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ESP TEXTBOOK EVALUATION:
GETTING A GRIP ON OLD PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES

Since ESP literature pivots around “dos and donts” concerning textbook qualities and
due to scarcity of research into the criteria of textbook evaluation, the paper explores
key challenges when a scientifically rigorous perspective is adopted (cf. evaluators,
evaluation process/methods/tools, validity, reliability and practicality). The main goal
hence is to point to the critical issues of ESP textbook evaluation that need to be
resolved prior to undertaking any empirical testing, driven by the underlying idea
that any evaluation tool must be operationalizable, valid and reliable so as to provide
valuable data. Due to the complexity of the aspects discussed, both theoretical and
methodological, further research is needed either to support or dispute the proposed
approach.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Despite long-standing critiques of their limitations, English for specific purposes
(ESP) textbooks play a pivotal role in ESP curricula (Mishan, 2022), as they do in
English language teaching (ELT) contexts in general. Although no single coursebook
can be ideal for every class and every context (Azarnoosh et al., 2018; McGrath,
2002), studies show that the majority of teachers regularly rely on coursebooks (e.g.
Mishan, 2022; Tomlinson, 2012).
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The overarching reason behind this adherence to and/or reliance on textbooks
lies in the fact that they provide relevance and structure. In terms of advantages, they
integrate domain content and language, provide ready-made syllabi and workable
materials, save planning time for teachers (Gilmore, 2007; Harwood, 2010; Richards,
2001; Ushioda, 2013). Textbooks provide teachers and/or language instructors with a
framework to rely on in terms of appropriate and consistent language level, authentic
samples of language (e.g. audio and/or video materials, articles from domain-specific
magazines etc.), photocopiable supplementary materials (e.g. role plays reflecting real-
life scenarios relevant to the field of study). They also reduce planning time and help
novice teachers and/or those new to the respective ESP field through a teacher’s book.
Furthermore, Richards (2001) highlights that textbooks provide a planned, systematic
coverage of language components and skills, offering continuity across lessons, as
well as that they can give learners a sense of progress and security by offering tangible
evidence of what they are learning. Through textbook learners also have a framework
to rely on in terms of self-study, frame of reference, practice, revision, and preparation
for tests and/or examinations.

Regarding disadvantages, textbooks fall short of keeping pace with rapidly
changing fields and/or professional domains (e.g. IT, healthcare, engineering) which
are evolving so quickly that textbooks might become obsolete shortly after their
publication. In addition, textbooks might put limits on teacher and learner autonomy
by imposing a strict plan and content to follow. Concerning creativity, reliance on fixed
schemes and pre-packaged tasks can curb teachers’ initiative to design open, creative
activities and limit learners’ opportunities for creative language use and problem-
solving (Allwright, 1981; Richards, 2001). In addition, some textbooks might present
inauthentic or outdated contexts by incorporating reading and listening materials
that are oversimplified or abridged/adapted or outdated (Gilmore, 2007). In the most
extreme case, they cannot possibly fulfil every learner’s needs. These drawbacks may
place extra burden particularly to ESP teachers working within a learner-oriented
paradigm, which is geared towards learners, their needs and/or affinities, as well as
directed at their learning outcomes and/or achievement (Elkasovi¢ & Colakovac,
2023; Huang, 2016).

All the stated therefore underscores the need for a systematic approach to
ESP textbook evaluation, since evaluation may facilitate tailoring materials to
learners’ needs and curriculum aims (Al Abdullah, 2022). In practice, evaluation in
the field of ESP appears to have often been ad hoc and/or checklist based, focusing
on teacher’s first impressions, neglecting a more analytical approach. In theory, the
existing evaluation models typically rely on broad EFL frameworks (e.g. Sheldon
1988, Cunningsworth 1995; Shak et al., 2022), which disregard specific ESP-relevant
features and requirements (e.g. professional relevance, domain-specific lexis, task
authenticity). In a word, ESP-specific evaluation demands for rigorous, theory-driven
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approach and/or empirically grounded evidence, rather than reliance on impressionistic
data within “dos and donts” lists.

