reading exercise where no other skill was identified. 

 

Figure 12: Integration of skills and language systems in the while-reading stage 

Figure 13 presents the data obtained for the post-reading stage, which contained the highest 

number of exercises (in total 687). Listening seems to be the least used skill in post-reading 

exercises, which is followed by grammar.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Reading Speaking Writing Listening Vocabulary Grammar Finnish

While-Reading

Insights On Track Prime Time EIC



74 
 

 

Figure 13: Integration of skills and language systems in the post-reading stage 

The Austrian textbooks contain a large share of speaking and writing exercises, on average 

making up 36% and 35% respectively. Reading and vocabulary seem to be relevant as well, 

although to a lesser extent (17% and 11% respectively). The Finnish textbooks focus the most 

on vocabulary (31%) and speaking (30%). Writing (20%) has a fair presence, whereas reading 

is used to a smaller extent. Grammar, which is completely non-existent in the Austrian 

textbooks, features in the Finnish textbooks, even if the percentages are minuscule (3% and 

4%). At this point, the meaning of the last column in Figure 13 shall be explained further. Even 

though only the four skills, as well as vocabulary and grammar as part of the language system, 

were originally investigated, it was necessary to create another category for those exercises 

which were completely in Finnish. Therefore, this category, labelled “Finnish” in the figure 

below, contains all the instances the learners had to respond to Finnish questions on the text in 

Finnish. This means that the target language was not used in the post-reading exercise at all. 

Such kind of exercises are present in both Finnish textbooks and the percentages even exceed 

the ones for grammar, meaning that their relevance is not insignificant. Moreover, the fact that 

the Austrian textbooks do not contain any similar exercises in the respective first language, 

namely German, seems interesting and will be discussed further in the discussion of the results.  
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7.4.3.6. Checklist Item 6, 7 and 8: Pre-, While, Post-reading aim  

This section presents the results concerning the aim of the pre-, while and post-reading 

exercises.  

Figure 14 shows that the pre-reading aim abbreviated with PR & O, eliciting a personal 

response or opinion, obtained the highest percentages in all four series. Around 60% of the pre-

reading exercises in Insights, OT, and PT incite the pupils to state their personal opinion or 

give some other kind of personal response on the topic of the text prior to reading it. EiC 

contains a slightly smaller share of activities with this pre-reading aim (48%). The second most 

frequently used aim is the activation of background knowledge (BK). Similarly to PR & O, all 

the textbooks have a high number of exercises with this aim (between 30 and 40%). The other 

two aims investigated in this study, were spotted considerably less often. Becoming familiar 

with the language in the text (L) is only used in Insights (5%), OT (8%) and in PT (5%) to a 

small extent. Even less used is the aim P&H, predicting and hypothesising, which was only 

found in one textbook, EiC (14%). 

 

Figure 14: Aim of pre-reading exercises 

The results of the analysis of the aims of the while-reading exercises in the four textbook series 

are presented in Figure 15. Interestingly, each textbook series seems to focus either entirely on 

language or 100% on strategy in the while-reading exercises. OT and PT’s while-reading 

exercises all have a focus on language, whereas Insights and EiC contain a focus on strategy 

only. One example of an exercise with a focus on language include tasks where the pupil has 

to work out the meaning of a word in its context. An example for a task with a focus on strategy 

is the scanning of a text in order to locate some information.  
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Figure 15: Aim of while-reading exercises – focus on language (LF) or focus on strategy 

The analysis of the aims in the post-reading stage showed that a high number of post-reading 

exercises (nearly 50% in all textbooks) aim at checking basic understanding (U) of the text. 

Language consolidation (LC) was another frequently found aim in Insights (39%), OT (31%) 

and PT (30%). The other three aims are not represented as much in comparison to U and LC in 

those three textbooks. The exercises in EiC all show a more balanced use of different aims. 

Eliciting a personal response (PR, 14%), evaluating the text (EV, 13%), language consolidation 

(12%) and producing a longer output (P, 12%) are all almost equally represented. Moreover, 

EiC is the only textbook which has a significant number of exercises requiring the production 

of some kind of longer output (P). This output may take the form of a role-play, a debate or a 

written production (e.g. a mail, a report). 

 

Figure 16: Aim of post-reading exercises 

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

LF SF

While-Reading Aim

Insights On Track Prime Time EIC

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

PR EV U LC P

Post-Reading Aim

Insights On Track Prime Time EIC



77 
 

7.4.3.7. Research question 2 

In this section, the second research question is answered in detail by putting together the 

findings elaborated in the two previous sections on checklist list item 5, 6, 7 and 8. The second 

research question, which is, in fact, a combination of three questions all related to the three 

stages of reading comprehension, was phrased as follows:  

In how far do the textbooks employ the three stages of reading comprehension (pre-/ while/ 

post-reading)? Which skills are needed to do these accompanying exercises? What is the aim 

of these exercises? 

As the findings elaborated in the previous sections revealed, almost all the texts in the four 

series contain a post-reading stage. The pre-reading and while reading stages are less frequently 

employed than the post-reading stage in all textbooks. However, the Finnish textbooks contain 

slightly more pre-reading exercises than the Austrian ones. There is no clear difference between 

Austrian and Finnish textbooks when looking at the while-reading stage, as this really depends 

on the textbook series of choice. On the one hand, one Austrian and one Finnish textbook 

contain a fair amount of while-reading exercises, while on the other hand, the second Austrian 

and Finnish textbooks under analysis contain hardly any such activities. OT seems to have the 

textbooks with the highest percentage of pre-, while and post-reading exercises in total. 

Concerning the integration of skills, speaking seems to be one of the most frequently used skills 

in most stages and in most textbooks. Speaking is especially much needed in most pre- and 

post-reading exercises. The other skills and vocabulary do play a role in pre-reading exercises 

as well, but they are used significantly less than speaking. The exercises included in the while-

reading stage are more varied by each textbook, with OT focusing only on vocabulary and 

Insights on speaking and writing only. EiC, on the other hand, only employs reading and 

vocabulary. PT is the only book making use of more than two different skills, which are 

vocabulary, writing, speaking and reading. Therefore, in terms of integration of skills in the 

while reading phase, it seems that the textbooks employ a smaller variety of different skills and 

the language system as most seem to focus on only one or two skills/ vocabulary. There was 

no specific focus on grammar found in any of the while reading exercises. Looking at the post-

reading stage, most skills (except for listening) are employed frequently. However, grammar 

is only present in the Finnish textbooks. Moreover, another category was created to show the 

sole use of one’s L1 in some exercises in the Finnish textbooks only. Overall, speaking seems 

to be employed by most textbooks to a fairly similar degree, while the use of the other skills in 
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the post-reading stage varies according to textbook. Besides speaking, the Finnish textbooks, 

for instance, focus largely on vocabulary, whereas the Austrian textbooks use more writing.  

