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1. Introduction 
 

The English text book is the most important teaching resource available at school. In most 

English classes it is the central thread running through the lessons. Mostly because it’s the 

easiest way for teachers to let the pupils do the exercises the book suggests. However, this is 

not always the best and most efficient way to teach. The sequence and selection of exercises 

in the book should only be seen as a suggestion, it’s the teacher’s task to see which exercises 

are appropriate for the learning stage or which ones are not demanding enough. The teacher 

can be seen as the mediator between the learners and the textbook. He/she knows which level 

of proficiency the pupils are at in order to decide how to proceed. Moreover, lessons are very 

short and time has to be used in a meaningful way, which means there is no time to spend on 

exercises which turn out not to be helpful for the learners afterwards.  

 

For these reasons it is important for ongoing teachers to develop the ability to select and 

evaluate exercises which optimally facilitate learning. Criteria which should be taken into 

consideration are the cognitive stages as well as the communicative criteria. In this paper I 

will have a look how the present perfect tense is introduced in two school textbooks namely 

Red Line 2 and English to go 2 and evaluate a selection of the exercises provided in the 

books.  

 

2. How is the present perfect tense introduced in school textbooks? 
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Grammar can be introduced in various different ways to the learners, depending from which 

grammatical objective one starts. What all school textbooks and grammar books necessarily 

have in common is that they introduce the rules of forming a grammatical concept to be learnt 

first or at the same time like the rules of meaning since the forms are a prerequisite to be able 

to encode meaning into this form. However, from this point on traditional grammarians and 

C+C grammarians proceed very differently. In traditional grammar the focus lies on the 

formal aspect of grammar, encouraging rather knowledge about grammar than the use of 

language and grammar as a means to encode information itself. From traditional grammar’s 

point of view successful learning would mean perfect understanding of the rule. In contrast to 

traditional grammar in C+C grammar teaching the focus is on meaning based objectives and 

learners should learn by using the language which can be supported by exercises fulfilling the 

communicative criteria.  

 

To sum the differences up it can be said that the most important difference between traditional 

grammar and C+C grammar in the teaching of tenses is that traditional grammar starts from 

the form and only then introduces the various notions and functions a piece of grammar can 

be used for. Moreover the notions are often not explicitly distinct, but sweeping generalised 

rules are given. C+C grammar on the other hand holds the view that it is better to introduce 

the form only as a means to express a certain meaning. The various notions and functions of 

the grammar in respect are dealt with distinctively and introduced one after another in order 

not to confuse the pupils.  

 

In the following part of my analysis I will examine how the two text books English to go 2 

and Red Line 2 introduce and explain grammar. I will have a look at how the notions encoded 

in the present perfect tense are introduced and explained to the pupils. I will also have a closer 

look at the rules which are given and compare them to each other and to Newby’s usages and 

see whether the notions are dealt with distinctly. This closer inspection of the rules is highly 

important because rules have an important influence on the understanding of a certain 

grammatical concept and ability to use it appropriately. Rules are highly important for 

learning but unfortunately they are frequently a source of deep confusion. Another important 

issue worth paying attention to are the examples gives and to evaluate how helpful they are 

for the learner to develop an idea of when to use the present perfect tense.   
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In order to see how the notions of the present perfect tense are dealt with in the two text books 

I will use the notional labels of Newby’s Grammar for Communication,(Newby 2002 :84 ) 

which I will sum up briefly in the following part.  

 

PRESENT PERFECT 

“Ich verwende present perfect, wenn meine Gedanken die Zeit bis zur Gegenwart 

einschließen. Diese Form kann folgende Bedeutungen haben:“ 

 

A. EXPERIENCE 

“Ich erzähle, was ich schon einmal erlebt oder getan hab. Es geht darum, ob etwas 

überhaupt geschehen ist. Wann, ist mir dabei nicht wichtig.“ 

B. CHANGE AND COMPLETION 

“Ich berichte über eine neue oder veränderte Situation.“ 

C. DURATION OF A STATE 

„Ich will sagen. Wie lange ein Zustand schon besteht. Unter „Zustand“ verstehe ich, was 

ist, zum Unterschied von dem was geschieht.“ 

D. RECENT EVENTS 

“Ich berichte, was jetzt gerade oder vor kurzer Zeit geschehen ist“.  