In order to raise awareness of the need for the creation of valid and reliable
evaluation criteria, operationalizable frameworks and/or measurement instruments,
the main goal of the paper is to identify and systematize the main challenges in ESP
textbook evaluation that need to be addressed before undertaking any empirical
research. By clarifying issues related to evaluators, evaluation procedures, and by
ensuring the key preconditions for an effective research instrument (i.e. validity,
reliability, practicality) are met, the paper seeks to lay the groundwork for developing
frameworks and tools that can be consistently applied across contexts. Addressing these
challenges is crucial as research findings risk being impressionistic, nonreplicable,
and ultimately of limited value for advancing ESP pedagogy without rigorous and
operationalizable evaluation criteria. To do so, we will provide a taxonomy of
challenges that need tackling prior to devising operationalizable, valid and reliable
evaluation tools. By addressing the most relevant issues concerning ESP textbook
evaluation in turn, we will attempt to contribute to the respective field by providing
some potential solutions to the discussed problems. Hence, the issues emphasized
in the paper and possible solutions are intended to provide a well-defined basis for
subsequent empirical studies and for refining evaluation practices across various ESP
environments.

2. CHALLENGES THAT NEED ADDRESSING

ESP textbook evaluation faces a wide range of challenges. In comparison to
the general field of ELT, ESP researchers and/or practitioners encounter an additional
layer of complexity: not only do materials need to be appropriate in terms of language
level and content and learner-oriented, but they must also be aligned with the rapidly
evolving content of a specific professional field (Basturkmen, 2010; Marcu, 2020).
As such, the evaluation of a textbook should extend beyond a checklist of general
language teaching features. In line with recent trends in ELT, it requires skill integration
and learner motivation as well, but also careful analysis of domain-specificity. Apart
from this most common general issue, there is another central problem that refers
to bridging the gap between academic expectations for scientific rigor, and strong
tendency to use impressionistic, often intuitive, methods of measurement in practice
(Azarnoosh, et al., 2018; Ellis, 1997).

In general, these challenges may reflect both theoretical dilemmas (e.g. how
to define and measure abstract constructs, such as learner engagement), but also
practical constraints, such as limited time that practitioners have for their textbook
evaluation, need for and/or lack of evaluation training and/or institutional support
for thorough evaluation, together with recognizing the potential of textbooks as
well as their drawbacks. Evaluators may also face the challenge of ensuring that
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textbooks are sensitive to diverse cultures and learner populations, as appropriacy
and motivation, for example, in one educational, social and/or cultural setting may
not translate effectively to another. Another difficulty lies in coordinating input from
multiple stakeholders, such as language teachers, subject-matter experts, curriculum
planners, policy makers, learners, whose overriding priorities and/or perspectives on
what constitutes an effective ESP textbook may be in almost diametrical opposition
(Bachman & Palmer, 2004; Santika & Wirza, 2021; Tomlinson, 2003).

In sum, the challenges we discuss within the taxonomy given below are framed
around six key questions. Each question highlights issues deriving from research
and/or classroom experience/practices. Plainly put, the following subsections briefly
outline the most prominent challenges that emerge when evaluation is approached
from a scientifically grounded and/or pedagogically relevant perspective. Therefore,
each subsection may serve both as a critical reflection as well as a guide for improving
current ESP evaluation practices.

2.1. Challenge I: To use or not to use?

Given the prominent role of textbooks in ESP (Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024; Mishan,
2022; Tomlinson, & Masuhara, 2018), the main question that arises is whether to use
them altogether or not.

The advocates against textbooks point to many disadvantages of using them.
They argue that textbooks can be static, culturally biased, or ill-suited to local needs
(Allwright, 1981; Nunan, 1988). Basturkmen (2010) and Gilmore (2007), for instance,
underline that many ESP books lack truly immersive professional tasks that learners
often find not to represent real-life scenarios. Others maintain that textbooks dictate
a fixed syllabus, leaving little room for learner-driven content (Allwright, 1981;
Richards, 2001; Tomlinson, 2012). Accordingly, some ESP instructors consider the
idea of simply eschewing coursebooks altogether in favor of tailor-made materials.

