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Chapter 1    
Introduction 

 

1.1 A Problem in SL/FL Teaching  

 In Taiwan, after three or more years of English learning in high school, many 

students report that they have memorized a considerable number of basic words and 

phrases.  They can also make simple sentences, read short stories or articles and 

even speak a little English.  However, they are aware of their inability to understand 

the language when they meet an English native speaker, view a foreign movie, listen 

to foreign broadcasts, read English newspapers or travel abroad.  They find that 

English in the real world doesn’t look or sound actually like what they have learned 

in the classroom.  The problem persists, and some teachers struggle to improve 

their students’ proficiency by all means, e.g., innovating learning activities, creating 

opportunities for students to practice English, using authentic teaching/learning 

materials, etc.  One factor underlying the problem is the fact that authenticity has 

not been recognized and applied well enough in the classroom, resulting in a failure 

to expose students to the genuine use of English for communication.   
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1.2 Authenticity in Language Teaching 

 With the prevalence of communicative language teaching, there has been much 

discussion and emphasis on the development of learners’ skills for real 

communication in second/foreign language education.  “This awareness has given 

impetus to the evolution of classroom activities from language-getting activities to 

language-use activities” (Bacon, 1992).  This shift has stimulated interests in and 

needs for including authentic materials in the SL/FL classroom.  Authentic 

materials, as distinct from pedagogically traditional materials, are recognized as an 

important resource for offering learners opportunities to be exposed to the target 

language as it is used in real communication by native speakers.  However, there 

has been no consensus in the concept of authenticity.  Some researchers focus on 

the source of the materials (Coste, 1970; Dequette et al., 1987; Bacon, 1987, 1992; 

Young, 1993), and some on the functions or/and purposes of the materials (Duda et 

al., 1972; Coste & Gallison, 1976; Morrow, 1977; Widdowson, 1978; Maingay, 1980; 

Porter & Roberts, 1981; Carton et al., 1985; Swaffar, 1985; Dickinson, 1987; Rogers 

& Medley, 1988; Little et al., 1989; McDonough & Shaw, 1993; Wong et al., 1995).  

 In addition to the discussion on the authenticity of texts, another theoretical 

debate surrounds the importance of the decoding process and the role of the decoder 

(both the reader and the listener).  Obviously, the reception rather than the 
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production of a material is the focus here.  Some researchers argue against the 

existence of text authenticity when a material is introduced in the classroom; for 

them, the material is “disauthenticated” by the fact that it has been disconnected 

from its original linguistic and non-linguistic context and its intended audience.  As 

a result, the intended conditions of reception are either totally lost or extremely hard 

to preserve.  That is to say, the very act of selecting and using materials by the 

teacher gives rise to something which is not authentic in the real world (Besse & 

Gallien, 1980; Besse, 1980).  Despite the suspicion about the existence of text 

authenticity, some researchers propose that any materials can potentially be termed 

authentic for it is the decoder and the decoding process that authenticate the 

materials.  

Widdowson (1978) may be the first scholar to argue against the sole existence 

of authentic language data.  He regards authenticity as a function of the 

interpretation between the sender and the receiver.  It is the appropriate response of 

the receiver that creates the authenticity of the language data.  This concept of 

authenticity is further supported by Davies (1984) and Breen (1985).  Davies, cited 

in Gallien (1998), contends that it is not the teacher’s business to consider 

authenticity since “it is not that a text is understood because it is authentic but that it 

is authentic because it is understood” (p.160).  For Breen, the key to achieving 
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authenticity in the classroom is the teaching-learning process, including the elements 

of “the learners’ own contributions, the activity of learning, and the actual classroom 

situation” (p.61). Any material will therefore be authentic to the learner as long as 

these elements constitute an integral part of the teaching-learning process. 

 With the emergence of a series of empirical studies, the influences of using 

authentic materials in the instructional process have been widely investigated, 

however, with diverse results.  Some authors suggest criteria by which resources 

are to be selected.  They also mention some procedures, activities and techniques as 

supports to authentic materials in the classroom (Bacon, 1987; Rogers & Medley, 

1988; King, 1990; García, 1991; Wong, Kwok & Choi, 1995).  Some others 

evaluate students’ affective responses to authentic (unedited/unsimplified) versus 

inauthentic (edited/simplified) materials.  While few scholars doubt the effect on 

learner motivation produced by adopting authentic documents (Gonzalez, 1990; 

Peacock, 1997), many claim that learners can linguistically, affectively and 

cognitively benefit from real/natural language data (Bacon & Finnemann, 1990; 

Young, 1993; Chavez, 1998).  

 There are still other studies that examine the reactions of students of different 

levels (from kindergarten to college) to authentic materials (Kienbaum et al., 1986; 

Dequette et al., 1987; Allen et al., 1988; Bacon & Finnemann, 1990; Rubin, 1990; 



 5

Herron & Seay, 1991; Young, 1993; Mainenti, 1997; Peacock, 1997; Chavez, 1998).  

Researchers have been concerned not only with the effects of using authentic 

materials on learners’ proficiency, but also with their cognitive and affective 

reactions to the use of such materials.   

