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School textbook for learners of German as a genre of communication

The theme of my thesis is assessment of a contemporary school textbook for learning/teaching German. The purpose of the thesis is evaluation of its characteristic features followed by researching of the use of language and language communication in one of the most important area of public life – glottodidactics.

I applied linguistic genology as a method of description. Researchers, when describing a genre, use the following aspects: pragmatic, structural and cognitive and usually base their research on a dynamic analysis to show tendencies of changes in discursive patterns. 

Contemporary linguistic genology developed by Anna Wierzbicka, Maria Wojtak, Bożena Witosz and Stanisław Gajda is based upon theories proposed by Stefania Skwarczyńska and Mikhail Bakhtin. Genology concept put forward by S. Skwarczyńska is defined as a theory of humanistic genre. She has tried to understand and define the characteristics of the genre through connecting its structure with the communication process. In the concept of M. Bakhtin each participant of a dialogue uses ready communication patterns that the scholar defined as speech genres. In his opinion, humans do not use sentences or utterances, but rather speech genres, i.e. relatively systematized types of discourse that depend on the circumstances, theme, type of social relation or communication function.  A. Wierzbicka defines speech as speech genres. She thinks that speech is a bundle of mental acts and creation of a socio-cultural community M. Wojtak refers to a theory that each genre scheme contains a thematic, structural and stylistic aspect. B. Witosz, alike other genologists, characterizes a textual genre as a not well-defined polytypic category demonstrating constant tendency to transgress. S. Gajda claims that genres originate directly from certain socio-cultural backgrounds. He reveals close links between “genre” and culture and society.

The theories and concepts of the thesis are analyzed on examples of school textbooks for learners of German at the level of gymnasium/grammar schools. A school textbook for German is a book intended for adolescent learners of German, developed with respect to the current curriculum requirements, containing texts, pictures, graphs and patterns. Textbooks revised in accordance with the requirements of new curriculum were published in the years 2009-2012. The Polish Ministry of Education approved 96 school books for teaching German in gymnasium, for example: www.weiter_deutsch, Kompass, DACHfenster, Was ist los?, Der, die, das neu (PWN Publishing House); aha! Neu, Graffiti (Wydawnictwo Szkolne i Pedagogiczne); Das ist Deutsch!, Kompakt (Nowa Era); Pingpong Neu, Planet, Planet Plus, deutsch.com, Ideen (Hueber Verlag); Team Deutsch, Deutsch Aktuell, Magnet (Lektorklett); Genial kompakt, Logisch! (Langenscheidt); Fantastisc (REA); Prima (BC „Edukacja”); Mit links (Person Central Europe). 


To evaluate a school textbook and depict it as a genre of communication, it is necessary to refer to the following terms: discourse, educational discourse, and to the relationship between the communication genre and discourse. Discourse in humanistic studies is often used to refer to spoken or written language, Communications, text or interaction. It is also used to express scientific type of dialogue in certain circumstances or environments, on certain topics, to certain interlocutors. T.A. van Dijk speaks about three aspects of a discourse: language use, idea transmission and social interaction. S.Gajda explains that this term has not been very well defined yet and is fuzzy whereas the very idea is unstable – we rather deal with an entire family of old and new meanings created and shaped in different scientific areas and for different purposes. Referring to the German school of discourse interpretation, M.Wojak depicts discourse as a method of arrangement of human activity, communication practice of a community. In spite of a variety of approaches to this phenomenon, all scholars agree that discourse is a text “immersed in human life”, reflecting specific areas of human activity.
Teaching and transmission of knowledge is called education. Participants of an educational discourse (teacher and pupil) are not equal, the discourse is based on cooperation of the teacher with the pupils and its purpose is to extend knowledge and cognitive abilities of the latter. A glottodidactic discourse is a part of a widely understood educational discourse. One aim of glottodidactics is practical language teaching, but on the other hand it aims to study and analyze the very phenomenon of teaching and of learning languages. When analyzing genre, defining the relationship between a glottodidactic discourse and speech genre appears an important aspect. A genre is culture-bound, dependent on cultural context (containing also certain linguistic rules) and functions as an entirety – a pattern. There is a close link between genres and speech events. Genres can function either as separate speech events or can be incorporated in such events. A genre is also considered a class of communication events with one common set of communication purposes.