Nevertheless, abandoning textbooks completely is often unfeasible and
impracticable. Coursebooks provide coherence, integrated skills development, and a
“trustworthy source” of materials and support for structuring classes, especially for
novice or overworked teachers. Mishan (2022) reports that teachers, especially those
new to the profession, welcome the security and structure of ready-made textbooks.
Textbooks offer well-presented materials, they can be suitable for students’ needs
and provide students with the possibility not only to look ahead in terms of the
content, but to refresh their knowledge as well (O’ Neill, 1982). Moreover, studies
investigating teachers’ use of textbooks show that approximately 92% of the tested
teachers “regularly use” a coursebook and around 65% “always or frequently” use
them (Mishan, 2022; Tomlinson, 2012). Finally, from an administrative perspective,
selecting an ESP textbook streamlines curriculum planning and saves time and
finances.
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In short, while the reality suggests that teachers need to supplement and/or
adapt coursebooks, the entire rejection of textbooks is rather unrealistic. The debate
over whether to use textbooks hinges on balancing their practical benefits against
their pedagogical drawbacks. Despite the disadvantages stated above, authors are in
general agreement that advantages outnumber potential drawbacks (Azarnoosh, &
Ganyji, 2014; Cunningsworth, 1995; Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024).

In practical terms, systematic and in-depth evaluation of a textbook leads to
sounder choices, regarding the selection of the most optimum one, because adequate
evaluation provides an overview of its positive and negative sides and opens room
for material improvement and/or needed supplementary materials. In a word, using
a textbook in an ESP classroom is both necessary and justifiable because overall its
advantages outweigh its limitations.

2.2. Challenge 2: To evaluate or not to evaluate?

The next question to consider when a course makes use of a textbook is whether
to evaluate it formally or else intuition suffices, as evaluation typically involves
impressionistic or predictive evaluation (cf. Ellis, 1997). In spite of the fact that
teacher intuition and classroom experience are valuable, teachers can be subjective
and/or inconsistent, particularly across different teaching contexts and/or student
populations.

Simply put, experience and research support the idea of a systematic approach
to evaluation. Since textbook adoption is an “executive educational decision” with
major pedagogical and financial stakes, basing it on data turns out prudent (Azarnoosh
et al., 2018). Specifically, checklists and other evaluation tools are explicitly designed
to uncover strengths and weaknesses of a coursebook prior and upon its use (Al
Abdullah, 2022). Numerous authors emphasize that checklists can help pre-use
evaluation (predictive evaluation) to select the most suitable book, as well as post-
use evaluation (retrospective evaluation) to diagnose how well a selected book meets
learners’ needs or else whether they enable them to attain language mastery (e.g.
Dudley-Evans, & St John, 1998; Ellis, 1997; McDonough, Shaw, & Masuhara, 2013;
Tomlinson, 2012). Similarly, this temporal stand is essential for making sure that
materials continue to meet learners’ needs throughout the course, especially in fast-
changing professional fields like medicine or IT. Nevertheless, only by combining pre-
use, in-use and post-use evaluation, along with quantitative and qualitative methods,
can we obtain a clearer perspective. Since evaluation is an intrinsic part of teaching
and must be ongoing (Rea-Dickins & Germaine, 1994; Sheldon, 1988), discarding
evaluation may lead to misalignment between course content and learners’ goals.

In practice, though, formal evaluation is often reduced to a minimum. Some
teachers rely solely on publishers’ claims and/or cursory reviews, and others may feel
that critiquing a chosen book is a “waste of time” due to a large pool of textbooks in the
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global ELT market. As previously noted, impressionistic evaluation is often the most
commonly employed type, which is not remotely sufficient for an informed opinion
on the book and/or assessment of its strong and weak sides. Moreover, as Mishan
observes “coursebooks formats have continued to replicate each other in a washback
effect, whereby new coursebooks are based on previous commercially successful
models”, implying that many “new” textbooks tend to share the same features with
“older” ones (Mishan, 2022, p. 493).