Thus, as expected and hypothesised in section 7.2, there were more post-reading exercises than 

pre- and while reading ones in all textbooks. Moreover, those texts which have exercises in the 

matriculation format only rarely employ the pre- and while reading stage in the Austrian 

textbooks. The Finnish textbooks do not conform to this. However, the question on different 

activity formats is a checklist item on its own and shall be thus elaborated in detail at a later 

stage. As expected, speaking is a predominant skill in all the analysed textbooks. The other 

three skills are needed in the pre-, while and post-reading exercises as well. However, listening 

was only featured a few times.  

The last part of the research question included the analysis of the aims of the pre-, while and 

post-reading exercises. The data shows that activating background knowledge and eliciting a 

personal response or opinion are two common aims of the pre-reading exercises in all four 

series. The aim of the while-reading exercises was found to be either a focus on language as 

observed in two textbooks, or on strategy, as observed in the remaining two textbooks. The 

post-reading exercises’ aim is largely to check understanding of the text and to consolidate 

language. Personal response, evaluation and producing some larger output are aims that could 

not often be found in post-reading exercises. Thus, the hypothesis made in section 7.2 

concerning the aims of the various exercises in the three stages is partly supported by the data. 

On the one hand, the exercises do prepare the students for the text by activating background 

knowledge or by eliciting a personal response. However, deeper work on the text is only partly 

encouraged as evaluation and the production of output are not employed to a great extent. 

Moreover, the learners could receive more support by offering them a greater variety of 

different pre-reading tasks, which, for instance, have the goal to explain difficult words to them 

or make students predict the content. The content of the text is related to the pupils’ lives, but 

this is done mostly in the pre-reading stage and less often in the post-reading stage. 

7.4.3.8. Checklist Item 9: Activity format 

Item 9 on the checklist focuses on the activity formats used in the post-reading exercises. 

Figure 17 shows that the most used activity formats in all the textbooks are the questions in 

English (PT 21%, EiC 19%; I 16%, OT 22%) and “other” (PT 34%, EiC 26%; I 16%, OT 17%). 

The Austrian textbooks employ most often an activity from the “other” category, questions in 

English and command words. True/false/justification, multiple matching, summarising and 
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multiple choice also feature. Gap filling and sequencing only play a minor role. The Finnish 

textbooks, on the other hand, employ most frequently the activity format called translation and 

secondly questions in English. Moreover, “other” features often as well. Command words, 

summaries, questions in Finnish and multiple choice are likewise used, albeit less often. Minor 

activity formats are true/false/not given, true/false/correction, sequencing and gap filling.  

 

Figure 17: Activity formats 

The Austrian and the Finnish textbooks both have in common the relatively high use of the 

activity format labelled “other”. In this type of category, exercises such as writing an email, 

letter or article, creating a table, preparing a talk, making notes, writing an ending and group 

discussions are grouped together. Therefore, while the post-reading exercises adhere to the 

formats of the reading test in the matriculation examination, it is clear that the post-reading 

exercises were not only created for this purpose. Instead, a variety of different formats and 

exercises is employed.  

The biggest differences can be found in the activity formats “translation” and “questions 

Finnish”. Both appear only in the Finnish textbooks. The Austrian textbooks did not include 

an equivalent “questions in German” format, nor did they include any activities which require 

the learners to use any other language than the target language. The Finnish textbooks 

frequently contain exercises which specifically ask the learners to use Finnish to answer 

questions or to translate sentences and phrases. Other differences are the use of the format true/ 

false/justification in the Austrian textbooks while the Finnish ones use a different variety of the 
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same format, namely mostly true/false/correction. Multiple matching was only found in the 

Austrian textbooks.  

7.4.3.9. Checklist item 10: Comprehension question types  

The last item on the checklist looks at the different comprehension question types according to 

Freeman’s taxonomy (2014). Figure 18 shows the frequency share of the content, language 

and affect questions types in the four analysed textbook series. All three question types were 

found. The content and language category of question types are the greatest in terms of 

frequency; the affect category is employed less frequently. There are some differences between 

the Austrian and the Finnish textbooks. The Austrian textbooks contain more content question 

types (PT 64%, EiC 53%) while the Finnish textbooks are dominated by the language question 

types (I 62%, OT 45%). Around 40% of the analysed tasks in the Finnish textbook series focus 

on the content question types.  The language question types are employed to a varying degree 

in the two Austrian textbooks. While EiC does include a considerable number of questions 

from the language question type (38%), PT makes use of this question type more rarely (19%). 

Figure 18 shows that almost none of the analysed question types in Insights fall into the affect 

category (1%). However, the percentages for the other three textbooks are higher (OT 15%, PT 

17%, EiC 9%).  

 

Figure 18: Frequency of Content, Language, and Affect question types 

The three categories were further divided into sub-categories. The content category is 

comprised of explicit, implicit and inferential question types. The frequency Figure 19 shows 
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Austrian textbooks are from this sub-category. The Finnish textbooks’ numbers are lower as 

only 28% in Insights and 22% of the questions in OT are implicit. The implicit question type, 

however, is still the most favoured content questions type in the Finnish textbooks even though 

the percentages are low. One reason for these low numbers in the Finnish textbooks in the 

implicit question type category is the overall focus on the language category, which is 

comprised of the reorganisation question type, the lexical question type and the form question 

type. Especially reorganisation received high percentages (I 42%, OT 34%), but also the lexical 

question types are used in the Finnish textbooks (I 20%, OT 11%). The Austrian textbooks 

contain more lexical (PT 17%, EiC 30%) than reorganisation question types; the latter is, in 

fact, only used sparingly (PT 2%, EiC 8%). The question type form is not present in any of the 

analysed questions. The affect category is comprised of the personal response question type 

and the evaluation question type. Personal response question types are the most frequently 

asked ones out of these two. Interestingly, the evaluation question type was not found in any 

of the analysed tasks in Insights. Moreover, only 1% of the analysed questions in Insights fall 

into the personal response question type category. The other Finnish textbook, OT, contains 

considerably more personal response question types (14%). The numbers for the evaluation 

question type are, however, also almost non-existent in this textbook (OT 1%). The Austrian 

textbooks contain slightly more evaluation question types (PT 8%, EiC 3%). The personal 

response question type is likewise used to a small degree in the Austrian textbooks (PT 12%, 

EiC 6%).  

