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Do we all have to study American textbooks?

Marc Brysbaert and François Dumoulin

We review the factors that have contributed to an increased use of Ameri-
can textbooks in higher education. These are (1) better knowledge of English
as a second language, (2) the fact that English has become the lingua franca
in science, (3) the conviction that from a certain proficiency level, learning
in a second language is as easy as learning in the mother tongue, (4) the
higher quality of American textbooks, and (5) the international mobility of
students. We then review the disadvantages of exclusive reliance on Ameri-
can textbooks. They are: (1) the overestimation of L2 proficiency in students,
(2) the high language switching costs that occur when studying has to be
based on both L2 and L1 information, and (3) the loss of culture-specific
information that is needed in later professional life. We end with a plea for
more non-American high-quality textbooks so that lecturers have a wider
choice, and a thoughtful consideration of the learning objectives when a
textbook is selected. (Netherlands Journal of Psychology, 63, 58-67.)

In recent years there has been a massive shift to-
wards American (and to a lesser extent British)
textbooks in Dutch higher education. In
Flanders, the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium,
the shift has been less spectacular but this has
led to the following assessment of psychology
degrees by the official five-yearly quality assur-
ance committee, an organisation that has an im-
portant role in the decision whether a degree can
be continued or not:

‘… As far as study resources are concerned, the
committee has noticed with approval that Ghent
University uses few of its own workbooks but
mostly international textbooks, so that students
from an early stage in their education are con-
fronted with original texts and recent literature.’
(De Onderwijsvisitatie Psychologie, 2004, p. 22,
translated from Dutch, italics added).

No wonder then that when the universities in
the Netherlands got their visit from the quality
assurance committee, they were quick to point
out that in their departments extensive use was
made of recent, international textbooks.

In this article, we first look at the factors that
led to the dominance of American textbooks. We
then discuss some problems with the develop-
ment, and we end with a few conclusions.
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Factors contributing to increased use of
American textbooks

Knowledge of English

A first reason why more English textbooks are
used nowadays is the growing knowledge of
English among Dutch students. Second lan-
guage (L2) teaching in the Netherlands is now
largely confined to studying English (at the ex-
pense of French and German). Children in the
Netherlands start learning English from the age
of 10 and continue to do so until they reach uni-
versity. In Flanders students are less proficient in
English, because non-native language teaching
is still dominated by the study of French (the
language spoken in the Southern part of the
country). The better knowledge of English by
Dutch students may be one of the reasons why
the use of English textbooks is more widespread
in the Netherlands than in Flanders.

English sources

There is a consensus among Dutch-speaking aca-
demics that university students should be able to
read English texts, given that a lot of scientific
knowledge is only available in English (includ-
ing the present article). For instance, the ratio
English vs. Dutch books bought by Dutch uni-
versity libraries in the human sciences changed
from 1:3 before 1950 to 2:1 in 2000 (Royal Nether-
lands Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2003). Aca-
demics are convinced that students will continue
to consult English sources if their studies are
based on English textbooks.

Studying in L2 is not a problem

Another assumption is that as soon as one has
reached a certain level of L2 proficiency, studying
in L2 is not different from studying in the native
language (L1). The origin of this assumption is
the conviction that information in the semantic
memory is stored in a language-independent
way based on abstract concepts and proposi-
tions. Because information in the human seman-
tic system has been stripped from the input lan-
guage, information acquired in L2 can easily be
integrated with information previously acquired
in L1. All problems related to books and lectures
in L2 are due to a suboptimal proficiency in L2
and not to the fact that knowledge from differ-
ent languages has to be integrated. Similarly,
there is no loss of information when L2 text-
books are combined with L1 lectures and L1
exams, because once the information is under-
stood it is stored and retrieved in a language-
independent way.

