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Tailor your textbook – and  
be ‘on point’ in the New Year! 
What better way to start a new year than with a new approach to your textbook? Read 
how Margaret Helliwell has done just this and find inspiration for your next lessons. 

Most VHS language-course teachers 
will have encountered the same  
difficulties as I have – how to find a 
textbook that is suitable for classes 
that have a wide range of ages and 
interests? In my current VHS upper-
intermediate and advanced English 
courses, the students’ ages in each 
group range from mid-twenties to 
mid-seventies! 
This means not only that language 
levels are heterogeneous, but that 
interests vary widely, so finding the 
right textbook is problematic. No 
matter how modern and innovative 
the topics in a textbook may be, in  
a course where, for example, the 
majority of the participants are  
pensioners, topics such as ‘Pros and 
cons of having children’, or ‘What 
kind of further education should  
I get?’ will produce nothing but  
giggles at best and yawns at worst.

Take up the challenge 
As many textbooks – including On 
Point – are comprehensive and pro-
vide practice in listening-speaking-
reading-writing skills, they contain 

certain elements that my VHS  
students in general do not require, 
e.g. writing. However, that is no rea-
son not to ‘doctor’ the textbook to 
suit the needs of the class. Although  
“because it’s there” may have been 
an excellent answer when George 
Mallory was asked why he wanted 
to climb Everest, ploughing through 
the pages of a textbook “because it’s 
there” is not necessarily a good idea. 
As there is no book specifically  
designed to meet the needs of any 
specific class, I decided to tailor our 
current textbooks to fit the classes 
rather than expecting the classes to 
adapt to the books.
So you, too, may like to take up the 
challenge in 2023 to modify your 
chosen textbooks to more closely 
meet the particular needs of your 
classes, and I hope some of my ideas 
will inspire you. 

Non-linear approach with On Point 
How did I adapt my currently  
favourite textbooks On Point Upper 
Intermediate English and On Point 
Advanced English within the  
constraints of my VHS courses?  
At these upper levels teaching and 
learning is usually a question of 
grammar revision, and vocabulary 
revision and extension rather than  
a progressive acquisition of gram-
mar and basic vocabulary; thus it  
is really not necessary to progress 
chronologically through the text 
book. 

‘Metaplanning’
Therefore, I focus first on the topics. 
I start each course with a kind of 
‘metaplanning’, a method for col-
lecting and processing ideas and 
opinions when a group of people are 
working together. The students are 
given about 10 minutes to browse 
through the book and especially to 
focus on the contents pages. Then 
they are asked to choose the three 
topics that interest them most and 
make a note of them. When they 
have done so, I ask for the students’ 
votes for each topic and collect them 
on the whiteboard or flipchart. In 
the On Point Advanced English class 
this autumn semester in a class of 
twelve, the top three were:

Unit 6 Travel: 8 votes

We stayed in a hotel in Munich. 
It was clean but a bit dated.

I love Valencia. It’s the third largest 
city in Spain and is comparatively cheap 

compared to Madrid and Barcelona.

1 Work with a partner. Discuss the questions.

1 How do you usually decide where to go on 
holiday?

2 What do you use as your main source of 
information for holiday destinations?

3 Have you ever been on a holiday where you 
stopped in multiple locations?

2 036  Two friends are talking about a trip 
around Italy. Listen to their descriptions of 
where they went and match the places to the 
photos A–E.

1 Milan:  4 Naples: 

2 Bergamo:  5 Amalfi Coast: 

3 Pesaro: 

3 036  Listen again and answer the questions.

1 Why was Katie disappointed with Milan?

2 How does she describe the two parts of 
Bergamo?

3 What differences does Katie mention between 
the intercity trains and the regional trains?

4 Why did they choose Pesaro rather than Rimini 
for their next stop?

5 What did they do in Pesaro?

6 What advantages of Naples does Katie mention?

7 Where did they stay in Sorrento?

8 Why did Katie buy her friend a present?

4 Complete the sentences from the 
audio with the words in the box.

bustling dated comparatively cheap luxurious 
quaint scruffy state of the art thriving

1 It’s clearly a  business city because 
it was really busy and incredibly expensive!

2 The old town up on the hill was really 
 , with beautiful buildings and old 

squares.