Although, speculations on the effect of authentic materials on learners’ language 

proficiency and motivation are still inconclusive, the use of authentic materials has 

been established as a corollary of the functional and communicative approach, and 

has come to be regarded as essential to both language acquisition process and foreign 

language development (Gallien, 1998).  The question now, it seems, is not whether 

authentic materials should be used, but how they are to be used or exploited in a 

language classroom.  

 

1.3 The Purpose of the Study 

 In most of the TEFL countries such as Taiwan, Japan and the like, textbooks are 

usually the authorized texts from which students learn the target language.  Students 

have long been exposed to the carefully controlled and sequenced drills and 

contrived passages.  Most of them often have little opportunity to learn the 

language as it is used in real-life situations.  Educators in Taiwan are increasingly 

aware of the fact that their students have not made significant improvement in 
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English after receiving 10 or more years of English education.  Thus, the 

application of authenticity – the selecting and implementing of appropriate authentic 

materials and activities – has emerged as an important alternative for language 

teachers.  

  Although authentic language in instructional materials is recognized as being 

advantageous to students and necessary in language teaching, little has 

systematically been done on whether the instructional materials are written following 

the principles of authenticity.  Generally speaking, any textbooks containing songs, 

menus or news in them are considered authentic.  However, as just mentioned, 

“Authenticity lies not only in the genuineness of text, but has much to do with the 

notion of task” (Guariento and Morley, 2001).  After all, most students learn 

English for real life communication rather than for academic purposes only.  For 

this reason, teachers should put more emphasis on the adequate and doable activities 

or tasks (than on reading texts only) which not only ensure that students learn 

efficiently and effectively in the classroom but also allow them to apply what they 

learn in the real world.  

Many researchers (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; Brown and Palincsar, 

1989, cited by Williamson, 2003) have claimed that learners are motivated and most 

engaged when they are working on the tasks that take place in everyday contexts. 
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Students are thought to learn best when they produce, perceive, and reflect in 

performing "authentic" tasks (CTLT Quality On-line Working Group, 2001).  Avery 

(2006), in her research entitled “Authentic Student Performance, Assessment Tasks, 

and Instruction”, summaries that “students are unlikely to demonstrate authentic 

intellectual performance if they are not given authentic tasks.”  Therefore, we 

propose that pedagogic tasks, or learning activities, when appropriately designed and 

implemented, might be said to be analogical to real world target tasks and help to 

authenticate the instructional materials and the teaching-learning processes 

(Guariento and Morley, 2001).  With the learning activities that have a real-world 

application and bear a strong resemblance to task performed in a non-educational 

setting (such as the home, a shop or a workplace) to perform in class, learners can 

efficiently acquire the practical language skills and make the most of these skills in 

real-life settings (García, 1991; Wong et al., 1995; Lee, 1995; Mueller, 2005).  This 

proposition reminds me of my own teaching experience three years ago.  

That was a first year English class in senior high school.  Despite having 

studied English for at least three years and having done well on English tests, most 

of those students were afraid of speaking English in public.  In order to encourage 

the students to review and show the English they had learned in junior high school, I 

decided to make a new change in the teaching procedure; that is, I decided to make 
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my class personal show-like.  I asked my students to make a three-to-five minutes’ 

oral introduction about themselves.  Of course, they were asked to introduce 

themselves in a way different from what they had done in elementary school and in 

junior high.  For example, besides mentioning the interest –e.g., playing the violin, 

a student had to explain why he liked playing the violin, how long he had learned it 

and what difficulties he had had in the process of learning.  Every student had to 

stand on the platform, introducing themselves.  Their performance would not only 

be graded but also be videoed.   

    The show-like activity proceeded well.  To my great amazement, many 

students tried to use sentences which contained tag questions, relative clauses and 

conditional clauses (despite some hesitation or uncertainty).  What was more 

amazing was that one of the students carried a basketball and imitated the gesture of 

his sports idol. Some students even wore costumes and performed some acts when 

speaking of their favorite movies or puppet shows.  When one student performed on 

the platform, the others should spontaneously played the role as audience.  In fact, 

these classes were the students’ English show time rather than English classes.  

Both my students and I had lots of fun, reviewing English and playing with English 

happily.  From then on, I have tried my best to make advantage of and even make 

adaptations from the task-based activities included in textbooks.   
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As I have mentioned, many researchers have noted that students’ efforts to 

make sense of classroom experiences generally lead them to focus on solving 

problems and real-life language use.  Furthermore, being a high school English 

teacher for seven years, I have been amazed by how different students’ English 

output can be because of different teaching input.  These are the primary reasons 

that motivated the present author to take up this research.  Thus, the purpose of this 

study is to explore how the issue of task authenticity is realized in five most 

frequently used junior high English textbooks in Taiwan.  Specifically, the study 

focuses on examining the language learning activities provided in these popular 

textbook series and how they pertain to authenticity.  That is, we wonder what the 

authentic learning activities in these textbooks are, and how they are different as 

found in different textbooks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


