
Answer to 'Building Away from the Book', David Wilcockson, March 30, 2015

What we are doing now
Producing a textbook is similar to the preparation of the manufacture of a complex part. Machine tools 
must be built to mass-produce the part.  The preparation before production is long and costly as, once 
the design is committed to the machine tool it cannot, except at vast cost, be reversed or modified. 
Typically, machined parts contain parts unnecessary for the parts functioning but necessary to the 
production process - more material than necessary. There is a lot of wastage in such a process. 
Producing a new design demands complete retooling and design, and parts therefore change only when 
necessary thus the manufacturer needs to be certain of selling a largish number of parts made in such a 
fashion in order to justify the huge upfront design, testing and tooling costs. 
In the same way, editors and designers of textbooks spend hours working on raw manuscript handed in 
by authors, from designs submitted by designers and from photos and video from libraries, rejecting 
those they do not need and lovingly machining and fine honing the book and its many components, 
until a final prototype is ready to go to print.

The sales model therefore becomes very short tail with the onus to recuperate investment and make 
profit crammed into the first few years of a textbook's life when it is new and fresh, as similar offers for
competitors will ape successful elements of the book, eating away at its initial unique value 
proposition, as will the boredom factor among users who, after the peak shelf life of a title (typically 
three – four years) will be demanding something new. Thus the retooling and machining 
(commissioning and editing) process begins again. If a book does not prove successful in its first two 
years it is more than likely that it will never be so thus exposing publishers to constant cyclical 
investment and risk. This 'short tail' model puts the onus on sales people to sell lots of units of only one
product – the course.

3D printing means that products can be prototyped and produced more quickly. Changing a product 
involves no retooling, simply a change to lines of code in the file controlling the printer. Variations of a 
part can be produced in low volumes to cater to the special needs of more clients. The product can be 
sold, in its various forms, for longer without large upfront investment, making slight or major 
variations from the initial design and responding to new needs and even the advent of new materials, as
the need arises. The sales model can become long tail. Instead of having to sell many units of one 
unique model in a limited time, we can look at selling a lower volume of variations of the product, and 
over a longer time. Long tail is all about selling less of more
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Producing one monolithic course demands that many people buy a one title whereas, if we can produce 
modifications/subsets of the initial product, suitably modified, the pressure is off to sell everything up 
front and we can be confident we will continue to sell derivatives, parts, bits of our materials, packaged
as the user wishes,
for longer.

What makes this
possible is, of
course, technology.
Just as 3D printing
is revolutionising
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manufacturing, technology has revolutionised publishing. There is no reason, and indeed no 
justification, in this world of the CMS (Content Management System), which are designed to push 
polished content to the end user in realtime, to publish frozen, monolithic digital products.

I call traditional print books, and to a great extent their digital counterparts, monolithic for different 
reasons but the main characteristics of a monolithic product are

 Your can have it all – or not at all. There is no middle ground
 There is one way through the product, usually linear
 It doesn't change over the time it exists. Obviously print books don't change, but currently 

digital books do not, either. There is no reason why not. CMSs, which enable on the fly creation
and modification of content, have been around for years. While there is an excuse for print 
course being monolithic there is no such excuse for digital courses to be so.

What is a course?
Lets have a look at this word 'course' or 'title'. Most editors and by extension authors and teachers, 
envisage a course, be it digital or print, as a sequenced set of units composed of a sequenced set of 
activities  moving along the presentation - > practice continuum and following a universally agreed 
descriptive model of language (which, as said before, is fundamentally flawed).  These courses are 
designed in the main to support broadcast methodologies, which are also flawed. 

Attempts to produce digital ELT curriculum material have conveniently hung onto the linear model 
both as a descriptive and as a navigation paradigm. Most 'digital courses'  use a page faithful approach, 
maintaining the pages, chapters and sections of the traditional book as a launchpad for interactive 
activities and usually adding multimedia elements such as audio, video etc. 'Open' activities, where 
there is no 'right' answer, are still sent to the teacher for manual correction and marking. Pairwork 
activities where there is apparently nothing to be done, i.e., nothing that will fit into the activity 
templates made available by the majority of authoring environments, are regarded as a nuisance, as the 
main attraction and selling point of such courses is that they take care of the tedium of marking and 
scoring for the teachers. This is of course true – not having to mark exercises does, in theory, leave 
teachers free to use these lower order activities as diagnostic indicators as to what they might usefully 
do in class to help students but in practice, few do, as this element of digital courses is not 'sold' by 
editors, marketeers or salespeople. On the SAMR model almost all digital courses do not move beyond 
the first step, that of Substitution. Some do move up to Augmentation but most, in the main, promote an
unchanging pedagogy.
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Substitution
On the substitution level, teachers or students are only using new technological tools to replace old 
ones, using digital books to replace paper books. The methodology is the same.