A textbook for German plays an important role in glottodidactic discourse. Since European qualification and uniform grading standards for assessment of foreign language proficiency were implemented, form and appearance of school textbooks for learners of German as a second language have significantly changed. Language proficiency degrees were recognized and each level was divided into various levels of competence: A – elementary level (beginners); B – independent use of language (intermediate); C – fluent and effective use of foreign language (advanced). A textbook is a book designed for practical purposes comprising systematized information regarding one field or area, intended and addressed to a specific addressee (pupil) and adjusted to current requirements and criteria of educational programs.

A genre template of a textbook for German includes pragmatic, structural and cognitive features. As far as pragmatic aspect is concerned, the objectives of each textbook include: didactics, information, transformation, practice, motivation and self-education. Each textbook is compiled and created by many authors: teaching program writers, representatives of the approving bodies, authors of the source texts, dictionaries, encyclopedias, and finally – a teacher using the textbook. A textbook addressee is an imaginary, abstract pupil with language competence and knowledge at a certain level assumed by the author; this means that an image of a virtual recipient affects the way the textbook is built. The structural aspect of a textbook includes the following components: providing information and organizing the learning process. Informative component is verbal (principal, supplementary and explanatory texts) and non-verbal. Organization of the learning process means controlling and facilitating the learning activity. Cognitive aspect of a textbook, i.e. selection of themes (information content), is linked to didactic and scientific purposes, knowledge is here transmitted in form of a ready-to-use, sophisticated structure presented as a closed unity and divided into logical parts. A feature characteristic for this genre is a rich iconosphere that takes over the role of words. Contemporary school textbooks are also characteristic for extended network of intertextual references.

In this study, creation of a genre template of a school textbook for German has been presented on the basis of pragmatic, structural and cognitive aspect.

In the pragmatic aspect, as far as the writer-addressee relationship is concerned, there are two types of writers (originators): a communicating writer and a talking writer. Communicating writers are authors of German teaching programs designed for gymnasiums and textbook authors whereas a talking writer is a subject of a linguistic act, talking through speech, i.e. a German teacher. A textbook for German is addressed to pupils of gymnasium. An image of the addressee influences the text formation methods. When imaging and picturing the addressee, the authors use their own experiences, psychological knowledge, analyzes various documents etc.

A school textbook for learning German is a genre of speech, a unit of communication reflecting certain thoughts in communication interactions; it is involvement of a text in communication process and circumstances, in educational discourse. Interactions in a textbook are of specific nature – they influence one another and stimulate mechanisms of information processing. The main purpose of textbook interactions is development of language and communication competence in a pupil. 


A genre feature of a textbook for German as far as pragmatic aspects are concerned, is dialogue interactivity, i.e. exposition of both the originator and the addressee on the text surface. Each school textbook is primarily a monologue lecture. A method of communicating in a textbook can be described as a dialogue, as the writer, using linguistic tools, exhibits himself/herself and/or the addressee. A text perceived in this way, addressed and directed to a certain person, has aspects of a dialogue although it does not enable immediate and direct responses between the writer and the addressee. A dialogue-type interaction, i.e. exposition of the writer and the addressee in the textbooks for German, can be noticed in forms used to talk to the addressee: First-person plural – we, 2. Second-person singular and plural - you and in verbs naming speaking and thinking processes.


The main addressee form used in German textbooks is we, expressed by a verb in first-person plural or inflexion forms of the personal pronoun we.  The form we is used with the meaning ‘I + you [plural]’, where I is the intratextual originator/speaker, and you are the pupils. We can also be interpreted as I + you [singular]’, e.g. : We always write German nouns with a capital letter (Magnet1, p. 17); To negate in German, we use a negative adverb  […] (Kompass1, p. 21). In school textbooks for German, both singular and plural form of second person you appears, most often including verbs in the second-person singular or plural, as well as personal pronouns you, for example.: You will be able to learn numerals easily if you understand the following construction rule. (Magnet1, p. 17); You will be able to handle grammar if you discover the rule yourself. (Kompass1, p. 12). The form of dialogu used in the textbook for German can also be noticed in using verbs denoting speaking and thinking processes, for example let’s talk. They create space for continuation of speech: Please talk in pairs about sport activities (Mitlinks1, p. 20); Carry out dialogues in pairs as in the example. (Mitlinks1, p. 27).