 

Figure 19: Frequency of Comprehension question types 
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7.4.3.10. Research question 3  

Based on the findings on the comprehension question types listed in the previous section, the 

third research question is discussed in this chapter. The third research question was previously 

stated as follows: 

To what extent is there a variety of different question types? To which degree do the post-

reading questions make the students use higher-order thinking skills?  

Figure 19 shows that even though most of the question types are used to a varying degree in 

all the textbooks (except for the form question type which could not be detected in any of the 

analysed exercises), there are clear areas which stand out. The implicit question type from the 

content category, as well as the reorganisation question type from the language category are 

employed most often. Moreover, the lexical question type in the content category was found 

multiple times. However, the other question types are mostly below the 10% mark, which 

means that they are rare. Thus, the different question types were not used to a similar extent as 

two out of the eight question types are dominating.  

Freeman (2014) also found in her study that the question types were used to a varying degree. 

However, in her analysis, the content category was the greatest in all textbooks while the results 

of this study show that the Finnish textbooks favoured the language category. Freeman (2014) 

also noted that there is always one question type in each of the three categories which 

dominates. These were the lexical question type in the language category and the personal 

response question type in the affect category. Similarly, the findings in this study also show 

that the personal response question type was the most favoured one in the affect category. 

However, the lexical question type was mainly dominant in the Austrian textbooks whilst the 

Finnish textbooks employed the reorganisation question type most often. Therefore, it seems 

that the Finnish textbooks differ more to the ones used in Freeman’s study than the Austrian 

ones.  

The second part of the third research question investigates the use of higher-order thinking 

skills in those post-reading questions. Thus, the question types such as inferential 

comprehension and evaluation are analysed in order to obtain an answer to this question. As 

was shown in the previous section, both of these question types were not found to a great extent 

in any of the analysed textbooks. Less than 10% of the exercises in all the textbooks include 

the evaluation or inferential question type. PT seems to be the only textbook which contains 

6% of inferential question types and 5% of evaluation question types. These 11% in PT 
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represent the highest percentage found when comparing the textbooks to each other. In all other 

textbooks, less than 10% of the exercises incite the learners to use higher-order thinking skills 

in the form of evaluation and inferential comprehension. Therefore, the hypothesis made at the 

beginning of the study cannot be supported so well. It was expected to find a considerable 

number of exercises which encourage the learner to engage with the texts on a deeper level, 

using higher-order thinking skills. The findings, however, show that by far only the minority 

of the analysed exercises require the pupils to use higher-order thinking skills. 

At this point, it must be underlined that only 20% of the reading comprehension activities were 

analysed in this last checklist item. Thus, the data offers only a glimpse into the textbooks and 

their comprehension question types. Only a thorough analysis of all the reading texts may offer 

more accurate and precise findings. 

7.5. Discussion of the study 

This section of the research paper analyses the results and findings as revealed in the previous 

sections. It will highlight and discuss the main similarities and differences between the Austrian 

and Finnish textbook series, discuss some of the challenges in comparing the two as well as 

the implications for teachers.  

7.5.1 The similarities 

Concerning the distribution of the four skills and the language system, even though the 

curricula, the CEFR and the literature on L2 acquisition promote the teaching of the skills to a 

fairly equal degree, the textbooks under analysis all contain a somewhat unbalanced approach, 

favouring certain skills, e.g. speaking, over others, e.g. listening.  

Speaking is featured strongly in all textbooks, likely because they were designed to be used in 

the classroom; an ideal environment for pupils to practise this skill amongst each other. Other 

textbooks outside the scope of this study could be primarily aimed at self-study in e.g. adult 

education which may well contain more listening exercises as the social component of the 

classroom setting is missing. Thus, the use of the analysed textbooks in a classroom with 

adolescents may necessitate more interactive exercises amongst the learners and the teacher in 

contrast to textbooks used in other contexts.  

The least favoured skill in all the analysed textbooks was found to be listening, while the other 

skills were used much more often. One possible reason for the low reported numbers could be 

in the methodology usd in this study, which required textbooks to explicitly state when to utilise 
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the skill to conduct an exercise. On the other hand, limited use of listening exercises may simply 

be down to the fact that listening does not offer the same level of interactivity and is not as 

easily integrable as reading, speaking or writing, as listening requires technology, such as a CD 

player or some other kind of sound system. It has to be mentioned that listening is, of course, 

also taking place when listening to the teacher or other pupils speaking English in a classroom 

discussion, for example. However, these instances of listening were not quantified in this study. 

The Finnish textbooks contain an audio recording of all the texts on the CD or online, which is 

not, however, explicitly mentioned in the textbooks. This means that even though these texts 

were not originally devised as listening comprehension activities, the recordings still offer the 

possibility to also listen to the texts. The teacher could choose to listen to instead of read the 

text, or to read the text only after having listened to the audio, which would make it a good 

listening practise. Thus, more opportunities for practising listening can be found in the Finnish 

textbooks in addition to the numbers mentioned in this study.  

Regarding the three stages of reading comprehension exercises, the post-reading stage was 

almost always included in all the textbooks, which was to be expected as this is a natural 

placement to create interaction/discussion around the text. Likewise, exams and in particular 

the matriculation examination employ post-reading exercises to measure reading 

comprehension. Therefore, the reading comprehension exercises in the textbooks often prepare 

for the respective examinations by using similar formats. Similarly, the pre-reading stage was 

utilised by all textbooks to some extent, with a slightly higher proportion found in the Finnish 

textbooks. In the literature on reading, the pre-reading stage is seen as playing an important 

role in practising the reading skill as it helps prepare the reader for the text and thus facilitates 

reading. Moreover, the pre-reading stage amongst all textbooks was filled with exercises 

featuring speaking, while the post-reading phase is also dominated by speaking (amongst other 

skills and vocabulary in the Finnish textbooks). The pre-reading aim also had a large consensus. 

Activating background knowledge and eliciting a personal response or opinion were employed 

to a high extent in all four textbook series.  

Questions in English were a highly used activity format and this goes hand-in-hand with high 

utilisation of the speaking, as well as writing, skills required to answer the questions. These 

question formats can also be quickly formulated by teachers or textbook writers and are thus 

more time-saving activity formats than e.g. multiple choice. Moreover, the category “other” 

was also found to a considerable extent in all the textbooks. As this category includes activity 

formats which do not conform to the ones in the matriculation examination, it can be assumed 
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that the reading activities in the textbooks were not only created to practise and prepare for this 

exam, but to engage the reader with a variety of different activity types, such as writing an 

email or preparing a speech.  