Augmentation
We are still in a Substitution mentality, but with added functionality: interactivity, multimedia, 
tracking, reporting etc. Although these are all significant technological steps, the underlying 
methodology and pedagogical mindset remains unchanged with a continuing emphasis on:

 a linear model of language
 the learning of concepts
 the idea that there is one, or a finite number of 'right' answers 
 little true collaboration
 etc.

Modification
This is the level where technology is being used more effectively. Not to do the same task using 
different tools but to redesign new parts of the task and transform students learning. No publisher is 
yet doing this.

Redefinition

Answer to 'Building Away from the Book', David Wilcockson, March 30, 2015, (c) Rick Shepherd  4

(c) R
ick S

hepherd



If you were to place this level in Bloom's taxonomy, it would correspond to the highest order thinking 
skills, Synthesis and Evaluation. Redefinition means that students use technology to create new tasks. 
An example of redefinition is students connecting to a classroom across the world where they each 
write a narrative of the same historical event using the chat and comment tools to discuss the 
differences, and then use voice comments to discuss the differences they noticed and embed the final 
product in a class website.

Is there an alternative?
So what, if any, is the alternative? I do believe that there is an elephant in the room and that many 
teachers, editors and authors know that the linear model of language, aided and dictated by the print 
format, is not conducive to language learning although it may be very good for exam passing.  A new 
type of product will need to aid teachers change their methodology starting from the basic level of 
classroom choreography. The difficulty of this is not to be underestimated. We must not frighten 
teachers. Change must be introduced in easy steps. But the resistance to change may well be less than 
we imagine. If we can make the production and use of non-linear products simple and non-
threatening, then there may be fewer problems than we think. After all, teachers in PLS have been 
using and rearranging existing provided content on an ad hoc basis for years. The image of the ELT 
teacher armed with paper, scissors, glue and a photocopier producing worksheets for their own 
particular classes is familiar to anyone who has been in the profession for some time. 

The BBC's website is vast. Content is constantly updated. Certain elements will be 'fronted' depending 
on from which country we access it, what time of day it is and, above, all, what has happened. Users 
can also personalise their BBC dashboard as they wish, within limits. The point is that, although the 
BBC's site changes daily, if not hourly, the BBC does not produce a new site every day. 

Behind the scenes of the BBC is a CMS where journalists/editors publish new material as and when it 
becomes relevant, on the fly. There is a workflow not dissimilar to the print workflow, simply faster 
and more iterative. Articles and other content are authored by journalists, edited and reworked by subs, 
approved by editors and finally published. The 'backend' users require little or no technical knowledge 
to produce the highly polished and bang up to date site we all know. It's the technology that takes care 
of that. And it should be pretty obvious, looking at the final product, that all the skills on which 
publishers pride themselves: rigor, accuracy, succinctness, design, etc. are all in play and all necessary.

A new publishing paradigm
A CMS allows us, in theory to produce a course that is 'always being edited' and this is important for a 
number of reasons, not the least of which is that it is downright dishonest to purport to be producing 
'motivating material', especially, but not only, for young learners, when what we are really doing is 
producing material that, because we are producing a one size fits all course, must needs be bland and 
safe. We do not typically include listening, reading or video about very topical figures in the pop, sport 
or other worlds in which kids are interested. And the reasons, if we understand that digital publishing 
currently derives from print and is a mere medium substitution, are clear. We dare not feature material 
based on Nicki Minaj, Rafa Nadal or Mark Zuckerberg for fear that they do something unexpected or 
dreadful such as retire, get arrested, or die. In the print world this leaves us with books we cannot sell, 
as happened to titles which featured Michael Jackson when he suddenly became a persona no grata. 
But a CMS relieves us of such fears as the offending content can be substituted on the fly and a more 
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interesting/catchy/wholesome figure substituted within a short time. The exploitation activities of a 
typical text/audio/video are not rocket science and well within the scope of an editor. So our digital 
offer can be bang up to date and on longer do we have to fob off 15 year olds with boring, irrelevant 
content.