 

2.1 Present perfect tense in English to go 2? 

 (taken from English to go 2 coursebook) 
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Use 

The textbook English to go introduces two main rules defining when to use the present perfect 

to the learners. The first rule is rather generalized and does not clearly refer to one of the 

notions of the present perfect tense. What might be a bit confusing for the pupils is that the 

first example which is given makes use of the notion of recent events whereas the second 

example could also refer to change and completion. The rule given works for the two 

examples mentioned, but it is not true for other examples. The second use is better defined 

since it clearly refers to the notion of experience. What is also worth mentioning is that the 

uses are introduced first and the forms only afterwards, which highlights the meaning rather 

than the form.  

 

Examples 

The examples in this textbook are presented without any context which might help the 

learners to get an idea of when to use the tense. Especially under “Forms” the examples could 

be more varied to provide more communicative situations in which this tense can be used. 

The sentences are no prototypical examples of the meaning of the notions encoded in the 

present perfect tense and could be changed into any tense without any effect. A clear context 

of an example of the notions used in a communicative situation would be helpful for the 

learners.  
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2.2 Present perfect tense in Red Line 2 (Taken from Red Line 2 coursebook) 
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Use 

Again the rules for the usage of the present perfect tense are only partly true and precise. The 

first rule which deals with “spürbare und sichtbare Ergebnisse in der Gegenwart” is not true 

for all notions of the present perfect tense. E.g. the notion of experience is not necessarily 

visible pr perceptible in the present. This might be a rule which confuses the learners.  The 

second rule is clearer and definitely refers to the notion of “recent events”. The notion of 
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experience is not mentioned at all, which is problematic because some exercises make use of 

this notion.  

 

Examples 

The first example, which is nicely illustrated with pictures of Tom the mouse is a good 

example of the notion of recent events. However, this is only one single example which is 

provided with context information and which stresses the meaning of the notion. All 

remaining sample sentences are taken out of any context and do not make the meaning of the 

notions encoded in the present perfect tense clearer.  

 

3. Analysis of exercises 
 

Even more important than the explanation and rules for using the present perfect are the 

exercises which should help the learner to incorporate the rules and use the notions which are 

encoded in the present perfect tense in fluent language production, either spoken or written. In 

order to optimally facilitate learning it is the teacher’s task to select and evaluate suitable 

exercises. This selection should be a conscious process and teachers should not blindly follow 

the suggestions of school text books, which can be problematic in some cases as one example 

in the following analysis of exercises taken from Red Line 2 and will show. Ideally grammar 

exercises should be chosen which facilitate learning and the use of language instead of testing 

formal knowledge about grammar. For this purpose the communicative criteria which 

explained in more detail in Newby (2010:23) which I will briefly summarise below should be 

considered in the selection and evaluation of grammar exercises.  

 

3.1 Criteria for analysis 

The communicative criterion  

 

1. Clear and realistic context: Grammar should be used in an actual communicative 

situation which is meaningful and which has an appropriate context.  

2. Realistic use / processing of language: Grammar should be practiced in real 

communication and should not be treated as formal mathematics.  

3. Meaning and meaningfulness of grammar stressed: Grammar is necessary to 

communicate and not practiced for its own sake. It expresses meaning and is not a 

mere formal system.  
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4. Personalisation (students link grammar to their own knowledge, ideas, experience, 

wishes). Learners should express their own ideas and thoughts and not just repeat 

prefabricated information.  

5. Open-ended exercises: Practicing grammar should be a creative process, which 

means there is not necessarily one right answer, but a variety of possibilities.  

