Spotlight on a Materials Writer
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Adrian, you have written materials for teachers and you also edit a series of books
for teachers. What got you started in writing for teachers?

Just sharing ideas with teachers at International House in Hastings back in the

70"s and 80"s. There were sSO0O many nhew

thought for one minute that there was only one approach to learning a language,
and everyone could name and describe any number of different approaches,
Suggestopedia and Silent Way were happening, Tony Buzan was just starting
up, Carl Rogers and the humanistic thing was reaching us, California was
beaming us dreams, and all this against a background of Direct Method which in
itself was exciting enough as it was quite different from what we had been
through in our own language learning at school. The fact is that everyone was

more or | ess involved in inventing EFL.
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everywhere. And it was amazing to articulate what we thought, to try things out,

and to trade them with others which meant

started. Myself, | am not a big time writer, though | enjoy it. What | prefer is
talking with people and being in face to face workshops rather than scratching
my head in front of a computer. | think with people better than on my own, so |
guess you could say | prefer to write in a team. For me writing is a way of
learning, and learning is a social activity.

What has influenced you most in your approach to writing?

As a self-taught improvising musician, the materials that most affected me were
those that gave me the insight and understanding that made me free to improvise
with increasing quality. They were materials that made me free of materials. And |
always applied that to ELT writing too, the idea of the discipline that makes you
free, getting an insight across so that the reader becomes free to improvise rather
tied to a recipe. Methods are useful as long as the insight and the creativity that
flows from them are centre stage.

What do you see as your main strengths and weaknesses as a writer?

A strength | sometimes have is trying to have a conversation with the reader,
rather than lecturing them, even though writing appears to be one way. This
requires clarity and succinctness, self-editing, and not being long when one could
be short. I don"t | i ke a | ot of wold ds
have been shorter, which | see as either bad editing or author anxiety, just as
anxious teachers talk too much. | also like to find ways to articulate something
using images of some sort. | am quite visual, so diagrams and pictures on the
page or in my mind are important, and also layout and presentation. | like
materials to appeal to the eye and be well signposted. Educational writing should
servethereader* s need to | earn and not only
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Editing a whole series is a big undertaking. What hooked you into that?

To save the world from recipes! Although recipe books are still the most popular,

and there is a place for them and | consume them myself, | am more interested in

learning to generate fresh recipes for each moment than | am in learning one

thousand fixed recipes. In jazz this would be the equivalent of playing fresh

phrases to suit the occasion rather than operating from a repertoire of previously

l earnt, habitual and no |l onger fistagdesih , hot |
this series editing role, teachers”™ handboc
freebies and the web were still the exceptions as far as resources were

concerned. But that has changed quite a bit, and the interesting questions are

around ways of supporting and helping teachers to develop in the future, and how

books will fit into that.

What are the pleasures and tribulations of editing a series like yours?

The pleasure is a body of work that is intelligent and purposeful and a finished
product that helps the reader to have generative insights as well as more of these
hot licks. And there is pleasure in the conversations with the author, how to help
the author to frame what they are saying so that they delight themselves with their
discovery of their experience and their articulation of it, and seeing that this delight
comes through in the pages. The tribulations concern making the insights visible,
tangible and useful for the readers, and in meeting deadlines and so forth.

How strong is your editorial hand in the development of the series?

| am series editor so | am looking at things overall, from a certain altitude, rather
than at ground level. | am looking more at the educational strategy of the book, its
layout, content and design. | work with a wonderful editor who does the detailed
stuff, who has marvellous judgment and sees the detail without getting lost in it.
People like these make a huge difference to the quality of the final book.

What is the most important message you give to an author writing for your series?
Write whatever you like and edit it quite fiercely, so that you end up being concise.
Cut back to the essence of what you are saying, and be clear when you are
advocating, when you are informing and when you are illustrating, and when you
are questioning the reader. Do all four and keep a balance, somehow.

How do you get feedback on what you have written and edited? What kind of

feedback is most valuable to you?

What readers say, especially when they have found that what | have written or

helped edit inspires them to inquire into their own practice, to question it, and

perhaps make a difference to their practice. Conversations about how one of our

books has triggered a teacher®s | ewnyning, c
rewarding to me.

In British ELT we are often accused of paying too little attention to established
traditions of teaching and learning in other parts of the world.
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| agree with that and | think it was and is a productive accusation. | do think that in
general we could write with more awareness that we do not own the truth, and we

could inquire more often and assert less often, and be a little more sensitive to
unintended pomposity in our writing. But the whole question of encouraging

writers within communities that have not yet had the confidence or opportunity to

grow local knowledge and wisdom is very important in these times. And this
applies both to ,other parts of the

WO

we need to encourage inquiry rather than imply certainty, and the growing of local

knowledge rather than subservience to (imagined) universal knowledge.

What is the value of a series like yours to teachers in, say, Eastern Europe or
Asia?

| really could not generalise. | know we are supposed to be sensitive to cultural
differences etc, but | always look for similarity, the underlying curiosity,
humanness, and delight in relationship and learning, which I think lurks below a

the cultural stuff. | know there are lots of thingsthata ppear t o chal |l

just said, but | believe it anyway. Different cultures may expect different things
from books, but | think we make a very good start if we can be brief, clear, and
interesting, and if, as | keep saying, we use what we have to say to encourage
readers to push against it to find out what they themselves have to say. |
acknowledge the great power of culture and all the apparent differences, but
underneath it all | find that there is essence.

Do books for teachers really make a difference?
Some say less so now because so much is available through other channels.

These days a book is more than just the physical block of paper, and it can have
multiple influences and repercussions. That is fascinating. And of course a good

book really does make a mark, whether for a lot or a few. It finds its place.

How do you see the interplay between the social nature of learning (which is so

important to you) and the reading of books for teachers? Can the two be usefully

brought together in any way?

Yes, It seems we usually see book reading as a private activity, which is fine, but |
am amazed that we do not use books more systematically for social learning, for
example through staff room reading groups leading to small experimentations in

practice, leading to further conversations, leading to writing something in

response, |l eading to collective boo
possi ble variations on the methodol
even have to be in the same place or the same time. It could be as simple as
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each person reading a different article and summarizing it verbally to colleagues,
and then each undertaking to experiment an aspect of that idea in practice just to

see what happens, an then to compare notes with the others, and so on.

What would you most like publishers in ELT to pay more attention to in future?
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Letting go of both the grip and the illusion of a method, of the right way, and
instead getting people to question and to reflect on personal and shared
experience, and articulate their experience, so that we could each become a
better learner from experience, or as Francisco Varela would say, a black belt at
describing and learning from experience.

Adrian is a freelance ELT consultant and trainer, working mainly on staff training and
organisational development. He is series editor of the Macmillan Books for Teachers,
which currently has 15 or so titles, one of which he wrote, Sound Foundations: Learning
and Teaching Pronunciation. He also serves on the advisory panel for the development
of the Macmillan English Dictionaries. He has been teacher, trainer, and director of the
International Teacher Training Institute at International House in Hastings and he is a
past president of IATEFL. His current interests include the new (post-heroic)
approaches to leadership that are now emerging, applications of complexity theory to
learning and to human organisations, forms of reflective practice (especially action
inquiry), and the art of deep improvisation in learning and teaching.