In summary, recent studies in ESP contexts show that structured evaluation
yields useful insights (e.g. Al-Abdullah, 2022; Atigh, & Khabbazi, 2021; Kocovi¢
Pajevi¢, 2024; Mollanazar et al., 2023) and the ESP literature accentuates that
evaluation should be cyclical. In other words, one evaluates a textbook before use to
facilitate its selection, and after use to improve teaching and course content, as well
as to meet the needs of as many learners as possible. Furthermore, systematic post-use
evaluations can generate valuable feedback not only for teachers but also for material
developers and authors, thereby contributing to more specific, more customized and
field-relevant ESP textbooks.

Consequently, the question is not whether to evaluate, but how rigorously and
continuously to do so. The conclusion that imposes itself is that textbooks need to
be evaluated as systematically as possible, ideally prior and during their use, with
objectives, methods and values of the teaching program in mind (Cunningsworth,
1995), alongside special attention to learners’ needs and course settings (its length,
number of learners etc.).

2.3. Challenge 3: Who to evaluate?

Another question to be tackled is to do with the who element, i.e. the person
conducting the evaluation (evaluator).

Traditional approaches to L2 textbook evaluation often assume that experienced
teachers can judge a book’s quality on their own (e.g. Atigh, & Khabbazi, 2021;
Mukundan et al., 2011). Notwithstanding that teachers and curriculum designers
bring in classroom expertise and awareness of students’ needs, they also have personal
biases. Preferably, evaluation involves multiple stakeholders. Recent studies take the
triangulating perspective: combining feedback from ESP instructors, subject-matter
experts, and, importantly, learners themselves (e.g. Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024; Sari, &
Sari, 2020). By obtaining opinions from language instructors and field professionals
as well as neutral (external) evaluators, educational and real-world priorities can be
thus balanced. This reduces individual bias and provides a more nuanced view of
textbook qualities. Likewise, learners’ perceptions can reveal issues their teachers
might have missed. Preliminary research in different ESP contexts indicates, for
example, that many students want more focus on language form in addition to subject
matter content or that they find certain topics irrelevant (Litz, 2005; Sari, & Sari,
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2020; Warti, 2020). Incorporating student feedback helps ensure that the textbook
meets learners’ evolving goals.

Another important consideration is that the effectiveness of any tool depends
on the evaluator’s familiarity with ESP contexts and intended learner population
(Harwood, 2010; McGrath, 2002). This is especially significant with external
evaluations and/or evaluators so that it can be ensured that the evaluation is as
unbiased as it may be.

In short, textbook evaluation is most effective when conducted collaboratively,
or more precisely, when including perspectives of all relevant agents (i.e. evaluator’s,
ESP instructor’s, ESP learners’) in the evaluation process that can be analysed
and compared. Thus, instructors bring in pedagogical insights, based on their
methodological knowledge and/or teaching experience, thereby providing insights into
pedagogical suitability, classroom applicability, and methodological soundness. ESP
subject specialists (e.g. external evaluators) ensure domain relevance, alignment with
successful teaching approaches and/or theory-driven and empirically grounded data,
or more simply whether materials are aligned with disciplinary content, terminology,
professional relevance. Furthermore, learners, as the ultimate beneficiaries, provide
individual feedback on perceived usefulness for their future professions, motivational
dimensions, their preference of engagement levels, the extent to which a coursebook
fulfils their needs, and the like. Finally, involving different evaluators is beneficial for
professional development, since it may prompt both teachers and subject experts alike
to reflect more deeply on their practices and assumptions.

2.4. Challenge 4: How to evaluate?

Yet another question to deal with is concerned with the method of evaluation,
or else ow to perform evaluation in terms of measurement instruments. This aspect is
particularly challenging as well as significant because when different data collection
instruments and/or methods are used for the same construct, they may yield different
results.

Broadly put, literature offers a variety of tools to choose from: checklists,
rating scales (i.e. continuous scales), questionnaires, interviews, and/or their blend
(e.g. open-cloze questions used in combination with a type of scale: e.g. Likert-type,
frequency, semantic differential, etc.). Since different researchers use different terms
interchangeably, we will further define each said data collection tool primarily to
avoid possible ambiguities.