6. Task-based: Language and grammar in specific should be a means to fulfil a superior 

task that goes beyond the usage of grammatical concepts.  

7. Integrated skills (vocabulary, speech acts, speaking and writing): Grammar should 

not be practiced in isolation but it should be used hand in hand with other skills such 

as vocabulary, speaking and writing.  

 

Apart from these criteria some aspects of cognitive learning theory should be taken into 

consideration. What is most important for the selection of exercises is the model of cognitive 

learning stages. This model of learning stages which is based on a cognitive model of 

language processing tries to see learning from the learner’s perspective and tries to “focus the 

tasks that need to be accomplished in the human mind at each stage in order for grammar to 

be internalized” (Newby 2010:19). It is the teachers task to select exercises which facilitate 

learning on the specific stage a learner is at a specific moment on his way to the performance 

stage. In the following section I will briefly summarize the main characteristics explained in 

Newby (2010:19) of each stage, since I will consider for which stage an exercise is suitable in 

my analysis.  

  

Stage 1: Awareness: At this stage the learner notices a new grammatical unit, recognises that 

it is so far unknown and focuses his/her attention on it.  

 

Stage 2: Conceptualisation: Now the learner tries to make sense of the new piece of 

information which entered his/her consciousness in the previous stage. The learner builds 

hypotheses about a grammatical concept and tries to understand the rule. At this stage 

knowledge of the grammatical concept is still declarative.  

 

Stage 3: Proceduralisation: At this stage the declarative grammatical knowledge becomes 

procedural knowledge. This implies that the learner has to pay less attention and effort in 

processing the information.  
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Stage 4: Performance: At this final stage learners are able to use the grammatical concept 

without focussing their attention on it and without any pedagogical guidance.  

 

For my analysis I tried to choose a variety of exercises from both books, which are quite 

diverse. I tried not to choose only very good examples but also bad ones in order to raise 

awareness for the fact that an exercise is not necessarily a meaningful high quality exercise 

just because it is printed in a school text book. 

 

3.2 Exercises taken form English to go 2  

Exercise 1 (Taken from English to go 2 coursebook) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description / 
Procedure 

In pairs the pupils have to talk about their experiences they have made so 

far. They are guided by the sample questions given but they can also invent 

their own questions to find out what their partner has experienced.  

Grammatical 
objectives 

What the pupils learn in this exercise is to talk about their own experiences 

as well as to ask questions about the experiences of others. The grammatical 

objective which is practiced in this activity is the notion of experience of 

the present perfect tense. The exercise only focuses on this single notion 

and its negation as well as the formation of questions.  

Cognitive Learning 
stage 

In this exercise the grammatical structure and the notions of experience is 

repeated again and again. The pupils have to ask each other questions which 

all follow the same pattern. However, in this exercise they are strongly 

guided which makes it suitable in between the stage of awareness and the 
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stage of conceptualisation.  

Communicative 
criteria 

The exercise is set in a realistic context and it implies realistic processing of 

language since it is based on real communication, although it is tightly 

pedagogically guided. The meaning of the notion of experience is stressed 

and the pupils get an idea of when to use this tense.  The fact that there is 

not only one correct answer but a variety of questions and answers makes it 

an open-ended exercise. The degree of personalisation is not very high in 

this exercise since most contents and ideas are already given, however once 

the pupils have practiced the given questions they can also invent their own 

questions and answers and bring in their own idea which would then 

increase the degree of personalisation. It depends on the learner’s input how 

personalised this activity can become.  

Pedagogical 
principles 

The principle behind this exercise is learning by using and imitation of 

given models. After being introduced to the present perfect tense this is the 

first exercise in which they can actually use it in real communication in 

order to ask others about their experiences. The same grammatical form and 

notion is repeated various times and should become automatic for the 

learner. There are many possibilities for asking questions suggested by the 

authors which can be repeated, but once the learners feel comfortable 

enough they can use the pattern as a guideline and use their own contents 

and ideas.  