American textbooks are better

The Anglo-Saxon world has a long tradition of
high-quality textbooks that rarely have to com-

pete with an alternative of equal quality in the
Dutch language. The idea of a textbook as a
helpful, self-explaining and independent source
of information for beginning students came
from the US. On the Dutch market ‘textbooks’
were largely confined to edited lecture notes,
written for a particular course and given by a
particular lecturer. Other scientific books were
either aimed at the general public or were writ-
ten for advanced students and colleagues.

The American textbooks galvanised the teach-
ing of psychology and have never really been
challenged by competitors from other markets,
not even from the UK. One of the reasons for the
continuing dominance is probably the high-level
of competition on the American market. A re-
view of the existing textbooks reveals that
slightly less than 60 introductory textbooks of
psychology were published or revised between
2003 and 2006 by the leading American com-
panies (Koenig, 2006). The resulting struggle for
survival has led to constant improvements, such
as an accessible writing style, a better organisa-
tion, lists of summaries and keywords, a glos-
sary, colour printing, study and teaching guides,
the availability of supporting audiovisual mater-
ials (now increasingly including websites), the
addition of validated test items, printing on de-
mand, and so on. Whereas European textbooks
still look very much like they did in the 1970s,
American publishers have embraced the new
opportunities made possible by the recent ad-
vances in printing techniques, in particular for
those areas where competition is high.

International mobility

A final factor that encouraged Dutch-speaking
academics to use English handbooks is that it
increases the possibility of international mobil-
ity. Few non-native Dutch speakers are inter-
ested in studying psychology (or any other sci-
ence) in Dutch and this limits the number of
international students one can attract. By using
the lingua franca of science, Dutch-speaking stu-
dents are not only better prepared for inter-
national careers, but also the Dutch education
system improves its position within the inter-
national context. The use of international hand-
books further makes it easier to compare the
Dutch curriculum with, for instance, the Ameri-
can and the British curricula.

The downside of relying on American
textbooks

Difficulty in studying in L2

Even though the knowledge of English has im-
proved in recent decades, lecturers are likely to
overestimate the proficiency of their students. In
general, lecturers are a biased sample with a high
intelligence and a high commitment to hard
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work. Therefore, they are not the best people to
judge how difficult a particular course is for the
average student, let alone for a weak student.
(Incidentally, those characteristics are also the
main reason why many lecturers are convinced
that the average student they are teaching is
worse than the students they knew in their own
cohort.)

A good indication of the extra workload caused
by the use of an English textbook for a particular
course is to look at how many students actually
make use of the book. In each class, a consider-
able number of students pass their exams on the
basis of their lecture notes, the handouts pro-
vided by the lecturer, and information obtained
from fellow students. A phenomenon we experi-
enced when we were teaching with an English
textbook was the popularity of student summar-
ies in Dutch. The 10% best students made their
own summaries on the basis of the lecture notes
and the textbook, but the vast majority simply
bought a summary from fellow students. In
many cases there was a flourishing market of an
‘officially approved’ translation sold by the stu-
dent union for a price that came close to the
price of the original book and of a quality that
was far below what would be accepted from edit-
ed lecture notes. A glance at the students waiting
for their exam strongly suggested that the ma-
jority of them had used these Dutch summaries
when preparing for their exam. The number of
second-hand books that are sold with the quali-
fication ‘no writing in them’ is another good in-
dication of the actual use of a textbook.

Higher costs due to language switching

Confronted with the suboptimal use of English
textbooks, it is tempting to blame it on the ‘lazi-
ness’ of the students, who are not willing to
make the effort that would give them access to
the international scientific literature. We had
done so for some time, but gradually we began to
doubt the wisdom of this appraisal. One of the
factors that contributed to our change of mind
was the extra effort we experienced when we
were asked to judge PhD theses in French (MB)
or to lecture in German (FD). Despite the fact
that (1) we are reasonably proficient in these lan-
guages, (2) we know a lot about the topics, and (3)
we are both fluent in a non-native language
(English) for the topics, we still discovered that
this activity took us quite some extra time and
that we seemed to forget faster what we had
learned.