Another similarity found between the Austrian and the Finnish textbooks is the lack of higher-

order thinking skills required to solve post-reading questions. By employing Freeman’s 

taxonomy (2014) to the post-reading questions, it was found that the inferential and the 

evaluation question types, both requiring higher-order thinking skills as postulated by Bloom 

(1956), were amongst the least used question types. On the one hand, this may seem 

understandable as not every text needs to work on developing these more difficult and complex 

skills whereas basic understanding of the text, which may be arrived at through explicit or 

implicit questions, forms the basis for any further discussion. On the other hand, the pupils 

using the analysed textbooks are all in their last two years of secondary education, which means 

that it is more essential than ever that they are able to tackle the more difficult question types 

as well in order to gain deeper understanding of the text and make connections that go beyond 

the text. This is especially important for those wishing to pursue tertiary education at 

universities (Lundquist & Hill 2009: 39). Even though questions of higher-order processing 

may be more difficult to create and to answer by pupils, it still seems necessary to include a 

considerable number of these in the exercises as both types, lower and higher-order thinking 

skills, are important for effective learning to take place (Coyle, Hood & Marhs 2010: 30).  

7.5.2 The differences 

Naturally, there are also numerous differences between the textbooks. The Finnish textbooks, 

for instance, contain slightly longer texts than the Austrian textbooks. However, as already 

pointed out, the Austrian textbooks contain more texts. Moreover, the Finnish textbooks 

include more post-reading exercises than the Austrian textbooks. English in Context was the 

only textbook showing a considerable number of post-reading exercises which require the pupil 

to produce a longer output, e.g. in the form of writing a proper text or a discussion or role-play. 

Therefore, the number of post-reading exercises by itself does not necessarily reflect the depth 

the text is being analysed by the pupils.  

An interesting difference related to the first checklist item is the integration of topics related to 

the pupils’ immediate life in the country they live in. While the Austrian textbooks, especially 

Prime Time, feature more texts and exercises about the UK and the USA, the Finnish textbooks 

focus significantly more on their home country, Finland. It was observed that the Finnish 
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textbook series do not only focus on the target country and culture, i.e. the UK or the United 

States, but choose to include elements familiar to the pupils. This is also one way of making 

the learning process more personal and perhaps even more meaningful and can only be 

achieved by local textbooks which cater to a smaller audience than the global textbooks do. 

The Austrian textbooks feature proportionally fewer exercises that specifically focused on 

Austria when compared to Finland in the Finnish textbooks. The inclusion of a considerable 

number of exercises with a focus on the country the pupils live in might also reflect the way 

EFL teaching is seen in the country. While a language is certainly connected to the country or 

countries it is being spoken in, the English language does have a unique and privileged position 

in many parts of the world. English is often considered the lingua franca of today’s world, 

which is why a strong connection to the UK, or the USA, is perhaps less favoured today as 

English is seen as a supranational and international language. This progressive view of the 

English language may be supported by the textbook writers in Finland more than by those in 

Austria, judging by the inclusion of exercises incorporating other topics than the UK and the 

USA. The Finnish curriculum even specifies one of the goals of teaching English to be to 

“understand the importance of the English language and its role as the language used in 

international communication” (Opetushallitus 2015: 109). Moreover, the pupils are educated 

to develop their language skills to be competent users of English in local and national 

organisations (i.e. in Finland) and in those on a European level or on a global scale 

(Opetushallitus 2015: 109). Therefore, it seems that the Finnish textbook authors might not 

attribute as much importance to learning e.g. about the culture of the UK or the USA as the 

Austrians do because it is more likely that the pupils will use English with non-native speakers 

in Finland or internationally. As elaborated in the theoretical part of this thesis, learning English 

is often “denationalised” (Lee Mc Kay 2012: 16). However, further research would be needed 

to make a meaningful conclusion. Moreover, it was noticeable that some topics featured more 

often in Austrian textbooks and others in the Finnish textbooks. Science, modern technology 

and digitalisation were prevalent in the Finnish textbooks, while migration and multicultural 

society were two topics highly present in Prime Time, one of the Austrian textbooks. Thus, the 

choice of topics used in the textbooks may also be a reflection of the cultural topics highly 

discussed within the countries and their society. Especially multiculturalism and migration 

seem to have become more and more critical to Austrian society, which is why the textbook 

writers may have picked them up in the creation of the textbooks. 
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One of the biggest differences between the Austrian and the Finnish textbooks was the 

utilisation of vocabulary and grammar activities. While these are highly present in the Finnish 

textbooks, they serve a less prominent role in the Austrian textbooks. The findings revealed 

that the Finnish textbooks employ numerous vocabulary exercises after texts as post-reading 

activities. This was also visible in the analysis of the comprehension question types which 

included many questions of the “language” category, which feature vocabulary related 

exercises, in the Finnish textbooks. Moreover, even though grammar is not as present as 

vocabulary in the post-reading activities, its role in the textbooks is still prevalent. This can be 

seen in the grammar section at the end of the textbooks which contains numerous additional 

grammar exercises. In Insights, even half of the textbook is devoted to this grammar section. 

Moreover, there are many translation activities in the Finnish textbooks, which require the 

accurate use of lexical and grammatical structures. The differences between the two languages, 

Finnish and English, may specifically be highlighted through these translation exercises. The 

high number of vocabulary and grammar exercises may, in fact, relate to the fact that Finnish 

and English are two completely different and unrelated languages, the first being a Finno-Ugric 

language and the latter an Indo-European language, unlike English and German which both 

belong to the Indo-European languages. Thus, Finnish and English function completely 

differently in terms of grammar and except for some loanwords, the lexicon is different too. 

For instance, the use of prepositions is omnipresent in English while there are only a handful 

of prepositions in Finnish and these are not often used. The Finnish language prefers 

postpositions. Moreover, when “Swedish and English use independent words (prepositions, 

pronouns, auxiliaries, adverbs), Finnish tends to use case endings, verb endings, possessive 

suffixes or enclitic particles” (Ringbom 2007: 38). In other words, most structures which 

require a preposition in English are expressed through case endings in the Finnish language. 

This correspondence between cases and prepositions, amongst other grammatical phenomena, 

has to be specifically learnt, which probably explains the high number of grammar exercises in 

the Finnish textbooks. There are numerous exercises where the pupils have to select the right 

prepositions and the reasons elaborated above may well explain the frequent use of such 

exercises.  

Another interesting difference between the two textbooks is the considerable use of Finnish in 

the Finnish textbooks. The Austrian texts do not contain as much German. The appendix in 

Prime Time only contains a vocabulary list with words in English and their translations into 

German. German is not needed to complete any of the exercises in the book. The Finnish 
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textbooks sometimes use Finnish in their post-reading comprehension questions after a text. 