Further suggestions 

The exercise could be a bit more lively by making it more task-based. In 

order to improve this, the teacher could hand out sheets with tasks like 

“Find someone who has been to England”. The pupils have to go around 

and ask each other the suitable questions “Have you ever been to England?” 

until they have found someone who fulfils the criterion and write down the 

person’s name. For further guidance and help they could take their text 

books with them and have a look how the questions are formed.  
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Exercise 2 (taken from English to go 2 Workbook) 

Description / 
Procedure 

In this exercise which is called “Have you ever been to…?“ the learners have to 

write sentences stating which countries they have already been to and which 

countries they have not visited yet. This exercise is intended to be a written 

exercise and the pupils should choose from the countries suggested in the box. 

However, as a teacher I would tell them they can take any country because the 

selection in the box is very limited and does not necessarily respond to the 

pupils experiences.  

Grammatical 
objectives 

The grammatical objective which is practiced here is the notion of experience of 

the present perfect tense and its negation.  

Cognitive Learning 
stage 

The cognitive stage which is supported by this exercise is the stage of 

conceptualisation. The aim is to use the present perfect tense in a quite common 

and very typical communicative situation and stress the meaning of the notion 

of experience. This should help the learners to incorporate the rule to use 

present perfect for experiences.  

Communicative 
criteria 

The exercise has a clear and realistic context and stresses the meaning and 

meaningfulness of grammar by showing that it can be applied in everyday 

conversation. However, other communicative criteria are not fulfilled. There is 

only a limited degree of personalisation because the only input coming from the 

pupils’ side are the countries they have been to which they have to fill in. 

Moreover the exercise is not open ended and there is no creativity involved.  
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3.3 Exercises taken from Red Line 2 
 

Exercise 3 (taken from Red line 2 coursebook) 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Description / 
Procedure 

The two exercises above are basically the same exercise with the small 

difference that the second one is more personalised than the first one, since 

the pupils have to talk about their own experiences. This makes the second 

exercise more personalised and natural than the first one in which the pupils 

are required to talk about a fictive character.  In both oral exercises the 

learners have to from questions and give answers to their partner in the 

present perfect tense practicing the notion of experience.  

Pedagogical 
principles 

However, the fact that this exercise does not fulfil many of the communicative 

criteria does not play such an important role since this exercise is intended to be 

a communicative drill to enforce conceptualisation. This means that the same 

grammatical concept is repeated several times and only some parts (in this case 

the countries) are changed by the learner. The idea behind this drill is that 

pupils should learn by using.  

Further suggestions 

Since this mere repetition might be a bit boring for the pupils one could add a 

competitive element and a superior task to the sentences. For example the 

teacher could tell the pupils to write down the sentences with all the countries 

they have been to so far. They could then compare their results in groups and 

find out who has visited the most countries.   
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Grammatical 
objectives 

The grammatical objective of both exercises is the notion of experience. 

Firstly the learners have to form questions about the experiences of others 

and secondly they have to give information about their own or Emma’s 

experiences. What is problematic in both exercises is the fact that the notion 

of experience which is practiced in this activity is not introduced at all in 

the Red Line 2 book. The learners are confronted with an example of a 

notion of the present perfect tense which they should imitate without being 

introduced to any rule. Furthermore the first exercise is marked with an 

asterisk which indicates that this is a more demanding and difficult task. In 

my point of view it is totally ridiculous to highlight an activity as being 

difficult without providing any comment stating that this is another notion 

of the present perfect tense. I don’t think that any of the notions is more 

difficult than another, as long as they are introduced properly. This might 

be rather frustrating for the learner and does not facilitate learning. 

Cognitive Learning 
stage 

Assuming that the pupils have been introduced to the notion of experience 

before, this exercise is situated on the cognitive stage of proceduralisation. 

Learners are partly guided but they can also invent their own contents and 

form question they find interesting to know from their partner. In this 

exercise they are less guided than in exercise 1 chosen from the English to 

go book, because they already have to know the form, which means that 

this exercise is already one step ahead.  