3 The intercity trains are  – 
airconditioned, fast and clean.

4 When you go on the small regional trains, they 
are pretty , like something from the 
1970s, and crammed full of people.

5 It’s a bit  and clearly not as well 
maintained as somewhere like Milan.

6 It was also  compared to the north.

7 It was my birthday while we were there, so 
we booked a really  spa hotel in 
Sorrento.

8 Places like Sorrento and the town of Amalfi are 
 with tourists.

5 Work with a partner. Describe places you have 
visited or hotels you have stayed in. Use words 
from exercise 4

A

B C

D E

63

   Listening: Describing a trip
   Vocabulary: Describing places (2)
   Reading: The rise and fall of the guidebook
   Grammar: Introductory it

6B New places
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Note: Most of the students had just 
returned from holiday and were 
keen to talk about their experiences.

Zur Autorin

Margaret Helliwell war lange 

Zeit Englischlehrerin in der  

Erwachsenenbildung (Bundes-

tag und Bundesministerien /
Berlin) und arbeitet jetzt im 

„Unruhestand“ an der Volks-

hochschule Schwerin

“The students are 
highly motivated, 
having ‘designed’ the 
course themselves.”
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Unit 3 History: 5 votes

Writing
1 Work with a partner. Which of the people in 

the box are most likely to change society? In 
what ways? Can you think of any examples?

inventors scientists musicians 
writers politicians

2 Look at the picture with the text. What does 
it show and how do you think this invention 
changed the world? Read the nomination for 
Most influential people in history and check your 
ideas.

5 Complete the phrases in the Key Language box 
with the words in the box.

considered founder foundations 
groundbreaking it paved regarded 

responsible

Reputation
He/She is 1  as the person who …
He/She/It is 2  to be …

Achievements
He/She was the 3  of …
… the 4  /revolutionary/radical idea of …
He/She/It was 5  for …

Influence
It laid the 6  for …
It 7  the way for …
Were 8  not for (this invention), …

KEY LANGUAGE  Describing achievements, 
influence and reputation

6 Look at the pictures of some influential people. 
What do you know about them? 

1 Do some research to find out more. 

2 Write sentences describing their achievements, 
influence and reputation. 

3 Compare your sentences with a partner.

Martin Luther King

Nomination: 
Johannes 
Gutenberg
In medieval times, 
education and reading 
were the preserve of the rich elite. Books had to be 
copied out by hand and as a result, few could afford them. 
Johannes Gutenberg (1400–1468) is regarded as the 
person who changed reading, education and the sharing  
of knowledge by the invention of the printing press.
Gutenberg is considered to be the founder of the mass 
production of books, and for at least two centuries his 
device was the main way books were produced. By the 
16th century, an estimated 200 million books had been 
printed using his press. The groundbreaking idea of the 
press also allowed scientific communities to form and 
share knowledge across the world. 
His press was responsible for the sharp increases 
in literacy and mass communication that laid the 
foundations for the structure of modern society. It paved 
the way for other more advanced printing presses during 
the industrial revolution, which helped bring education  
to not only the middle class but also the working class. 
Were it not for his invention, scientific and educational 
progress would have been much slower worldwide.

3 What information is presented in each 
paragraph? Discuss with a partner and think 
about the ideas in the box.

the person their achievement life before 
life after the practical impact of the invention 

the social impact of the invention

4 Work with a partner. Choose one influential 
person from history and write notes on their 
life and achievements. Then work with another 
pair and talk about the person you chose.

 YOUR TURN 
7 Work in groups. Read the task and discuss who 

you might choose.

The Wright Brothers

Greta Thunberg

8 Write your nomination. Use phrases from the 
Key Language box to describe the person’s 
achievements, influence and reputation.

In our next edition we will publish a list of the 50 most 
influential people of all time according to our readers. 
Which person would you nominate to be included in 
the issue? Write to us describing their achievements 
and explaining why you think they should be included.

37

History
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Note: This is a unit with wide- 
appeal as it covers so many different 
topics within the topic. 