So, it would appear that having to study in a lan-
guage that is not your dominant language (ei-
ther L1 or a much used L2) involves an extra pro-
cessing cost that cannot be reduced to a simple
lack of language proficiency. A subsequent litera-
ture search revealed that very little is known
about this particular issue, but that what is
known is in line with the conjecture that seman-

tic information may not be stored and retrieved
in a completely language-independent way and,
therefore, that language switching involves a
cost both for the understanding of text and for
the retrieval of information from memory.

As stated before, the assumption in bilingual
research has been that a distinction must be
made between the lexical system and the seman-
tic system (e.g., Kroll & De Groot, 2005). Because
words in L1 and L2 are different, they have differ-
ent lexical representations, but they make con-
tact in a shared semantic system. The connec-
tions between L1 words and semantic features
are supposed to be stronger than those between
L2 words and semantic features, up to a consider-
able degree of L2 proficiency. This implies that
L2 words will partly activate their meaning
through co-activation of their L1 translations.
Important for the present discussion, however, is
the assumption that once the semantic features
have been activated, they are language-
independent. The semantic features that are acti-
vated may differ depending on the language
input, but once the meaning has been activated
the input language no longer makes a difference.
This position is, for instance, defended explicitly
by Hernandez, Li, and MacWhinney (2005),
when they write: ‘We do not predict that this
type of code-based separation occurs for under-
lying distributed conceptual representations,
but only for mappings at the levels of lexicon,
phonology and parts of speech. Because concep-
tual systems are grounded on distributed
perceptual-motor cycles, they are relatively less
affected by bilingual modularisation.’

There is, however, evidence to believe that
memories may not be stored in the strongly
language-independent way that is generally as-
sumed. Within the memory literature, there is a
considerable body of evidence showing that
memory retrieval depends on the availability of
cues to activate the appropriate memory traces.
All types of cues seem to work, because mem-
ories are content based, so that any overlap in
content of a retrieval cue and a memory trace
activates the memory trace. The cues can be di-
vided in meaning-related cues and meaning-
unrelated cues. Meaning-related cues refer to the
fact that for complex materials one memory
trace contains a cue to the next. In addition,
these memories are organised within wider sche-
mas, which help to reconstruct the memory on
the basis of partially retrieved information. The
meaning-unrelated cues are accidental cues that
were present at the time of the encoding and
that were stored together with the memory
trace. Because of these extraneous cues, memory
will be better if the retrieval context matches the
encoding context (Smith & Vela, 2001).

Extraneous cues are especially important for ma-
terials that are unorganised. This can be seen
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quite dramatically in the following experiment
on bilingual word memory (Sahlin, Harding, &
Seamon, 2005). Prolific English-Spanish bilin-
guals heard a list of 120 words at a speed of one
word per 3 seconds, which they were to memor-
ise for a subsequent memory test. Half of the
words were in English, half in Spanish. In the
memory test, participants received 96 words and
had to indicate whether they were part of the
studied words (independent of language) or not.
The percentage of correctly memorised words
learned in Spanish and presented in Spanish
during the memory test was 88%; for the
English-English condition, the percentage was
85% (confirming that the participants were bal-
anced bilinguals). However, percentage recogni-
tion in the Spanish-English condition was a
mere 13% and in the English-Spanish condition
it was 17%. So, there was a huge cost for condi-
tions in which the language cue of the encoding
could not be used in the retrieval.

The importance of language cues for organised
memories comes from autobiographical
memory. Marian and Neisser (2000) asked Rus-
sian immigrants in the US to discuss the first
autobiographical memory that came to mind
upon hearing a target word. When the interview
language was Russian, significantly more mem-
ories from a Russian context were retrieved than
memories from an English context. The reverse
was true when the interview language was Eng-
lish. In a second experiment, the authors showed
that both the language of the interview and the
language of the target words had an impact. Al-
though strictly speaking these results are lim-
ited to episodic memory (memory for personally
experienced events that include when and where
cues), Marian and Neisser ventured that very
much the same effects would be observed in se-
mantic memory.