Naturally, different instruments are used for data collection depending on the
type of data being measured (Phillip, 2024), but regarding the subject matter of this
paper, the most used tools are checklists, also termed evaluation questionnaires (e.g.
e.g. Cunningsworth, 1995; McDonough, & Shaw, 2003; McGrath, 2002; Richards,
2001; Sheldon, 1988). Checklists are predefined sets of specific criteria, principles,
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guidelines or questions, or else categories for judgement, against which an object of
evaluation is tested (Fuentes, & Martinez, 2018; Wilson, 2013). ESP checklists include
dozens of features to be ticked off and that can be filled out by teachers and/or evaluators
(e.g. Cunningsworth, 1995; Sheldon, 1988). Regarding textbook evaluation, they may
be used as part of criteria development, namely, key categories that a coursebook
is meant to include (e.g. Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024; McGrath, 2002; Mukundan et al.,
2011; Sheldon, 1988), given in variable forms and levels of comprehensiveness. In
terms of measure, they approximate to dichotomous scales due to their binary range
of values (i.e. “yes/no”, “present/not present”). Although checklists allow side-by-
side comparisons of multiple books and help ensure that all important items are
considered, they fall short of providing different degrees of presence if taken in their
typical binary form. Differently put, they may gloss over subtleties or lack descriptive
levels for each feature, which is why they would be better used as a type of scale that
features a wider range of degrees (e.g. five- or seven-point scale). Plainly put, they are
useful in terms of having a criteria framework (i.e. as a starting point), as well as for
evaluation criteria development, but they would be better used in parallel with other
research tools (cf. Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024; Litz, 2005).

On the other hand, rating scales (self-reports) include different degrees of
frequency, levels of (dis)agreement, thus offering participants a wider range of points
to choose from and allowing for more nuanced differences (cf. Albert et al., 2010;
Grubor, 2012). These scales are commonly checked for psychometric properties,
which adds on to their validity (e.g. Grubor, 2021, 2020, 2012; Kocovi¢ Pajevic,
2024; Phillip, 2024). In general, rating scales have been used in ESP contexts to assess
students’ and language instructors’ and/or teachers’ opinions of their textbooks (e.g.
Atigh, & Khabbazi, 2021; Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢, 2024; Litz, 2005).

Finally, although questionnaires are typically used as an umbrella term for
different types of research instruments in applied linguistics (Doémyei, & Dewaele,
2022),! for the sake of distinguishing between different types of data collection tools, in
this paper they relate to an instrument comprising a set of items that are predominantly
open-cloze questions that are analyzed qualitatively (e.g. via content analysis). In the
ESP context these tools have been mainly used to define predominant qualities of a
textbook as well as to obtain more detailed insights into textbook users’ opinions (e.g.
Litz, 2005; Mukundan, Hajimohammadi, & Nimehchisalem, 2011). As for interviews
(cf. Brinkmann, 2014; Loewen, & Plonsky, 2016), which are also treated qualitatively,
the interviewer has a predefined list of questions for their interviewees, given in a
predetermined order (structured interview), as in Atigh and Khabbazi (2021), Harbi
(2017), Karimnia and Jafari (2017), coupled with follow-up questions arising from
conversation (semi-structured interviews), as in Kocovi¢ Pajevi¢ (2024), Karimnia

' Questionnaires are also interchangeably used with surveys as another generic term for different types

of data collection tools (Brown, 2001).
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and Jafari (2017). Another qualitative data collection method is focus groups. Thus,
besides individual interviews, some ESP studies employed focus groups to facilitate
discussion among groups of textbook users, thereby generating richer data through
interaction (e.g. Krueger, & Casey, 2015).

Moreover, digital tools and learner analytics are increasingly being used to
assess textbook effectiveness, particularly when materials are delivered in hybrid or
online ESP environments (e.g. Sari, & Sari, 2020; Soto, Fabre-Merchan, & Amaya-
Diaz, 2025).