Communicative 
criteria 

This exercise fulfils numerous of the communicative criteria. Grammar is 

practiced in an authentic and realistic communicative situation with realistic 

processing.  The second one is highly personalised and involves a high 

degree of dual processing since the pupils have to encode their own 

experiences in the present perfect tense and ask their partner questions they 

are interested in. When asking questions there is no limit to there creativity 

but there is an endless number of possible questions and answers.  

Pedagogical 
principles 

The principle in this exercise is also learning by using, since the grammar is 

used for real communication. Another mechanism which works in this 

exercise is peer correction. In the case that the pupils use the wrong tense 

their partner would ideally correct them.  
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Exercise 4 (Taken from Red Line 2 coursebook) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description / 
Procedure 

This exercise contrasts the usage of the past simple and the present perfect 

tense. The pupils have to fill in the gaps and decide which tense is 

appropriate. So far the pupils were not confronted with both tenses in one 

exercise.  

Grammatical 
objectives 

In this exercise the notion of recentness and completion of the present 

perfect tense as well as the past event notion of the past simple occur. The 

exercise also revises the position of the adverb in the sentences, although 

this has already been practiced in more complex and demanding exercises 

before.  

Cognitive Learning 
stage 

It seems to bet he author’s intention to “move” the learners from the stage 

of awareness to conceptualisation. The intention is to help them building 

and testing hypotheses about the usage of the two tenses. However, this 

exercise does not facilitate learning at all, since this exercise does not 

require any cognitive action, but it could be completed even without 

understanding the meaning of the words in the sentence. Pupils will soon 

find out that they have to fill in the present perfect tense whenever there are 

two gaps and the simple past when there is only one gap to fill in a word. 

The danger is that pupils complete the exercise without reading the 

sentences, which does not support learning at the conceptualisation stage. 

“32” in the right corner of the exercise refers to the grammar section in 

the back of the book in which learners can find a list of signal words for 

both tenses.  
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4. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion it can be said the two books Red Line 2 and English to go 2 deal very 

differently with the present perfect tense. It is interesting to see that not only topics vary from 

book to book but also grammar can be approached very differently. What is a bit alarming is 

that pupils who work with different books might have totally different concepts of the usage 

of the present perfect tense, since they are not introduced to the same notions or learnt 

different rules which are not always meaningful. Especially the Red Line book does not seem 

to care about introducing notions systematically.  

 

What is also remarkable is that the number of exercises provided in the books differs widely. 

Red Line provides numerous exercises whereas English to go only provides very few 

exercises, which means the teacher has to provide additional materials. However, the 

exercises which can be found in Red Line 2 are less communicative and meaningful and do 

not seem be thought through very well as it can be seen in some of the examples in the 

analysis part.  

 

Although the book Red Line is fairly new it is very inconsistent, as the exercise using notions 

which have not been introduced suggests. To sum it up it is very important for teachers to 

have a critical look at the exercises suggested in the book and the sequence in which they are 

Communicative 
criteria 

This exercise does not fulfil any of the communicative criteria. It is a 

mechanical fill in exercise which does not provide a chance for realistic use 

of language. There is no contextual information which means the pupils just 

look for the signal words in order to choose the right alternative. The 

meaning of the tenses is not stressed, since the learners look for the signal 

word and respond to it. There is no personal input or creativity of the 

learner required.  

Pedagogical 
principles 

It is difficult to find pedagogical principles for this exercise because this 

exercise tests knowledge instead of supporting learning. It tests the pupils’ 

knowledge about when to use which tense and not their ability to use it. The 

only principle which is used here is contrasting one tense to the other in 

order to work out differences, however this does not support learning.  
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intended to be done in order to find those inconsistencies and some of the less meaningful 

exercises before pupils become confused. The selection and evaluation of exercises is very 

important to make foreign language teaching more efficient.  
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