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  Abstract 
This study investigates the adaptation of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
teaching materials for ethnic minority students in the Chinese educational context. 
Drawing on Dudley-Evans and St. John’s foundational principles of material adap-
tation, the research employs an approach to modify web-based instructional re-
sources, aiming to significantly enhance both cultural relevance and communica-
tive value for target learner populations. The adaptation process involves two key 
modifications: first, the careful substitution of Western-centric cultural content with 
carefully selected indigenous elements while meticulously preserving the original 
pedagogical framework and learning objectives; second, the thorough redesign of 
classroom activities following Nunan’s communicative task model, with particular 
attention to creating differentiated instructional approaches that effectively accom-
modate the diverse linguistic backgrounds and varying proficiency levels of multi-
ethnic learners in mixed-ability classroom settings. These adaptations not only ex-
emplify how strategic localization can bridge cultural gaps in language education 
but also demonstrate practical methodologies for addressing complex issues of cul-
tural and linguistic diversity in contemporary EFL instruction, potentially offering 
valuable insights for educators working with similar student demographics glob-
ally. 

Keywords 
Material adaptation; Cultural relevance; EFL; Ethnic minority students; Communi-
cative teaching 

 
1. Introduction 

The rapid development of the EFL industry has led to an extensive array of teaching materials catering to diverse 
educational programs. Nevertheless, despite this abundance and variety, educators frequently encounter challenges 
in identifying materials that adequately address both learners’ needs and curricular requirements. To reconcile the 
disparity between available materials and specific pedagogical demands, it becomes imperative to adapt teaching 
resources based on comprehensive learner profiles, cultural and cognitive considerations, as well as local contextual 
factors (Prabhu, 1987; Tomlinson, 2022; Hartle, 2022). 

As populations with distinctive cultural characteristics, ethnic minority students in China necessitate tailored EFL 
teaching materials to address the specific learning needs of its students. This paper presents an adaptation process of 
web-based instructional resources for EFL learners at a minority university in China, aiming to enhance their lan-
guage learning experience within this unique sociocultural context. 
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2. Learners’ Profile 

Guerrettaz et al. (2021) point out that existing definitions of teaching materials often overlook the complexity of these 
materials, including how they impact language learners and teachers, shape language instruction and use, and are 
limited to a single type of material—textbooks. Crucially, learners’ needs and experiences are frequently neglected 
in both the conceptualization and design of materials. 

For this study, the target learner population consists predominantly of Han Chinese and Tibetan undergraduate 
students aged approximately 18-22 years. Analysis reveals distinct linguistic competencies between these groups: 
Han Chinese students demonstrate stronger foundational knowledge of English grammatical structures and possess 
adequate lexical resources for advanced reading comprehension. In contrast, Tibetan students exhibit relative weak-
nesses in grammatical accuracy and maintain a more limited vocabulary base for processing advanced texts. Notably, 
the cohorts display divergent learning style preferences, with Han Chinese learners favoring independent study ap-
proaches while Tibetan students show greater affinity for collaborative learning modalities. 

3. The Materials to Be Adapted 

The ESL Library was established in 2002 as an online platform for English language teaching resources. Owned and 
operated by Red River Press Inc., this educational website specializes in creating engaging lesson content for adoles-
cent and adult learners (typically ages 16+). Its pedagogical approach emphasizes stimulating critical thinking 
through authentic, thematically rich materials. 

For this adaptation study, we have selected the “Bob Marley” reading comprehension module (see Appendix 1 for 
complete lesson materials). This unit exemplifies the platform’s methodology of developing literacy skills through 
culturally relevant biographical content, using celebrity profiles as vehicles for language acquisition. 

4. Material Adaptation: Rationale and Necessity 

The adaptation process becomes problematic when undertaken without clearly defined objectives. Cunningsworth 
(1995), in his seminal work Choosing Your Coursebook, establishes key justifications for material adaptation. He 
identifies several determining factors, including classroom dynamics, syllabus constraints, stakeholder characteristics, 
learner expectations and motivation, as well as resource availability. 