One of the genre features of a textbook for German is interactivity of assignments.  It is reflected in directive and persuasive interactivity. Directive interactivity in a textbook is expressed in second person (singular or plural) imperative sentences (commands). Directive forms, e.g. say, listen to, complete, insert do not allow the pupil to choose other option, but only to do the exercise: Say … in German (Magnet1, p. 7); Read and complete the dialogues (Das ist Deutsch!1, p. 69); Listen and rap (Logisch!1, p. 34). Imperativeness of the assignments is sometimes toned down by replacing the imperative sentence by an affirmative sentence expressed in the second-person singular. However, in this example the pupil also perceives the utterance as directed to himself/herself and interprets it as a command: You search the information (Logisch!1, p. 27); You react linguistically in certain situational contexts (Logisch!1, p. 27). Ordering nature of a sentence can also be attributed to the commands in which the verb is used in one of other imperative forms, either in second-person singular or plural: What do you know about Florian? Tell us (Das ist Deutsch!1, p. 42); German in a classroom. Listen to the sentences and then read them (Logisch!1, p. 34). Assignments in textbooks are mostly expressed in imperative forms of second person singular or, less frequently, plural. This method of task construction can be considered a genre feature of a textbook for German. Moreover, interactivity of imperative-type assignments emphasizes unsymmetrical relationship between the teacher and the pupil and creates a distance between them. In some textbooks this distance can be toned down through softening of the imperative nature of the communications. For this purpose the speaker replaces imperative sentences with linguistic structures that do not put the pupils under such strong pressure as imperative forms. Such interactivity strategies can be defined as persuasive methods. Persuasive dialogue can be found in various speech acts, such as an advise, encouragement, warning etc., e.g.: If you are looking for specific information, focus only upon grasping it and do not try to understand every single word in the text  (Mitlinks1, p. 62); Remember to always learn German nouns with articles and plural forms. (Mitlinks1, p. 64); Guessing game: C as in ...Chemistry. Good job! Continue the game in the classroom! (Das ist Deutsch!1, p. 28); Many words for the family members are pronounced and written similarly in English and in German . It will certainly make learning easier, but be careful and remember about differences when writing and speaking of the family. (Mitlinks1, p. 122). Speech acts, such as an advice, encouragement, warning etc not only make a for of dialogue between the speaker/originator and the addressee, but they also amend the nature of personal relationship by replacing the imperative sentences with forms much more friendly to the learner. Thus the teacher is perceived as a friend who provides advises, encourages or even warns against some risks. 

As far as structural aspect of a German textbook, certain elements that are structurally and semantically limited can be identified. Text segmentation is done in two planes: horizontal and vertical. Text frames and its segments must demonstrate homogeneity, moreover, the beginning and ending are of utmost importance.
Horizontal segmentation is related to the text composition. Its purpose is to arrange and put the text in order. Overall structure of a textbook has a three-element construction: an introductory section containing non-didactic segments placed immediately after the title page; followed by a central section comprising segments in a linear and hierarchical order that have superior didactic function; and finally an ending section containing some non-didactic elements, alike the introductory part.

The introductory section contains the information regarding the textbook structure and a list of pictograms; sometimes people on behalf of whom the writer speaks. The central section comprises the following stratigraphic units: chapters, thematic/methodical unit, section/clause of which each is composed of smaller, inferior units. Horizontal structure of a basic text in a textbook for German has the following form: I Chapter, for example.: Kapitel 2. Schule ist cool!; II thematic/methodical unit, for example: 1. Was hast du am Montag, 2. Ich habe eine Sechs!, 3. Der..., die..., das... - Was ist das?, 4. Das ist ein Fenster und keine Tür!, 5. Morgen wieder in die Schule! 6. Was hast du am Montag; III Section/clause, for example: 1. Was hast du am Montag (- School courses – a guessing game, - Read the Katrin’s school timetable,                                                                                              - Days of the week […]) (Das ist Deutsch!1, p. 27-44).                                                                                                                                                                                                        

          A main level of textbook segmentation includes division into coherent chapters according to thematic criteria. Chapters are usually ordered by numbers and separated from each other by colored lines or dashes. At a lower segmentation level the text is organized in small thematic, semantically correlated units, thereby allowing pupils easy understanding and learning of the material during one methodical unit. Each thematic/methodical unit is usually a short text with photographs, pictures, tables etc., inserted into it. Then, another segmentation level comprises sections/clauses separated within each thematic/methodical unit, each related to particular issue (fragmentary topics), e.g. Er treibt nicht gern Sport: 1. Wer ist wer? Schreib die Nummern der Fotos. 2. Was sagen Hermann, Carola und Marina Schröder? 3. Mach die Notizen und erzähle dann […] (Kompass1, p. 18-21).     