Moreover, translations of Finnish sentences into English and vice-versa require the L1. As the 

Finnish matriculation examination also contains post-reading questions in Finnish, which have 

to be likewise answered in Finnish, it is not surprising to find a high number of such exercises 

in the Finnish textbooks. In general, as discussed in the theory on reading in the first part of 

this thesis, the use of the pupils’ L1 in post-reading comprehension questions is debatable. It 

seems to be acceptable at a beginner’s and intermediate level; however, it is questionable 

whether the use of the L1 is appropriate at an advanced level. One plausible reason for the use 

of L1 in the post-reading comprehension questions in the Finnish textbooks and in the Finnish 

matriculation examination may be to fully disintegrate all other skills which may be involved 

in testing reading comprehension. A reading comprehension activity usually integrates the 

other skills as the post-reading questions have to be first of all understood and appropriate 

answers have to be formulated, which requires a writing competence. The Austrian curriculum 

specifically states that the target language should be used as much as possible and that 

translation should be used selectively to provide some learning aid if necessary in Upper 

secondary English lessons (BMBWF 2004: 57). Therefore,  it seems that the Austrian textbook 

writers entirely adhered to this guideline in the curriculum. While such a guideline cannot be 

explicitly found in the Finnish curriculum, it may very well be that priority should be given to 

the target language in Finland as well since comprehensible input is one well-known principle 

of second language acquisition (Krashen 1991: 409). The reasoning behind their 

methodological choice of the inclusion of L1 in some exercises by the Finnish textbook authors 

cannot be explained with certainty and it would be interesting to discuss these issues with the 

textbooks authors in an interview. Thus, one can only assume that the reason for the use of 

Finnish may possibly be to fully disintegrate reading from other skills.  

With regards to the approach to the reading exercises, the Finnish textbooks seem to put a 

stronger emphasis on “key texts” and the exercises surrounding those texts in the design of 

their units, which are on average longer than the texts in the Austrian textbooks, even though 

there are relatively fewer texts (as seen in the comparison of ratio of text to pages). The Austrian 

textbooks’ emphasis is on quantity of texts, appearing to increase exposure to their readers. 

This is likely why the Austrian textbook series appear to have a larger proportion of reading 

exercises compared with the Finnish series. Because of this, these statistics in particular should 

be taken with a grain of salt, as the share of reading exercises need to be balanced with the 
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length of the texts, as well as the structure of the units which are not captured in the numbers 

in this study but are assessed qualitatively. 

7.5.3 The challenges in comparing and the limitations of the study 

There was sometimes no clear consensus between the two Austrian textbooks and/or between 

the two Finnish textbooks, which is why some conclusions in terms of similarities or 

differences between the Finnish and Austrian textbooks cannot be drawn so clearly. One 

example is the while-reading stage, which was found in many texts in PT, but not in the other 

Austrian textbook, in EiC. Likewise, all the while-reading exercises had a focus on language 

in OT, while all those in the other Finnish textbook, in Insights, had a strategy focus. The 

various textbook writers in Austria and in Finland appear to sometimes have a different idea, 

be it subconsciously or consciously, of how to teach reading. 

Certainly, the study contains limitations, especially in the use of checklists. A checklist is often 

regarded as an objective tool ideal for comparing different textbooks. However, the 

categorisation of the texts, e.g. according to their topics, was found to not always be fitting 

exactly to the available categories. Moreover, simply defining what constitutes a “reading 

comprehension activity” or a pre- or post-reading exercise was cumbersome. Other researchers 

may employ a less strict definition of pre- and post-reading exercises and will thus obtain 

different results. Therefore, the analysis certainly includes a degree of subjectivity, and a 

second rater would have helped to increase the objectivity of the obtained data in some cases. 

Moreover, only the student’s books were analysed and a look at the teacher’s book or other 

accompanying materials would have certainly added to the analysis. Contacting the textbook 

writers would have also added depth to the textbook analysis as the textbook writers, their 

opinions and attitudes naturally play a decisive role in the creation of the materials and thus 

what is ultimately used in the classroom. Further research may choose to include these aspects. 

7.5.4. Implications for teaching 

Given the finding of an unbalanced distribution of skills used in all the textbook series analysed 

in this study, one of the biggest implications for teaching is the necessity to supplement with 

additional materials, depending on the learner’s needs. Thus, if the teacher observes that more 

exercises practising a certain skill, vocabulary or grammar are needed than what is offered in 

the textbook, the teacher should not hesitate to utilise further material. Coursebook-based 

teaching, i.e. seeing the coursebook or textbook as a springboard and not a “holy book” 

(McGrath 2016: 13), is vital in order to adequately teach English to a specific group of learners 
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in a specific country. Moreover, it is up to the teacher to possibly create additional post-reading 

questions which perhaps focus more on affect or that necessitate higher-order thinking skills, 

such as for instance the inferential question type. An interview with the textbook writers in 

Freeman’s study also revealed that the textbook writer may also expect teachers to ask 

additional questions without being prompted, such as questions of the personal response 

category (Freeman 2014: 101).   

Many of the key differences between the Finnish and Austrian textbooks presumably resort to 

the fact that they were produced for two very different groups of language learners who have 

different needs. The Finnish pupils may need additional exercises on grammar and vocabulary 

because Finnish is very different to English, whereas German is a related language to English 

and shares similarities in lexicon and grammatical structures. However, it is nowadays not 

enough to assume that the learners in a country form a homogenous group. Many pupils have 

a different first language than German or Finnish. These pupils may need additional support or 

exercises, which the teacher may even find difficult to provide. This question of 

multiculturality and materials design has to be investigated in further research.  

8. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to establish similarities and differences between English textbooks 

used in Austria and in Finland in the upper secondary school level. The focus was put on the 

reading comprehension exercises in the Finnish textbooks On Track 3-6, and Insights 3-6 as 

well as in the Austrian textbooks Prime Time 7-8 and English in Context 7/8. In the first part 

of the thesis, the theory on reading and materials analysis was discussed. The research 

conducted in the second part was based on McGrath’s approach of materials analysis and 

consists of a context and needs analysis, the impressionistic method, the checklist method and 

the in-depth metod.  

The findings show that there are a number of similarities between the Austrian and the Finnish 

textbooks, e.g. the unbalanced proportion of activities practising the four skills and the 

language system. In terms of reading exercises, almost all of them in the four textbooks 

contained a post-reading stage and the pre-stage was also utilised considerably by most 

textbooks. Speaking is one of the most used skills in the pre- and post-reading exercises. The 

aims of the exercises were also quite aligned, that is use of background knowledge and personal 

response/opion in pre-reading exercises as well as mainly checking understanding in post-

reading exercises. In terms of question types, the textbooks deploy a variety of question types, 
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although there are clear preferences such as the implicit question type. Question types requiring 

the use of higher-order thinking skills are not so prevalent.  