The present adaptation initiative stems primarily from findings of a prior material evaluation conducted using 
Mukundan’s (2011) framework for evaluating instructional materials. The evaluation revealed two critical shortcom-
ings: first, while the material demonstrates strong overall organization, its task components prove largely irrelevant 
to the specific linguistic and cultural context of the minority students that are under study. Second, the analysis iden-
tified an overreliance on controlled practice tasks that fail to facilitate meaningful communicative language learning 
opportunities. 

These findings necessitate substantial adaptation of the existing materials to better align with both the pedagogical 
requirements and the sociocultural realities of the target learner population. The adaptation aims to transform the 
materials into a more contextually appropriate and pedagogically effective resource that addresses these identified 
deficiencies. 

5. Adaptation Techniques 

While identifying the rationale for material adaptation offers theoretical guidance for the process, the application of 
specific adaptation techniques provides concrete methodological tools for implementation. McDonough and Shaw 
(1993) and Cunningsworth (1995) have established a framework of five principal adaptation techniques: Adding 
(supplementing existing materials), Deleting (removing unnecessary content), Simplifying (modifying complex ele-
ments), Reordering (restructuring the sequence), and Replacing (substituting inappropriate content). 

For the current adaptation project, the primary techniques to be employed will be adding and replacing. This se-
lection is based on the specific needs identified in the material evaluation phase, where gaps in relevance and com-
municative practice were discovered. The adding technique will be used to incorporate culturally appropriate content, 
while replacing will address the unsuitable task components in the original materials. 

6. Adaptation Principles and Implementation of Material Adaptation 

Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998) propose four essential criteria for effective material adaptation: Judicious selection 
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from available resources; Creative employment of existing materials; Purposeful modification of activities to align 
with learners’ needs; Meaningful supplementation with additional exercises. The current adaptation process gives 
particular emphasis to these considerations, focusing primarily on the modification and supplementation of activity 
components. These adjustments aim to enhance task relevance, ensuring that students’ learning needs are addressed 
through content they can personally relate to. This approach resonates with Jolly and Bolitho’s (2011) assertion that 
materials achieve optimal effectiveness when specifically designed to cater to specific learner groups. 

The primary impetus for adaptation stems from the frequent mismatch between material content and specific 
learner contexts (Sheldon, 1988). This disparity is especially pronounced for minority groups like Tibetan students, 
as most commercially available materials are designed for global audiences with an inherent mainstream cultural bias. 
Given the well-documented significance of “relevance” in language learning (Nunan, 1988; Bell & Gower, 1998; 
Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Krashen, 1982), adapting materials to reflect learners’ personal experiences becomes 
imperative. 

7. Lesson Structure and Key Adaptations 

The target lesson comprises five key components: Quick Facts, Pre-reading, Reading, Vocabulary Review, and Dis-
cussion. Two principal adaptations were implemented to enhance relevance: First, the Quick Facts section, originally 
designed as a lead-in activity requiring students to complete basic biographical information about Bob Marley (in-
cluding name, nationality, ideology, and notable achievements), presented significant challenges for Tibetan learners. 
Unlike their Western counterparts, who might be familiar with this cultural icon, Tibetan students often lack prior 
knowledge of Bob Marley, resulting in limited engagement with the task. 

Richards (2001) advocates for pre-reading activities that “help relate the reading to a student’s prior experiences,” 
emphasizing their role in stimulating interest and preparing necessary vocabulary. In accordance with this recom-
mendation, the original task was replaced with an activity where students provide information about their own favor-
ite singers. This adapted lead-in activity serves dual purposes: it immediately captures students’ interest while sim-
ultaneously expanding their vocabulary as they describe personal musical preferences in English. 