Research specifically related to studying in L2 is
surprisingly limited and does not really allow us
to answer the question whether it is more diffi-
cult to retain information in L2 than in L1, be-
cause short texts were used as stimulus materials
and there was no realistic retention interval. The
most interesting study was published by Chen
and Donin (1997). These authors asked Chinese-
English bilinguals to read biology texts in L1
(Chinese) or L2 (English). Half of the students
were biology graduates (a lot of background
knowledge, biology-related schemas), the other
half were chemistry graduates (with the same
scientific interest and intelligence but a differ-
ence in biology-related background knowledge).
Participants read the texts sentence-by-sentence
and their reading times were recorded. During
reading the participants were asked to tell in
their own words what they had read (online re-
call). The same was asked at the end of the text
(retrospective recall). Reading times showed that
participants were fastest when both text and re-

call were in L1 (about 2 seconds per proposition).
They needed about 50% more time to read the
text when it was presented in L2 (about 3 sec-
onds per proposition), independent of whether
the recall was in L2 (English) or in L1 (Chinese).
As far as recall was concerned, students with a
biology background outperformed the students
with a chemistry background, but there were no
significant differences as a function of text lan-
guage or test language (it should be borne in
mind, though, that the group sizes were small:
18 biology and 18 chemistry students, so that
only large effect sizes could be detected). Com-
parable findings were published by Donin,
Graves, and Goyette (2004) who investigated 16
Canadian army officers reading L1 (English) and
L2 (French) texts: longer reading times but com-
parable memory accuracy at the end of the read-
ing. Notice, however, that these studies tell us
nothing about the long-term retention of infor-
mation (e.g., after one week or one month), a
situation which may be more relevant to stu-
dents learning a chapter for an exam in the fu-
ture.

Another relevant study was published by Mc-
Elree, Jia, and Litvak (2000). These authors were
interested in the speed and accuracy with which
Russian-English bilinguals were able to activate
semantic information from L1 and L2. On each
trial, participants saw two words and they had to
indicate whether the words were part of the
same semantic category or not (e.g., fruit). The
words were either presented in the same lan-
guage (L1 or L2) or in different languages (hence
requiring a language switch). There were three
groups of bilinguals: L1 dominant (participants
who were more proficient in Russian than in Eng-
lish), balanced (participants who were equally
proficient in L1 and in L2), and L2 dominant (par-
ticipants who due to their long stay in the US
were more proficient in English (L2) than in Rus-
sian). The data indicated that for the balanced
bilinguals there were no differences in speed or
accuracy of concept retrieval in L1 and L2 for the
same-language word pairs, but that there was a
considerable cost for the different-language
word pairs (unless they were direct translations).
The time cost for different-language pairs was
observed in the unbalanced groups as well, but
in these groups there was an additional time cost
to activate semantic information from the non-
dominant language. Interestingly, this meant
that participants who had become more profi-
cient in English (L2) could activate semantic in-
formation more rapidly from the language they
had acquired later in life, a situation that may
sound familiar to academics who often find it
easier to read and write about their expertise in
English than in their native language.

A final relevant study we found looked at the
generation of ideas in L1 and L2 during brain-
storming sessions (Blot, Zatare, & Paulus, 2003).
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In two sessions, English-Spanish and Spanish-
English bilinguals thought of uses people could
make of an extra thumb (next to the little fin-
ger). The number of ideas generated in the first
session was substantially larger in L1 (25) than in
L2 (20). In the second session, participants either
had to continue in the same language or in the
other language. The efficiency of session 2 rela-
tive to session 1 was comparable for the partici-
pants who continued in the same language, in-
creased substantially for those participants who
could switch from L2 to L1, and decreased sig-
nificantly for the participants who had to switch
from L1 to L2. This finding agrees with the idea
that it is easier to activate semantic knowledge
from L1 than from L2. This can be due to the
stronger links from L1 words to semantic fea-
tures and/or to the fact that semantic informa-
tion is not stored in a format that is completely
language-free.