A genre template of a school textbook for learners of German is a structural and compositional framework consisting of obligatory textual segments which are then extended and supplemented with facultative elements as a result of the updating process. Such template is repeated and applied in contemporary textbooks for German. A template comprises mandatory verbal segments plus iconic segments. Nonverbal elements supplement and support the verbal communication and in fact have become an obligatory part of modern textbook template. There is no contemporary German textbook without iconosphere. Nonverbal, iconic component comprises illustrations that can be leading, equal or inferior to verbal texts.
Vertical segmentation depends on semantic significance and type of links between the stratigraphic units. Vertical structure of a textbook consists of content structure and form structure. Content structure includes verbal elements, i.e. text itself, and nonverbal components, i.e. pictures. Verbal elements consists of primary text, which is a sequence of conclusions, judgments, opinions and logical units matched with various connecting tools in one hierarchical structure, and secondary text composed of supplementary units organized around the primary text at different structural levels. Principal thematic line is developed in the primary text whereas the structure of the secondary text depends on the type of discourse, i.e. glottodidactic discourse in case of textbooks.
Primary text, including a main thematic line, introduces new cognitive information to be acquired by pupil. The text presents information about the world encompassing issues to be learned by each pupil according to the curriculum guidelines, for example: Die deutschsprachigen Länder. In Europa sprechen cirka 100 Millionen Menschen Deutsch. Wo spricht man Deutsch? Deutsch spricht man in Deutschland, in Österreich, in Liechtenstein und in der Schweiz […] (Magnet1, p. 33).

Secondary text includes supplementary units organized around the primary text. Secondary text comprises all texts to be found around the primary text. These can be didactic elements, for example explanatory notes, alphabetical dictionaries, instructions and assignments, tables (e.g. presentation of strong and irregular verbs), descriptions (e.g. of games and plays), and non-didactic elements: introductions, editorial notes, advertising folders. The secondary text plays a role of presentation, combining thereby informative and persuasive (advertising) functions.

In school textbooks for German, a layout of the page is noticeable. We have iconic materials combined with verbal resources. Iconic elements have no fixed, inveriable place in the overall textbook structure, they are not separate, independent units. In textbook for German a rule of combining verbal texts and iconic resources according to thematic links is applied. Verbal texts are always mixed with pictures.

Delimitation, as well as horizontal and vertical segmentation of the text is communicated through either verbal or nonverbal approach. In textbooks formal segmentation is distinguished through paratextual segmentation labels such as titles, sub-titles (pictograms or icons can be used for this purpose), headings and other lexical tools, e.g. numbers, editorial methods of shaping the physical arrangement of the text (spaces, margins, frames, font size or shape etc.). 

As far as thematic arrangement of a textbook is concerned, significant cognitive category is closely linked to the notion of education. A purpose of assessment and analyzing of overall thematic structure of a school textbook for German is to find and identify certain general patterns, mechanisms and strategies ordering and organizing the cognitive layer of a didactic text and its thematic structure. It is the author who decides what elements will be incorporated in the text and how they will be arranged. Such elements are organized in the texts as methodical thematic lines. The content of a textbook consists of lexical and grammatical issues; facts: characters, events; and values or ideas: family, health, friendship etc.

A model of contemporary textbook for German encompasses the following features: intertextual interactivity with imperativeness dominant in the relationship between the originator and the addressee. A text is divided into thematic/methodical units; it is a source of knowledge forwarded in the course of description and presentation; information is presented subjectively whereas illustrations function as text equivalents. A school textbook for German comprises tools for understanding, perception and presentation of the world segregated according to the importance, it belongs to a category of axiology and cognition. 
