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Introduction

On the first or second day of class, teachers often engage students in some kind of get-to-know each other game or activity. 
Classmates might interview each other and then introduce their partner to the rest of the class. Maybe students will write two 
true statements and one false statement about themselves. Their classmates will have to guess which statement is false. During 
the semester, these students will be sitting side-by-side, working together in groups, and struggling together on assignments 
and tests. They will see each other day in and day out. Most teachers realize that it makes sense to help students to get to 
know each other and to build a sense of rapport from the beginning of the semester. But day in and day out, both in class and 
out, the students will have another inseparable companion—their textbook. Unfortunately, many teachers neglect to introduce 
their students to their textbook. The only introduction the students may get is, "Open your textbook to the first chapter. We're 
going to begin with the first reading." The students dutifully open their textbooks and jump in. For the rest of the semester, they 
open their texts to whatever page the teacher assigns them. In these cases, the textbook too often remains a teacher's tool. 
Instead, the students need to build a friendly relationship of their own with their textbook. Whereas they may have access to 
their teacher only during class time and during his or her office hours, the textbook is always available to the students. To 
maximize independent learning, the students need to know what their textbook is for and how to retrieve information from it. 
Teachers need to provide students with this information. 

Explain Why You Chose This Textbook

The first thing you should do to introduce the textbook to the students is to explain why you chose this textbook for the class. 
Point out what you like about the textbook. You can tell the students something about the author and his or her reputation in 
the field. Maybe you feel that it is just the right level—the content is accessible, but challenging. Maybe you like the way that 
the information presented later in the textbook builds on information in the earlier chapters. Let the students know that you 
have a good relationship with the textbook, so that they will feel positive about developing their own relationship with it. Show 
your excitement! If you did not choose the textbook for the course, you can still explain why this textbook is good for the 
course. What needs or weaknesses of the students does it address? Where does it start with the students and where will it 
take them by the end of the semester? If you have more than one textbook for the course, make sure you introduce the 
students to all of the textbooks. 

Explain How You Will Use the Textbook

The next step is letting the students know how you plan to use the textbook during the course. Maybe you will work your way 
through the entire book. Maybe you will only have time to cover the first half of the book. If this is the case, and if the students 
are familiar with the book, they will be able to access the remainder of the book if they so choose after the course has finished. 
If you have more than one textbook for a course, or if you plan to supplement the textbook with other materials, it is important 
to address how you will do this. What benefits does one text bring? How do the other text and other materials either build on 
these benefits or address other needs not covered by the first text? 

Orienting Students to the Organization of the Textbook



Finally, you must orient the students to the organization of the textbook. If you "dive" into activities in the textbook without first 
helping students to understand the textbook's organization, the students have difficulty grasping the context and even purpose 
of the activities. In other words, they lose sight of the proverbial forest for the trees. It rarely occurs to them to take time on 
their own to sort out the organization of the textbook. After spending several weeks or months using the text, some students 
may deduce the plan of organization, but this becomes even more difficult if the teacher skips around in the text. The author 
designed the textbook with a certain idea in mind. You should help students discover this idea. To engage students actively in 
the learning process, I always find it best to give them a page of questions to answer about the book. Simply explaining the 
book's organization to the students defeats the purpose of the students developing their own relationship with the textbook. If 
you tell them the plan of organization of the book, you remain the intermediary in the relationship. Step back, and let the 
students interact with their books. I do this during the first week of class after I am sure that all or almost all of the students 
have purchased their textbooks.  I put the students in pairs or groups of three, and these are the questions that I give to them. I 
think of it as an "interview with the book" much like they might interview a classmate at the start of the semester. 

Sample Activity for Orienting Students to the Organization of the 
Textbook

These questions are for Academic Encounters: Life in Society by Kristine Brown and Susan Hood.

Getting Acquainted with Your Textbook

Part 1: Answer these questions about your textbook. 

1. What is the name of your textbook?
2. When was your textbook published?
3. How many pages does your textbook have? (Don't count the "Text Credit" pages or the "Task Index" pages.) 
4. How many units are in your textbook? 
5. What are the names of each of the units? 
6. How many chapters are in each unit? 
7. What is the first activity in each unit? 
8. How many readings are in each chapter? 
9. Does each reading have a title? 

10. Does each reading have a picture? 
11. What activity comes before each reading? 
12. What are two kinds of activities that come after the readings? 

Part 2: Turn to p. xix, "To the Student." This is a message the authors have written to you. Scan this message and answer the 
following questions. 

1. Where have the readings in this book been taken from? 
2. How are texts from college textbooks different than other kinds of texts? 
3. Where do the topics in this book come from? 

After the students have answered all of the questions, we go over the answers together. At this point, I ask some critical 
thinking questions such as, "Why do you think the readings have pictures?" or "Why does the textbook include pre-reading 
activities?" While the questions on the handout lead the students to discover the organization of the textbook, these oral 
questions lead them to discover the rationale behind this organization. Since we cover only three or four units per semester, I 
also take this opportunity to hone in on those units. For example, I ask the students if they understand the names of the units 
that we are covering, and I ask them to predict some of the content we might encounter. 

Benefits of Introducing the Textbook to the Students 

Explaining to students why you chose the textbook, letting them know how you plan to use the textbook, and giving them an 



activity to get acquainted with their textbook will take a small amount of class time, but the rewards for both you and the 
students are great. First of all, I have found that students interact with materials in a much more positive way when they 
understand why you have chosen them and what benefits they will bring. As teachers and curriculum developers, we have a 
vision of what we are trying to accomplish, and we have broken down the steps for getting the students where they need to 
go. However, if we don't share this with the students, and if the students are faced with activities and assignments without 
understanding how they fit into the larger goals, students can become impatient and discouraged. Moreover, orienting students 
to the organization of the textbook helps the class run more efficiently during the semester because the students will know how 
to find and retrieve information from the text. Moreover, this empowers the students to use the textbook on their own, both 
outside of class and after the semester ends. Finally, textbooks will be students' constant companions throughout their 
academic careers. Helping them understand how to use and relate to a textbook gives them a skill that any successful student 
needs. 
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