All in all, laziness many not be the main reason
why students find it hard to study from an En-
glish L2 textbook when they have to prepare for
an L1 exam and when they have to combine the
information from the textbook with their L1 lec-
ture notes. Maybe their objections to this ap-
proach have more to do with the fact that they
experience this learning strategy as very ineffi-
cient and, therefore, are unwilling to use it un-
less it is offset by the advantages they expect
from mastering the English text (see the learn-
ing objectives below).

Relevance for the future

A final limitation we have experienced while
using American textbooks is that it seemed
harder to convince students about the relevance
of the findings for their own lives. In particular
for psychology courses this often felt like a
missed opportunity. Students duly studied the
experiments that were discussed and the con-
cepts that were introduced, because they wanted
to pass their exams, but they did not feel that the
findings were of much relevance to themselves.
Ironically, this was particularly true for those
textbooks that –rightly– tried to enhance the
bearing of the course information by referring to
many everyday (American) examples. Our solu-
tion to this problem was to collect our own data-
base of examples, which we found very useful for
our own lectures, but which did not help begin-
ning lecturers very much.

Another drawback of exclusive reliance on
American textbooks is that students are given
the strong impression that all important psycho-
logical research after the Second World War hap-
pened in the United States, because no other
studies are discussed. The best one can hope for
is the inclusion of a study from the Netherlands
or Belgium as part of a longer reference list, as in
the following sentence: ‘Similar findings have
been reported by Vroomen and de Gelder (2001),
Windmann (2004), and Colin, Radeau, and

Deltenre (2005)’. In general, such sentences are
only included because they increase the chances
of selling a few hundred extra copies in the tar-
get countries. They do not add any new informa-
tion to the book and they certainly do not do jus-
tice to the fact that 10 to 15% of all articles in the
English scientific literature come from Dutch or
Belgian researchers. In his widely used review of
the history of psychology, Leahey (1992) was
quite clear about what psychology looks like
from the American perspective. When he intro-
duced the part of his book dealing with psychol-
ogy proper (after an introduction on the devel-
opments that made psychology possible), he
wrote:

‘It is appropriate to begin the history of modern psych-
ology in 1892, because in that year the American Psycho-
logical Association was founded.... Our attention from
now on will be fixed on American psychology, for al-
though Germany granted the earliest degrees in psych-
ology, it was in America that psychology became a pro-
fession.... For better or worse, and for sometimes extra-
neous reasons, modern psychology is essentially Ameri-
can psychology. American movements and theories have
been adopted overseas - so much so that in 1980 a Ger-
man text in social psychology was filled with American
references and made no mention of Wundt or Völkerpsy-
chologie.’ (Leahey, 1992, p. 272).

Apart from some hurt pride there is also the
more important concern that students who get
their education mainly from American text-
books finish their studies with limited know-
ledge of what is actually going on in their own
country. A typical example is the use of intelli-
gence tests. Most people who have studied
psychology know about the Stanford Binet test
and the Wechsler test. They also know about the
difficulties of using SAT results as entry require-
ments in American universities, they know that
there is a difference of 15 IQ between Americans
from Caucasian origin and Americans from Afri-
can origin and what might be the causes of this
difference. They may also know that there is a
difference of 2 IQ between American states in the
North and American states in the south, but they
have no clue whether any of this has implica-
tions for the Dutch or the Belgian situation.
They do not even know how intelligence is
tested in the Dutch-speaking part of the world
(hopefully, there will be a translation of the
American tests they have learned about). The
same story can be told about personality ques-
tionnaires, quality of life questionnaires, the
availability of counselling services, and so on.
Sure, this information can be found if you delve
deep enough, but our own experiences have con-
vinced us that few people are willing to sift
through the scattered research reports in order
to obtain the overview one would expect to get
from a good textbook (it also seems a big waste
of effort if every individual psychologist is
forced to do so).
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Where to go from here?