But we still have to product the whole 'course' before we can sell it. Well, yes and no. As markets stand,
with teachers having bad experience with digital books arriving late or not at all as a result of deriving 
from print, it would be hard selling an incomplete offer so how to go about making the change?

First lets get rid of the word 'course' with it's linear connotations. I imagine a future publisher offer of 
curriculum material as providing 'enough stuff to do “x” ' (in our case, English) for a given period of 
time. If we move away from a linear model, then there is no longer any way of dictating or predicting 
what teachers will do first. Teachers may even choose to do something which 'belongs' to a higher or 
lower level, in response to their students' needs. So it would seem we have to populate our offer with 
content for the whole year and the the whole scope of our digital offer. This sort of upfront investment 
will not go down well with the powers that be in the majority of publishing houses.

How to begin?
1. Gather an inventory of content sufficient to cover the commonly agreed syllabus for a given period, 
say a term, using fairly conventional parameters, eg:

 Grammar
 Vocab
 Very topical reading, video and audio - listening is pretty old hat nowadays unless we use 

podcasts – songs in the case of younger learners.
 As part of the change, investigate the use of 

 free music eg: http://dig.ccmixter.org/
 crowdsourced design, eg:    99 designs

2. publish this package using a CMS and offer users a default path through the material using familiar 
paradigms: unit, section etc.

3. Tag the material in such a way that users can enter at any point. This needs explaining. Imagine that 
your teachers, rather than picking up from where she left off in the last class, decides, based on: the 
weather, how she is feeling, how her students are feeling, what her students are talking about, what they
need, etc, to base the class around a video about dogs using a fragment of this video   (which is in the 
package). Apart from presenting the user immediately with :

 a pre-watching warmer
 what's your favourite animal?
 what do dogs think?
 can your dog think?
 How do you know?

 a pre watching vocab activity
 a comprehension activity
 etc..the video piece also highlights other, related activities from other parts of the package, eg. 

Answer to 'Building Away from the Book', David Wilcockson, March 30, 2015, (c) Rick Shepherd  6

(c) R
ick S

hepherd

http://dig.ccmixter.org/
http://youtu.be/9LshdNNiMqc
https://en.99designs.es/


looking at grammar that can be picked up from the video, eg: controlled practice on grammar:
Present simple vs continuous + negatives

 Dogs are the only non primate animal that make eye contact with humans
 He's looking directly into my eyes
 He is looking into your eyes
 Now he's sniffing the microphone
 He's licking it

 Wolves don't do that
 If you spend time with a wolf he does not make eye contact with you
 Enzo doesn't think it's weird

...etc.
Conditionals

 If he was a wolf
… so that  grammar, vocab or other activities which would otherwise be in a weak context become 
relevant, as they are being used to reinforce skills and concepts necessary to comprehend the video. 
There is  a reason to do them. We are applying 'situated learning', ie., learning that takes place in the 
same context in which it is applied.

What we are talking about here is tagging all material in terms of
 what language it contains

 Grammar
 Vocab
 Pronunciation
 Chunks: typically: set phrases, collocation, idioms, phrasal verbs, functions, lexical 

phrases or other multi-word expressions whose components are selectionally constrained
or restricted by convention and not by syntactic correctness as opposed to expressions 
where all elements can be chosen freely, and only elements where choice is forced by the
morphosyntax of the language are excluded, which are covered in 'grammar' above..

 where it is on the presentation continuum
 presentation
 controlled practice
 further practice
 receptive skills
 productive skills

 what other skills it promotes, highlight or introduce
 pragmatics
 phonology
 etc.

In this way, each time a Teacher chooses to go in the material at a point that suits her and her students 
and not simply because we have done the previous activity, any given LO (Learning Object) will link 
itself to others.

Let's look at this is more visual way. Teachers and students typically work through a textbook in a 
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linear fashion. 