All things considered, recent trends in applied linguistics call for mixed-
methods evaluation (Atigh, & Khabbazi, 2021); hence, methods are often combined
in research. For example, classroom observations may be used to determine how the
textbook is used, interviews with teachers or students and/or focus groups can be
employed so as to obtain insights into their use, and the quantitative method to judge
effectiveness of a textbook on student performance and/or achievement. A combined
approach can therefore capture both the quality of materials (e.g. coverage of skills)
and their effects (e.g. learner engagement or motivation). By combining quantitative
and qualitative methods, we can therefore obtain more reliable and detailed insights
into characteristics of a textbook.

2.5. Challenge 5: Validity, reliability, and practicality

One of the most important issues that needs careful consideration pertains to
the general assessment requirements: validity, reliability and practicality of a tested
construct and/or instrument. Ensuring that an evaluation tool meets these standards
is essential, as shortcomings in any of these areas can undermine the credibility of
the findings and thus lead to misguided decisions about textbook adoption and/or
revision.

Even when operating within a framework, ensuring rigorous evaluation is indeed
challenging. Validity entails that the evaluation accurately reflects the textbook’s
quality. For internal validity, criteria must truly represent important aspects of good
ESP materials. Involving multiple experts in defining the criteria (e.g. ESP researchers,
curriculum designers) helps ensure content validity. Piloting a checklist and seeking
feedback can confirm construct validity. Soto et al. (2025) stress that evaluation should
check text accuracy and alignment with needs analysis, tying the criteria against an
actual learning objective. Therefore, to ensure validity, evaluation criteria must be
clearly linked to the underlying constructs they purport to measure (e.g. authenticity,
task usefulness) through content-and-construct validation procedures, such as expert
reviews and pilot testing of the rubric items (Bachman & Palmer, 2004; Ddrnyei,
2007). Every item of a scale, questionnaire etc. needs to reflect a concrete component
of a textbook (Tomlinson, 2012).

2 Unstructured interviews appear to be generally absent in the context of this paper.
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Reliability entails that different evaluators (or the same evaluator at different
times) yield consistent results. Establishing reliability requires detailed operational
definitions, evaluator training, and empirical checks like inter-rater agreement
statistics (e.g. Cohen’s Kappa, Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC), and/or
percentage agreement) to confirm consistency across users and occasions (Dornyei,
2007; Hughes, 2003). This can be improved by providing clear rubrics and training or
instructions for evaluators. For instance, if several teachers rate “authenticity”, their
judgments should be calibrated to the employed scale and their ratings need to yield
similar results. Inter-rater reliability can be checked by having multiple evaluators
score the same sample materials and computing agreement. Using mostly objective
or relatively objective items (counts or benchmarks) also boosts reliability since
these involve less ambiguity and provide a clear frame of reference within which
evaluators can work. Lastly, reliability also relates to research instruments in terms of
how closely related a set of items are as a group, whether items of a scale, for instance,
make up a construct and whether they measure what they are devised and/or meant
to measure. With this respect different statistical reliability analyses are performed
such as Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of internal consistency, Guttman’s lambda,
McDonald’s omega.

Practicality, however, is often in discord with validity and/or reliability. A
checklist with hundreds of items (though exhaustive) will be too burdensome for regular
use, whereas a very simple checklist might miss important aspects. Thus the key is in
balance: to include core, high-impact criteria while keeping the tool usable (Skierso,
1991; Tomlinson, 2003). Many authors suggest tailoring the length of evaluation
instruments to teachers’ time constraints, and ensuring each item is clearly defined
(Al-Abdullah, 2022; Litz, 2005; Jusuf, 2018). Practicality, consequently, demands
a judicious selection of high-impact criteria (i.e. balancing comprehensiveness with
usability), so that regular classroom teachers can apply an instrument within realistic
time and resource constraints (Brown, 2018; Richards, 2001). The same is true for
rating scales completed by ESP textbook users (e.g. learners and ESP instructors).

Ultimately, criteria and scoring rubrics should be created in consultation
with experts; the developed tool needs piloting (both in terms of statistical testing
for psychometric properties and qualitative reflections of textbook users: learners
and/or ESP teachers); the instruments might require further improvements based on
preliminary findings; once they display good psychometric properties, they may be used
across multiple ESP courses. Such a mixed-method cycle echoes recommendations by
Richards (2001) and Dérnyei (2007) for language assessment — using both statistical
analysis and user feedback to improve evaluation tools. By doing so, the evaluation
becomes not just a one-off judgment but part of a curriculum review and/or evaluation
process.
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2.6. Challenge 6: Acknowledging learners’ individual needs

The last but crucial question that needs addressing is to delve into learners’ needs
that may concern coursebook content, design, layout and/or individual differences
(IDs) among learners.