Having dissected the pros and cons of extensive
reliance on international (mostly American) text-
books, the question arises how to take this fur-
ther. We see two main action points.

More high-quality Dutch textbooks

Given that the Dutch-speaking market includes
some 22 million customers and that neither the
Netherlands nor Flanders have a shortage of
publishers, it is amazing to see that so few good
Dutch textbooks are published. For a long time
we thought this had to do with the unwilling-
ness of academics to write books. Now, having
experienced some of the other side, we are be-
coming convinced that the publishers deserve
much of the blame. The only thing they seem to
be able to do is to wait for authors and then to
print their manuscripts in the cheapest possible
way. It is no coincidence that a constant stream
of good (and increasingly better) books is com-
ing from Anglo-Saxon companies. These are
their secrets:

1 Reps visit lecturers on a regular basis to ask
which books they use and why, what could be
improved and which books are found
missing.

2 As soon as an opportunity for a new book is
perceived, an editor contacts a number of spe-
cialised lecturers and asks what they think
should be included in such a textbook.

3 On the basis of the interviews (and sometimes
some further surveying), a detailed table of
contents is compiled.

4 The editor contacts a potential author or
group of authors and explains the basis of the
suggested table of contents.

5 When the first draft of the manuscript is fin-
ished, a number of reviewers are contacted
and asked about ways to further improve the
product (these include reviewers with edito-
rial experience, e.g. journal editors, and other
writers).

6 The author adapts the text on the basis of the
reviews.

7 The design and typesetting of the book is
initiated.

8 Depending on the ambitions and the compe-
tition of the book, further ancillaries are
added.

The usual argument of Dutch publishers has
been that the Dutch market is too small for this
type of (expensive) approach, but this does not
strike us as particularly compelling. Most of the
steps outlined above are work intensive but not
expensive (scientists usually do quite a lot for a
small remuneration). In addition, if 60 books are
competing for a market of 500 million custom-
ers, there should be room for at least two equiva-
lent books on a market of 20 million customers.

Also, the experiences with the few good books
that have been produced on the Dutch market
have not been bad. Many of these books have had
four or more reprints and/or editions.

Another possible source of new books is the
academics themselves. In the past, the Open Uni-
versity has been one of the most active initiators
of good Dutch textbooks, largely based on the
sequence of steps outlined above. Another pos-
sible initiator could be a learned society or an
association of professionals. For instance, one
could imagine a group of test psychologists sit-
ting together and working out the table of con-
tents of a good introductory book. What do we
want all psychology students to know about test-
ing in the Netherlands and Flanders? When the
first draft is finished, the user group would meet
again to review the result and suggest further
improvements. All this is normal and perfectly
accepted practice in scientific journals. It just
needs to be transplanted to the process of intro-
ductory text writing.

Finally, individual authors can also make use of
the above approach. Rather than relying entirely
on their own judgment, they should realise that
their output is likely to improve if they do
proper research about what potential users are
looking for in the book.

Whoever initiates a new book, they should know
that the book is likely to fail if it does not meet
the standards of an average American textbook.
For too long publishers have mollified us by
claiming that a simple, cheap book is good
enough for the Dutch market. In the end, this
has led to the present disastrous situation. When
asked what exactly led the quality assurance
committee to write the assessment mentioned at
the beginning of this article, members referred
to the poor quality of the books more often than
to the fact that they were written in Dutch. Be-
cause Dutch textbooks are in direct competition
with their American (and British) equivalents,
they will only convince lecturers and education
authorities when they are of a comparable level
(in the current situation they may even have to
be slightly better in order to tempt lecturers and
education authorities back from their familiar
American books). People who visit a non-English
country are not impressed by the use of shabby
workbooks in an unknown language. They may
be impressed, however, by textbooks that com-
bine the local element with the quality observed
in international books. For some books, this will
imply the use of full-colour pages and illustra-
tions (e.g. for general introductions to psychol-
ogy), for others this can still be black and white
(e.g., an introduction to cognitive psychology),
although the latter is likely to change in the
coming years as well.