But if each LO were tagged so that related LOs could be easily identified
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… teachers no longer need linearity to provide the coherence in the material. If we can move away 
from linearity as the paradigm in digital, we can begin to conceive of products that are not units 
composed of sections composed of sequences of activities, but clouds of 'enough stuff', tagged in such a
way that the coherence that previously derived from linearity, now derives from pedagogy
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Such a project would have to be rolled out in the way that software is rolled out to beta testers. First 
user feedback would be iteratively incorporated until the offer became workable. We would thus 
employ an Agile methodology to the process. This approach should be led by enthusiastic editors as 
potential agents of change. Change Management theory suggest that leaders or champions are more 
effective in persuading peers than any top-down implementation. Such an approach also has the 
advantage of continuing to allow teachers to use a familiar PPP model of teaching before moving on to 
more radical approaches such as TBL or PBL (Task or Project Based Learning).

Lessons from the press

For as long as many of us can remember, what appears on the front page of any newspaper is not just a 
point of pride for reporters and crucial to the identity of a publication, but also the place for many 
culturally and historically significant headlines. Understandable, then, that so many editorial teams put 
so much value in them.

This is not quite so much the case with digital and the New York Times – which has been undergoing a 
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very rigorous digital transformation – has announced that it will be making a “small but significant” 
change to the value placed in Page One as part of its digital-first strategy.

The Times has dropped its system of pitching stories for the front page and instead makes desks 
“compete for the best digital, rather than print, real estate”. Desks will now pitch their best pieces 
(original, in-depth articles rather than breaking news) for digital slots on prime position. There will be 
two versions: one forthe morning and one for the afternoon, each consisting of three or four stories. 
The idea is that the best pieces will be published at times when the digital readership is at its height.

This new system will “give us more flexibility in targeting readers on mobile (which now receives 
more than half of our traffic) and on platforms like Facebook (where we are rolling out new strategies 
for presenting our journalism),” while creating a “robust, comprehensive digital report for the day”.

Moving away from long-held print traditions is not easy, but is key to keeping up with the digital age. 
This change by the Times might be small, but it is a symbolically significant shift that demonstrates 
how seriously publishers need to take their digital transformation.

Tagging
Tagging is the key to moving away from a linear model when planning digital products and moving 
towards a digital offer which comprises 'enough stuff', tagged in a way that gives it coherence, 
constantly updated, capable of incorporating UGC (User Generated Content), capable of bringing the 
real world into the class, and capable of providing occasional situated learning. These elements

 coherence
 updated 
 (curation of ) UGC

… combined with the traditional skills that a prestigious publisher brings
 rigor
 universality
 design

… are a list of intangible value-adds against which 'free' and OERs cannot compete.

Real world content 
By using real world content and publishing continuously we bring the real world into the class. The 

example used video but the same holds for texts, audio, images etc. 
We need to longer see this:
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Mobile phone

or this

I use an …....... to listen to music.

I use an mp3 player to listen to music.

or this

…. in a digital curriculum offer again and instead can offer this:

Mobile phone

… this:

I use a(n) …....... to listen to music.
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I use a phone to listen to music.

… or this:

Media
The above may seem trivial but today’s kids live in a ephemeral world. As a most extreme example, 
material posted on Snapchat and Vinekids does not just trend as in Twitter, it disappears after 24 
hours. Asking kids to put up with (in their terms) age-old content is going to guarantee a lack of 
engagement with content. For this reason, commissioned texts, audio or video should be avoided. They 
are costly and not engaging. Publishers should instead strike deal with content providers,

 YouTubers (especially YouTube kids – only available in US for now and as an Android or iOS 
app)

 specialist content providers
… and use publicly available material such as tweets, websites, etc. as sources of content. It is true that 
there will have to be a higher tolerance of redundant language with this approach and this would be part
of the Change Management process. Highly controlled language will be used in more repetitive 
practice material but not in media. YouTube contains an enormous amount of material, some of which 
is highly exploitable in the classroom. One such category of videos are promotional videos. These have
the advantage that they are professionally produced, and therefore the visual and sound quality is good, 
but you’re less likely to run into copyright problems. Other cult channels are

 YGS = Your Grammar sucks
 Good Mythical morning
 ASDF
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