The main differences between the two countries’ textbooks include the focus on vocabulary 

and grammar in the Finnish textbooks as opposed to the Austrian textbooks focus on the skills 

(mainly speaking, reading, and writing). Moreover, the amount of L1 usage varies significantly. 

While the Austrian textbooks did not make any use of German in the units, the Finnish 

textbooks seemed to rely on Finnish to a considerable extent. Regarding the reading exercises, 

Austrian textbooks contained more reading exercises and texts compared with the Finnish 

variants which used fewer texts but put a larger emphasis on their centrality in each unit. 
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10. Appendix 

10.1. Fact file 

On Track (OT) 

Name: On Track 3/ On Track 4/ On Track 5/ On Track 6 

Authors: Louisa-Daffue- Karsten, Mike Davies, Tuija Kae, Riitta Myller, 

Pirjo Rantanen, Petri Vuorinen 

Publisher: Sanoma Pro Oy, Helsinki (Finland) 

Year of 

publication: 

2015 (course 3), 2017 (course 4 and 5), 2019 (course 6) 

Intended audience: students in high school who have English as their A1 language (= 

first foreign language) 

Type of material: student’s book (e-book also available), audio (online) 

Structure of the 

series: 

8 books in this textbook series, one book is used in one course, 

lasting over a period of a couple of months. The pupils must take 

six obligatory courses in English. The last two courses are optional. 

Number of pages: OT 3: 213 pages, OT 4: 240 pages, OT 5: 239 pages, OT 6: 232 

pages 

Blurb: short description of the overall topic of the textbook (title: “express 

yourself”, “we are the world”, “you, science and technology”, “you 

and your future”); ISBN number, link to the publishing house, link 

to further courses in the form of tutoring offered by tutorhouse.fi  

Table of contents: name of topics, units, key texts, vocabulary lists, page numbers  

Structure of one 

textbook: 

a short foreword directly addressing the pupils (“you will learn 

why…”; “learning happens when you make it happen”); table of 

contents, “precourse” before the first unit; topics/ units; after the 

last unit, there is a “Grammar on track” section (explanation of 

grammar using Finnish and English, around 50 pages long); on the 

inside of the back cover: images, quotes and/or words/ phrases 

directly related to the theme of the whole book. 

Design of the units 

and topics: 

Each unit contains 4 topics. Each of the first two topics in the unit 

contain one key text. A list of vocabulary follows right after each 

text. Sometimes there are some gaps (English words are not 

translated) in this vocabulary list which have to be translated by the 

pupils themselves. The words are found in the text. Then, exercises 

on the text and beyond the text can be found. The second to last 

topic does not contain a key text. This topic’s focus is on theme 

vocabulary and pronunciation. There are sometimes short texts and 

other exercises included. The last topic of each unit is called “Read 

on” and contains a text/multiple texts with exercises. 

Interesting 

features: 

Each topic is introduced by a quote which illustrates the content of 

the topic. Each key text is accompanied by a vocabulary exercise 

(while-reading), which the pupils have to focus on when reading 
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the text. The instruction is to find the words, to underline them in 

the text and to figure out its meaning by considering the context.  

Insights (I) 

Name: Insights Course 3 (I3), Insights Course 4 (I4), Insights Course 5 

(I5), Insights Course 6 (I6) 

Authors: Elina Karapalo, Paula Keltto, Mark Kilmer, Päivi Kuusivaara, Teijo 

Päkkilä, Annukka Suonio 

Publisher: Otava 

Year of 

publication: 

2016 (I3, 2nd edition), 2017 (I4 and I6, 1st edition; I5, 2nd edition) 

Intended audience: High school students who have English as their A1 language (= 

first foreign language) 

Type of material: student’s book (e-book also available), audio (available for free 

online) 

Structure of the 

series: 

8 books in this textbook series, one book is used in one course. The 

pupils must take six obligatory courses in English. The last two 

courses are optional. 

Number of pages: I3: 173 pages; I4: 196 pages; I5: 179 pages; I6: 199 pages 

Blurb: short text describes the book and overall theme (I3: culture; I4: 

societies; I5: science; I6: your future/ jobs/ university); information 

on additional materials printed below the short text: student’s book 

(printed and e-book), MP3 recordings + link, vocabulary app (in the 

app store), digital exam practice, assessment materials 

Table of contents: table presenting information on units including page number, 

theme, title, CEFR level (B1.2 up until C1), type of text, special 

focus, vocabulary revision, learning to learn section, grammar, keys 

Structure of one 

textbook: 

foreword addressing the reader/ pupils. Technicalities are explained 

(e.g. symbols used throughout the book, where to find vocabulary 

etc.); short introductory activity (2 pages).); units; sometimes there 

are glossaries (vocabulary plus exercises) in between the units;  

vocabulary revision section, “learning to learn” section; grammar 

section (in English and in Finnish), key.  

Design of the units: Most units commence with an “engage” activity introducing the 

topic. Then, a text is given, plus a vocabulary list containing the 

words from the text in English and in its Finnish translation. 

Exercises follow the vocabulary section. 

Interesting 

features: 

Most units contain one longer reading, unless labelled as 

“workshop” (1-2 units per book do not have a long reading). All in 

all, the appendix contains around 100 pages, meaning that half of 

the textbook is devoted to the units and the other half to additional 

materials and information. 
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English in Context (EiC) 

Name: English in Context, Student’s book. Language and Skills 

Proficiency 7. + 8. Klasse  

Authors: James Abram, Megan Hadgraft  

Publishers: Veritas 

Year of 

publication: 

2018 (1st edition) 

Intended audience: English students in the last two years before matriculation 

examination (Matura). Book is targeted towards pupils attending 

school with curriculum for AHS.  

Type of material: student’s book, incl. CD and e-book 

Blurb: Suitable and “THE perfect” book for the Neue Oberstufe. Book is 

accredited and follows the curriculum of 2017 and contains stimuli 

on the 10 global topics in text form and includes test formats. 

Offers good practice situations for written and spoken Matura 

(SRP-Training). Shows images of accompanying study books 

(English in Context Training, English in Context Companion). 

ISBN Number and website to publishing house stated at bottom.  

Table of contents: Sections split into 4 semesters. 10 topics, 30 units in total; 3 units 

per topic; can-do statements at the end of each unit; one picture for 

each topic which illustrates the theme of the topic. 