When negotiating with the publisher it is good
to know that the production of books is much
cheaper now than it was 20 years ago. A print of a

Discussion 63



few thousand books puts you in a good bargain-
ing position, the more because publishing com-
panies should realise that there is little prospect
in bringing out yet another mediocre book. Au-
thors and publishers must dare to be ambitious.
It is better to publish a few good books than to
have a flood of second-rate publications.

In addition to the steps above, we found the fol-
lowing considerations helpful:
1 A good textbook is a helpful book. A textbook

is a book that explains, not a book that con-
fronts readers with riddles and unclear pas-
sages. Difficult topics should be explained
and illustrated in such a way that they are un-
derstandable for the student the book aims at.
A good textbook is also well structured so that
students easily see the organisation of the
information.

2 A good textbook is an attractive book. Some
books repel from the moment you see them. It
is unlikely that such a book will ever make it
to the charts, no matter how good the con-
tents are. Authors should be careful about
this, because designers and typesetters are
sometimes like architects: They are much
more concerned about the conspicuousness of
their production than about the user-
friendliness. Other designers seem to know
only one lay-out, the one they learned 40 years
ago. It is a good idea to ask the publisher for
samples of recently published books before
you sign a contract and/or to give them ex-
amples of books you like. It is a bad sign if you
are not happy with the lay-out when it is
shown to you for the first time. As far as books
are concerned, the gut feelings are rarely
wrong (because this is what potential custom-
ers rely upon when they buy a book).

3 Europeans have a remarkable attitude to-
wards the use of pictures in textbooks. On the
one hand they resent them and think they
diminish the scientific value of a book; on the
other hand they massively turn to American
textbooks that are full of them. We found pic-
tures useful for the following reasons. First,
pictures are a real help to make the informa-
tion more digestible. For instance, in current
textbooks quite a lot of reference is made to
the localisation of functions in the brain as
revealed by brain imaging techniques. It is a
good idea to accompany each of these pas-
sages with a small image of the brain high-
lighting the structure that is involved. This
makes it so much easier for the students to
understand what they are reading about. Pic-
tures are particularly helpful when they are
clear and easy to understand and it is worth-
while to do several quality checks (e.g., by re-
views) to ensure that this is indeed the case.
Second, we found pictures helpful to sum-
marise the main points of a text. What is the
take-home message of this book section? How
can it be combined with a picture to make it

easier for the students to remember? Third,
we found that pictures are a powerful tool
either to reinforce or to counteract stereo-
types. When the publisher of our book in-
sisted that each chapter should start with an
opening picture, we at first thought this was
of no concern to us … until we saw which pic-
tures were proposed by the illustrators. For a
start, all psychologists were men and all cli-
ents were women (e.g., the opening of the
chapter on therapy consisted of a picture of a
couch with the menacing image of Freud hov-
ering above it). In addition, nearly all the
people in the pictures looked gloomy or
scared, as if psychology had nothing to say
about happy and content individuals (e.g., the
woman from the first chapter was looking in a
mirror and seemed scared of what she saw,
and the face on the cover looked as if the per-
son had been seriously ill for some time). Also
the suggested opening of the chapter on ap-
plied psychology was a real eye opener of
what this topic evokes in the mind of an illus-
trator: It merely consisted of two lines
scribbled on an empty whiteboard… While
struggling with the pictures of our book, we
discovered yet another principle that is used
in good handbooks. By positioning the fig-
ures in such a way that they never interrupt
the text, it is possible for readers to ignore
them if they want to focus on the text. So, fig-
ures must be placed at the top of a page, at the
bottom, or in a dedicated column next to the
text column, but never within the text col-
umn itself. In that way, readers can opt to
blank out the figures if they want to concen-
trate on the text.