Unit 2 Work: 4 votes

2A Working conditions

1 Work with a partner. Look at the different places 
where people work. Discuss the questions.

building site factory home hospital hotel 
laboratory office power station restaurant 

school shop warehouse

1 Can you think of any more work places? 

2 Which of these places have you worked in? 
Which would you most like to work in? Why? 

3 Choose three and think about the rules people 
might have to follow there. Are they similar or 
different?

2 Read Paul’s blog about working in a lab. 
Answer the questions.

1 Why was it predictable that Paul would find 
work in a lab?

2 What kind of work is he doing at the moment?

3 What kind of clothes are necessary in the lab? 

4 What are lab workers not allowed to wear? Why?

5 What two reasons are given for why food or 
drink is not allowed in the lab?

6 What does Paul say about leftover and unused 
chemicals?

7 What examples of accidents does he give?

8 What positive aspect of his job does he mention 
at the end?

3 Look at the blog again and notice the 
underlined modal verbs and expressions. Find 
and underline four more in the final paragraph.

I could list all the chemicals in the periodic table at 
the age of 11, so it came as no surprise to anyone 
that I ended up working in a science laboratory. 
At the moment, my job involves conducting 
experiments to test cosmetic products, such as 
deodorants, for our clients. Lab work is really 
interesting, but accidents are always possible, so 
there are lots of rules we need to follow.

We have to wear protective clothing, including lab 
coats, gloves, hats, and often safety goggles. It’s not 
the most flattering work outfit, but some of the 
chemicals we work with are dangerous, so it keeps us 
safe! And we can’t wear any metal accessories, like 
rings, in case they affect our experiments.

We mustn’t bring any food or drink into the lab. 
There’s a chance it could become contaminated by 
substances that we’re working with. Having food and 
drink around may also be a distraction and might 
lead to mistakes being made in an experiment.

We must dispose of any waste items carefully. We 
shouldn’t pour any leftover chemicals down the sink. 
We mustn’t ever put unused chemicals back into the 
original bottles – once they’ve been out in the lab, we 
have to dispose of them safely.

We have to be prepared to deal with accidents. 
Something is bound to go wrong at some point 
during a career in a lab. An accident could involve 
cuts from broken glass, chemical burns, or even 
explosions or fires. Every lab will have a fire 
extinguisher and all lab workers should find out 
where it’s located. And if you want to work in a lab, 
you had better know how to administer First Aid, or 
you might lose valuable time during an emergency.

All these rules might sound stressful to a non-
scientist, but we’re used to working in this way, and 
we all help each other to stay safe. Anyone who 
loves science ought to consider lab work. And a great 
thing about this job is, we don’t have to take work 
home with us – in fact, it’s forbidden to conduct 
experiments outside the lab, so our free time is truly 
our own!

Working in a lab 

2 Work

16

   Reading: Working in a lab
   Grammar: Modal verbs and expressions, Past modals
   Listening: The life of a servant 
   Vocabulary: Adjectives for jobs
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Note: Although more than half the 
class are no longer part of the work-
force, they can speak from experi-
ence.

Highly motivated
Using the information gathered in 
this way, we can cover the units in 
the book in order of their popularity. 
By using this approach, I can ensure 
that I am meeting the students’ 
needs and sustaining their interest. 
And the students are highly moti-
vated, having ‘designed’ the course 
themselves. 

Challenging times
An additional challenge in VHS 
courses is the time limitation – in 
our case 15 x 90 minutes per semes-
ter – so how else can I deal with the 
material the book offers?

Dealing with grammar topics
Within the units, I mostly used the 
material in the order suggested – 
apart from the grammar and some 
of the other language exercises. 
Most of my VHS students who  
attend a once-a-week lesson don’t 
want to spend a lot of class time on 
grammar, so I suggest they do the 
grammar exercises for homework 
using the grammar reference section 

at the back of the book. They can 
check most of the exercises them-
selves with the aid of the Delta  
Augmented app – which the students 
really love. Those they can’t check 
themselves can be quickly covered 
in the next lesson. Keener students 
can also follow up with additional 
Workbook exercises, which they can 
also correct themselves.

More effective – more motivating
Adapting the course book in this 
way is easy to do and makes your 
lessons more effective and motivat-
ing. So try it – it’s a great way to 
start a new semester and a new year. 
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