Structure and 

design of the topics/ 

units:   

298 pages in total 

Foreword entitled “Working with English in Context” explains aim 

of course book and its structure. After the table of contents, first 

topic introduced with a “lead in” activity with double page 

containing pictures and questions. Then, a double page is filled 

with “words in context” activity. This activity consists of a text 

with highlighted words which are then recycled in the following 

activities (LiU, Speaking, finding synonyms, making sentences 

with the words, creating a mind map, etc.). Then, the unit starts. On 

average, one unit is around 7 pages long. A unit consist of several 

sub-sections labelled A – B – C – D. These sections often contain a 

reading comprehension activity, LiU or listening task.  

Towards the end, 18 pages of “check your progress” contains 

additional exercises, incl. reading exercises. After that the language 

for tasks (“Operatoren”) are explained. 

Interesting 

features: 

Many readings are clearly marked as such in the book. Reading 

strategies/skills and task format (e.g. multiple choice, page 49, 

multiple matching, page 58, true/false/ justify at page 61) are often 

clearly defined (reading for gist, reading comprehension). Marked 

as “Before you read”, “while reading”, “after reading”.  
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Prime Time (PT) 

Name: Prime Time 7, Prime Time 8 

Authors: Georg Hellmayr, Stephan Waba, Heike Mlakar 

Publisher: ÖBV 

Year of 

publication: 

2018 

Intended audience: English students who are in the last two years before their 

matriculation examination (Matura). As this textbook follows the 

curriculum for AHS, this book is especially targeted towards pupils 

attending this type of school. 

Type of material: Coursebook (Schülerbuch) plus Audio-CD/ DVD, e-book available 

Blurb:  ISBN number, link to website, information on the content of the 

book (10 units, appendix containing self-checks, writing guide, 

vocabulary, etc.), additional materials available online (Prime 

Time-Online)  

Table of contents:  Listing the topics, texts, skills practice of the 10 units 

Structure:  Prime Time 7: 208 pages Prime Time 8: 208 pages 

At the back side of the cover there is some general information on 

copying license, and the note by the board of education that this 

book is designed according to the curriculum of 2017 and is 

therefore suitable for AHS. Then, a double page explains how to 

work with this book. One unit is around 14/ 12 pages long. After the 

10 units, a semester self-checks section offers additional exercises 

which are also related to the units. The exercises clearly state what 

skills are being practised (reading, listening, speaking, writing). 

Book 8 offers a section called “exam preparation” which contains 

exercises and tips on the four skills as well as on so-called special 

skills, such as collecting and structuring ideas improving your style. 

Book 7 does not contain this section. However, book 7 contains a 

“writing guide” offering tips on and prompts for writing tasks. Both 

books end with a vocabulary section, split into all the units. Then, 

the solutions to the check-out pages in the units are offered as well 

as a short table of the content of the CD and DVD. Book 8 also 

offers a list containing the CEFR descriptors and in which unit 

these are trained.  

Design of the units: The unit starts with a double page of a lead-in to the topic, 

containing lots of pictures and other short texts. The goals of the 

unit are listed. A word bank and fact file support the students.  
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10.2. Checklist 

Item 1: Topics: 

The reading exercise deals with a relevant topic as 

stipulated in the CEFR, the Austrian curriculum of 

AHS Oberstufe and the Finnish curriculum for English 

A1  

Tick Comments 

Relationships and social networks (family, friends, …)    

House and home   

Fashion and trends   

Nutrition    

Health   

Sports   

Education (school, further education)   

Working environment   

Free time and hobbies   

Consumerism   

Traditions and customs   

Transport and tourism   

Applied geography (Landeskunde)   

Art, culture, creativity, literature, music    

Media   

Communication   

Nature, environment and global problems   

Modern technology and digitalisation   

Personal plans and goals, future    

Youth, adolescence, becoming an adult   

Politics and public institutions    

The globalised world   

Minorities and other marginal groups   

Rules and laws (youth delinquency, crime, punishment, 

personal freedom)  

  

Science   

Language, Plurilingualism    

Human rights   

Career plans   

Migration and multiculturalism   

Economy, money   

Other:    

 

Item 2: Text types: 

The reading corresponds to the text types… Tick Comment 

Literary text (novel, poem, drama)   

Non-literary text (articles, instruction manuals, how-to-books, 

etc.) 
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Item 3: Length of the texts: 

Category The reading exercise contains a text of 

different lengths 

Tick Comment 

1 Less than 250 words   

2 Between 250 and 500 words   

3 Between 500 and 750 words   

4 Between 750 and 1000 words    

5 More than 1000 words   

 

Item 4: CEFR scales: 

 Description Tick Comment 

B1 Can read straightforward factual texts on subjects 

related to his/her field and interest with a 

satisfactory level of comprehension. 

  

B2 Can read with a large degree of independence, 

adapting style and speed of reading to different 

texts and purposes, and using appropriate 

reference sources selectively. Has a broad active 

reading vocabulary, but may experience some 

difficulty with low frequency idioms. 

  

C1 Can understand in detail lengthy, complex texts, 

whether or not they relate to his/her own area of 

speciality, provided he/she can reread difficult 

sections 

  

 

Item 5: Pre-/ While/ Post-reading stages and integration of skills: 

The reading exercise contains a pre-, while- and/ or post-reading exercise… 

Pre-reading Tick While-reading Tick Post-reading Tick Comments 

Listening  Listening  Listening   

Speaking  Speaking  Speaking   

Writing  Writing  Writing   

Grammar  Grammar  Grammar   

Lexicon   lexicon  Lexicon   

 

Item 6: Pre-reading aim: 

Code The pre-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

BK Activating background knowledge about the 

topic of the text 

  

P&H Predicting and hypothesising about the content 

of the text 
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L Becoming familiar with some of the language in 

the text 

  

PR/O Eliciting a personal response or opinion on the 

topic 

  

 

Item 7: While reading aim:  

Code The while-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

LF Language focus   

SF Strategy focus   

 

Item 8: Post-reading aim:  

Code The post-reading exercise aims at Tick Comment 

PR Eliciting a personal response (agree/disagree, 

like/dislike etc.) 

  

EV Evaluating the text    

U Checking understanding of the text   

LC Language consolidation    

P Producing ….   