4 A good textbook makes it easy for students to
study. One thing all lecturers agree upon is
that studying involves more than simply
reading a text. However, only good textbooks
incorporate this requirement in their lay-out.
How can you help students to remember the
information that is presented? Options are
the inclusion of a summary at the end of the
chapters, review boxes in the text whenever
an important topic is covered, and the inser-
tion of questions next to the text in order to
direct the reader’s attention. Another interest-
ing option is to make a study guide that ac-
companies the book and that allows students
to take a number of tests and check their an-
swers (either online on a website or offline in
a book). A recent review of the literature has
shown that answering questions and taking
tests are the best ways to remember informa-
tion and, thus, to prepare for an exam (Roedi-
ger & Karpicke, 2006).

5 A good textbook requires regular revision and
updating. For commercial reasons (in particu-
lar to counter the problem of second-hand
books) American textbooks are revised every
two to four years. This seems to be slightly
over the top (the more because the changes are
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often minimal), but as a rule of thumb six
years can be considered as the maximum life-
time of an edition. A great deal changes in
research and in society in a period of six years
and students also hate to study from books
that were published when they were in pri-
mary school (they are so prehistoric!)

The learning objectives

The availability of good Dutch textbooks will
not change much if lecturers and educational
authorities are convinced that only English
books are acceptable for higher education (for
the reasons outlined above) and if this practice is
further imposed (or at least strongly encouraged)
by quality assurance authorities (see also the
Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences, 2003 for a further discussion of the use of
Dutch in higher education and science).

The authors of the present article have both
taught on the basis of American textbooks and
decided that under some circumstances this was
not the right choice, whereas in others it was the
perfect pick. Let’s start with the latter. One of the
courses we taught was psycholinguistics to
fourth-year students of theoretical and experi-
mental psychology. These students wanted a
research-related career and, hence, were very mo-
tivated to read original articles. They very much
appreciated having an English textbook and a
selection of recent English journal articles. It
would have been against all reason if in this con-
text the lecturer had opted for a Dutch textbook.

The clearest example of a situation in which
the use of an English textbook turned out to be
strongly opposed by the students involved a
psychology course taught to first-year law stu-
dents. This course was one of the minor courses
in the curriculum (it only comprised half of the
hours of many of the law-related courses) and
was mainly meant to acquaint the students with

the major findings in psychology and also to
make them aware of the contributions psycholo-
gists could make to their profession. These stu-
dents did not understand why the course had to
be based on an American handbook, and it
gradually became clear to the lecturer as well
that by using such a book he was actually hinder-
ing one of his main learning objectives (i.e., ‘to
give the students a positive picture of psychol-
ogy and what it can offer in judicial contexts’).

The above two examples illustrate the point we
want to make: The use of an American or Dutch
textbook should not be knee-jerk reaction, but a
result of a careful consideration of the learning
objectives of a particular course. For some
courses we did not feel that ‘being confronted
with an English text and reading recent Ameri-
can literature’ were the core learning objectives
that compensated for the drawbacks associated
with the use of an American textbook. For other
courses, we had no doubt that a good inter-
national book was essential to achieve the aims
of the course.

Although not everyone will agree with us, we
also had the feeling that the first introduction to
a new research area (be it psychology, sociology,
statistics or chemistry) is best done in L1. In that
way, students can optimally profit from the links
that exist between their existing knowledge and
the new knowledge. This lays a nice foundation
for subsequent elaboration in English, either by
the use of higher-level English textbooks or by
the use of journal articles. For instance, one of us
(FD) found that in an introductory course, stu-
dents were more eager to write a paper based on
original English journal articles when this was
combined with the use a Dutch textbook than
when it was combined with the use of an Ameri-
can textbook. In the appendix we include a list
of Dutch textbooks to illustrate that at least for
introductory psychology there is an alternative.
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