ESP courses are often aimed at diverse students. Any evaluation must therefore
consider how well a textbook can be adapted to individual and/or group needs, along
with its flexibility in terms of adaptation, supplementation and/or self-study options.
Most authors agree that a thoroughly conducted needs analysis is indispensable (Al-
Abdullah, 2022; Gu, Bo, & Ren, 2019; Koltai, 2018; Minodora, 2015; Sheldon,
1988) and thus advise that textbooks be accompanied by ongoing needs analysis
and feedback collection (Graves, 2000; Sheldon, 1988; Tomlinson, 2003). This is a
challenging task, since learners in an ESP class have similar needs (in terms of their
profession), but differ in other aspects (e.g. language level, age, background, learning
styles etc.). Nevertheless, their professional needs are the most important aspect and
therefore ought to be assessed in a systematic way.

Research into ESP students’ needs reveals that ESP students consistently
report that materials need to be directly relevant to future professional activities, to
provide field-specific vocabulary and realistic tasks, to offer opportunities so that
learners can practice real-world communication, to be flexible enough to accommodate
diverse proficiency levels as well as to be engaging and motivating (Basturkmen, 2010;
Gu, Bo, & Ren, 2019; Rajovi¢, 2021). Regarding earlier checklists, they frequently
failed to reflect the stated needs. Many rather focused on general pedagogical features,
such as clarity of instructions, layout, or cultural appropriateness (e.g. Cunningsworth,
1995) and often underemphasized contextual relevance and needs analysis. In
contrast, more recent checklists tend to integrate needs analysis components more
often, reflecting a tendency towards learner-centered evaluation, both in ELT and ESP
(e.g. Basturkmen, 2010; Mukundan et al., 2011). Such checklists typically address
relevance, authenticity, engagement, and flexibility as core dimensions of quality.

What is more, different factors are inextricably intertwined with learners’
experience with a coursebook. Those are learner motivational drives, cultural fit of
the content, their appeal to learners, and so on. For example, if students do not find
topics or examples engaging, motivation drops (Dornyei, & Ushioda, 2011). Richards
(2001) emphasizes the importance of appeal, variety and interest as core criteria in
evaluating materials. McKay (2003) underlines that the cultural content of materials
strongly influences learner attitudes and can affect motivation and identity. Radi¢-
Bojani¢ and Topalov (2016) show how textbook topics influence perceived relevance
and student engagement.

In addition, ESP textbook evaluation is meant to solicit learner feedback on
content relevance and interest. Studies show that students value materials that connect
with their future work (e.g. Belcher, 2006; Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998; Liang,
2023), as well as materials that are perceived as interesting to learners. Mishan
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and Timmis (2015) argue that materials should “spark curiosity and engagement,”
noting that perceived dullness is a frequent reason why teachers abandon otherwise
linguistically sound materials. Interest has been one of the main criteria for choosing
textbooks for many years. One of the pioneers to include interest as one of the three
major criteria for judging coursebooks (besides usability, and balance) was Grant
(1987). Nevertheless, investigating the coursebook potential to engage learners seems
to be absent in empirical research, despite its relevance in the general context of ELT
studies (e.g. Radi¢-Bojani¢, & Topalov, 2016; Vitta, 2023; Wen-Cheng et. al., 2011).

Overall, ignoring IDs in textbook evaluation (such as individual learner
needs, motivation, attitudes), poses a risk of overlooking the “human dimension” of
language (Mihdescu, 2008). Besides research work, those factors can be explored by
ESP instructors themselves in the form of short questionnaires and/or focus-group
discussions, thereby ensuring that the final decision about the choice of a coursebook
acknowledges individual learner needs and preferences.