 

Item 9: Activity format 

Code The post-reading exercise corresponds to a 

certain activity format 

Tick Comment 

MC Multiple choice    

TFJ True or false with justification   

TFNG True or false or not given   

TFC True or false with correction   

QE Questions with Open answers in English (L2)   

QFIN Questions with Open answers in Finnish (L1)   

MM Multiple matching (e.g. sentence halves)   

S Sequencing   

CW Command words   

SA Short answers   

Trans Translation   

GF Gap filling   

O Other:   

 

Item 10: Comprehension question types 

The post-reading questions are of the following 

type (as defined by Diana Freeman) 

Tick Comment 

Content questions Textually explicit   

textually implicit   

Inferential comprehension   

Language questions reorganization   

Lexical   
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Form   

Affect questions Personal response   

evaluation   

 

 

10.3. Comprehension question types (Freeman 2014) 
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10.4. Examples of reading exercises from the textbooks 

10.4.1. English in Context 7/8 
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10.4.2. Prime Time 
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10.4.3. Insights 
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10.4.4. On Track 
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10.5. Abstract 
 

The aim of this thesis is to identify similarities and differences in English textbooks used in 

high school in the last two years before the matriculation examination in both Austria as well 

as in Finland. The focus is on the accompanying activities, which are categorised as pre-, while-

, and post-reading exercises. The Austrian textbooks Prime Time 7 and Prime Time 8 as well 

as English in Context 7/8 were analysed. Regarding the Finnish textbooks, On Track 3-6 and 

Insights 3-6 were selected and analysed.  

First, the literature review discusses the theory of reading, as well as the foreign language 

teaching classroom. Then, textbook analysis and evaluation is elaborated, which also forms the 

basis for the study of this thesis. After an outline of the method and research questions, the 

findings are presented and analysed.  

The findings show that the analysed textbooks in Finland and in Austria contain numerous 

similarities, i.e. regarding the predominant use of the post-reading and pre-reading stage, as 

well as the substantial use of speaking activities in those stages. There are also significant 

differences; one of them is related to the number of exercises practising the language system, 

i.e. vocabulary and grammar which is much more predominant in the Finnish textbook series 

compared to the Austrian textbooks. Moreover, the use of the Finnish language in exercises is 

in strong contrast to the non-existant use of the German language in the Austrian textbooks. 

These differences in approach of learning English as a foreign language are likely based on the 

typological differences between the two languages.  
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10.6. Zusammenfassung auf Deutsch  

Diese Diplomarbeit befasst sich mit den Lesetexten in diversen Schulbüchern, die in Österreich 

und in Finnland in der Oberstufe in den letzten zwei Jahren vor der Reifeprüfung im Englisch 

Unterricht benutzt werden. Das Ziel dieser Arbeit ist es, herauszufinden, inwieweit sich diese 

Leseübungen in den österreichischen Schulbüchern im Vergleich zu den finnischen 

Schulbüchern ähneln beziehungsweise unterscheiden. Ein besonderer Fokus liegt auf den 

Übungen, die Lesetexte oft begleiten. Das können Übungen vor dem Lesen, während dem 

Lesen als auch Übungen nach dem Lesen sein.  Prime Time 7 und Prime Time 8 sowie English 

in Context 7/8 wurden von den österreichischen Schulbüchern analysiert. On Track 3-6 und 

Insights 3-6 wurden von den finnischen Schulbüchern zur Analyse herangezogen.  

Der erste Teil der Arbeit, die Literaturauswertung, beschäftigt sich zunächst mit wichtigen 

Konzepten, wie zum Beispiel der kommunikativen Kompetenz, der Lese- und 

Schreibkenntnisse, sowie einer Definition des Begriffs Lesen. Des Weiteren werden 

verschiedene Leseansätze, Lesefertigkeiten und der Unterschied zwischen Lesen in der 

Erstsprache im Vergleich zu Lesen in einer Fremdsprache thematisiert. Danach wird ein Blick 

auf den Leseunterricht im Fremdsprachenunterricht geworfen und wie dieser aussehen kann. 

Das Thema Schulbuchanalyse und Evaluation wird im Anschluss behandelt und erläutert wie 

eine Schulbuchanalyse systematisch durchgeführt werden kann. Laut McGrath (2016) kann 

diese aus folgenden Schritten bestehen: “context and needs analysis”, “impressionistic 

approach”, “in-depth method” und “in-depth method”. Aus diesen vier Schritten besteht die 

Analyse der Lesetexte in österreichischen und finnischen Englisch Lehrbüchern, die im 

zweiten Teil der Arbeit beleuchtet und analysiert werden.  

Die Ergebnisse aus diesen vier Teilen zeigen, dass es selbstverständlich einige Ähnlichkeiten 

gibt, wobei die Differenzen am auffälligsten sind. Eine Gemeinsamkeit ist, dass alle 

Schulbücher nach fast jedem Lesetext eine post-reading Übung inkludieren. Übungen vor dem 

Text sind ebenfalls in allen Büchern beliebt, wohingegen die Übungen während des Lesens zu 

einem teilweise sehr unterschiedlichem Ausmaß in den einzelnen Schulbuchreihen 

vorkommen . Es werden unterschiedliche Fertigkeiten in diesen Übungen verwendet; allen 

voran jedoch das Sprechen. Eine weitere Gemeinsamkeit im Bezug auf die Übungen vor dem 

Lesen,betrifft den Zweck dieser Übungen. Die Schulbücher haben zum Großteil ähnliche 

Absichten wie z.B. die Verwendung von Hintergrundwissen oder Wissen, das die SchülerInnen 

schon besitzen sowie persönliche Reaktion. Des Weiteren werden verschiedene Typen der 
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Fragestellung (analysiert nach einer Studie von Freemann 2014) verwendet, wobei jedoch der 

implizite Fragetyp am meisten vorzufinden war. 

Im Bezug auf die Differenzen war am auffälligsten das vermehrte Auftreten von Vokabel- und 

Grammatikübungen in den finnischen Schulbüchern. Im Gegensatz zu den österreichischen 

Schulbüchern war es auffallend, dass die finnischen Bücher die Erstsprache/ Finnisch zu einem 

beträchtlichen Grad in Form von Übersetzungsübungen oder Fragen, die gänzlich auf Finnisch 

beantwortet werden sollen, einbauen. Eine Verwendung des Deutschen konnte hingegen in den 

Übungen der österreichischen Schulbüchern nicht festgestellt werden. Da die finnische 

Reifeprüfung ebenfalls Fragen auf Finnisch zu den Lesetexten beinhaltet sind solche Übungen 

nicht allzu verwunderlich und deuten eventuell auf ein anderes Verständnis der Methodik des 

Unterrichtens einer Fremdsprache hin. Der unterschiedliche Einsatz von Grammatik und 

Vokabelübungen kann auch auf der Tatsache beruhen, dass Finnisch und Englisch zwei 

typologisch andere Sprachen sind, wohingegen Deutsch und Englisch verwandte Sprachen sind 

und somit viele ähnliche Strukturen und Kognate teilen und weniger Bedarf an solchen 

Übungen gegeben ist.  

 

 

 