3. CONCLUDING REMARKS

ESP textbook evaluation is inherently complex, which further highlights the
need for rigor and practicality. Textbooks have been and will be crucial in ESP, so
systematic evaluation cannot be optional, since it is essential for aligning materials
with course goals.

This paper has delineated six key challenges and sketched a framework on
how they can be addressed. Overall, one of the key issues that will be the subject
matter of further research is to identify underlying components of ESP textbooks,
to develop evaluation criteria following strict procedures, to check their validity and
reliability, and consequently to classify them by their measurability so as to allow
for comparisons with different types of evaluation instruments as well as across
textbook users. Another conclusion that may be derived from a large body of research
within applied linguistics studies in general is that mixed-methods research design
is preferable in order to obtain as valid and informative results as possible. In doing
so, evaluators can operationalize even abstract qualities (like authenticity) while still
capturing indispensable subjective insights.

Recent studies support this integrated view. For example, Soto et al. (2025)
underscore that evaluation must include checks of text accuracy and suitability to
learning situations, ongoing feedback is necessary to make sure that a textbook aligns
with evolving student needs. Al-Abdullah (2022) showed how checklist data can
directly inform curriculum revisions and teacher training to remedy textbook gaps.
Crucially, by combining teacher, expert, and learner perspectives, evaluation becomes
richer and more valid (cf. section 2.3).

Finally, future studies could also explore how evaluation instruments can be
refined and validated across different ESP domains while still retaining flexibility
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to adapt to local contexts. There is also a need for more empirical studies that test
the effectiveness and reliability of mixed-method evaluation models, particularly in
under-researched areas such as vocational ESP, CLIL-integrated courses, or digital/Al-
enhanced materials. Another promising direction lies in developing learner-centered
evaluation tools, where learners themselves play a more active role in assessing the
relevance, usability, and motivational impact of the textbook. Technology-mediated
evaluation might be another potential direction for future research, exploring how
digital analytics, corpora, or Al-based tools can support or automate parts of the
evaluation process. Cross-cultural and cross-institutional comparisons would also
be valuable, as they could reveal how well evaluation tools transfer across diverse
educational contexts and ESP domains.

In practical terms, a more rigorous ESP evaluation is beneficial to class
outcomes. Coursebooks can be updated or supplemented when needed, ESP teachers
can become more reflective, and learners thus get materials that match their learning
purposes. Moreover, the increasing availability of digital resources and corpus-based
tools opens new possibilities for designing evaluation instruments that are both more
efficient and more responsive to learners’ developing needs.

As many authors concur, textbook evaluation is vital because the information
gained along the way can facilitate decision-making concerning the use of textbooks
and ESP materials. By embracing systematic evaluation frameworks, which are
grounded both in empirical research and classroom experience, ESP programs can
ensure that their textbooks remain assets rather than liabilities.
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EVALUACIJA UDZBENIKA ZA ENGLESKI JEZIK STRUKE:
KAKO PRISTUPITI STARIM PROBLEMIMA I IZAZOVIMA

Rezime

Buduci da se literatura iz oblasti EJS pretezno bazira narazlozima ,,za i protiv* u pogledu
toga $ta optimalan udzbenik treba da sadrzi ili ne i da nedostaju istrazivanja kriterijuma za
evaluaciju udzbenika, rad se bavi klju¢nim izazovima (v. evaluator, evaluacioni proces/metod/
instrument, validnost, pouzdanost i prakti¢nost) imaju¢i u vidu nau¢no zasnovan pristup.
Osnovni cilj rada je stoga ukazati na kriti¢na pitanja koja se moraju razresiti pre bilo kakve
empirijske provere, vode¢i se osnovnom idejom da svaki evaluacioni instrument mora biti
operacionalizovan, validan i pouzdan kako bi pruZio znacajne podatke. Zbog kompleksnosti
aspekata problematizovanih u ovom radu, kako teorijskih tako i metodoloskih, neophodna su
istrazivanja kako bi se potvrdio ili opovrgao predlozeni pristup.

Kljuéne redi: evaluacija udzbenika; udzbenici za engleski kao jezik struke; pouzdanost,
validnost i prakti¢nost
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