Additional adaptations were applied to the warm-up questions to address their lack of relevance. Notably, the 
modifications were implemented selectively, while certain questions were replaced, others were retained unchanged 
despite their limited relevance to the learners. For instance, among the three original questions, the first inquires about 
Bob Marley's musical genres, the second asks whether students enjoy Bob Marley’s musical style, and the third 
questions what Bob Marley sings about. The decision was made to retain the first two questions because, although 
culturally unfamiliar, they still offer valuable opportunities for exploration and discussion. To enhance relevance, 
instructors might play a sample of Bob Marley’s music to aid student comprehension. However, the third question 
required replacement because the linguistic complexity of song lyrics exceeds the target learners’ proficiency level. 
Consequently, it was substituted with a question better aligned with students’ existing knowledge base. 

The incorporation of culturally relevant elements, such as Tibetan songs and familiar local singers, enables students 
to engage in meaningful cultural reflection, thereby fostering intercultural awareness as conceptualized by McKay 
(2000). Beyond the adaptations made to enhance cultural relevance, further modifications were implemented to im-
prove the task components. The original lesson contained merely two principal tasks: vocabulary preview and vo-
cabulary review. While the website describes these as communicative activities promoting student-centered learning 
in line with Tomlinson’s (2011) principles, in practice, these vocabulary matching exercises fail to facilitate genuine 
learner interaction, instead consisting primarily of written responses. 

Nunan’s (1989) communicative task framework provides a comprehensive approach for evaluating such activities. 
This analytical model examines five key dimensions: Goals: the intended learning outcomes of the task; Input: the 
content material supporting these goals; Activities: the specific procedures learners follow; Roles: the dynamic be-
tween teachers and students; Settings: the physical learning environment’s impact on interaction. 

According to Nunan, effective communicative task design must incorporate all these interrelated elements. Guided 
by this framework, a new post-reading task was incorporated at the lesson’s conclusion, designed to be both culturally 
relevant and genuinely communicative. This activity requires students to share personal narratives about their favorite 
musical artists with the class. Following Richards’ (2001) pedagogical principle, the task aims to prompt learners to 
“reflect on, synthesize, or evaluate what they have read,” while simultaneously encouraging them to utilize vocabu-
lary, phrases, and grammatical structures encountered in the main text. 

The final adaptation focuses on the vocabulary review component. Although this section effectively reinforces 
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newly acquired lexical items from the reading passage, its original design failed to accommodate the distinct learning 
preferences and proficiency levels between Tibetan and Han Chinese students. 

As previously established, these learner groups demonstrate marked differences: Han Chinese students typically 
exhibit stronger language proficiency and favor independent study approaches, while their Tibetan counterparts often 
prefer collaborative learning methods and require additional linguistic support. Recognizing the vocabulary review's 
crucial role in achieving lesson objectives, the adaptation preserves the task’s core content while modifying its im-
plementation strategy to ensure all students in this mixed-ability classroom derive maximum benefit. 

These strategic modifications in task sequencing and implementation not only accommodate the distinct learning 
preferences of Han and Tibetan students but also create valuable opportunities for peer learning by pairing students 
of different proficiency levels, thereby maximizing learning potential for all participants. 

In essence, the material adaptations adhere to McDonough and Shaw’s (2003) fundamental principle of “person-
alizing and localizing” instructional content from their seminal work, Materials and Methods in ELT. Furthermore, 
the modifications address diverse learner needs while enhancing engagement through increased learner autonomy 
(Islam & Mares, 2003). The supplementary materials maintain thematic coherence by focusing on students’ personal 
musical preferences while preserving the original text’s emphasis on Bob Marley. This deliberate integration of global 
and local elements, combined with differentiated difficulty levels, significantly enhances both the relevance and com-
municative value of the content while effectively addressing the varying language competencies of Tibetan and Han 
Chinese learners. 

8. Conclusion 

Given the pivotal role of instructional materials in language education, careful selection is essential to ensure they 
“satisfy both external standards and local contextual requirements” (McGrath, 2002). However, the diversity of 
learner profiles and educational contexts makes it virtually impossible to find materials that perfectly align with 
specific local needs. Consequently, teachers must develop the capacity to “mediate between prescribed materials and 
their students, skillfully adapting and supplementing content as required” (McGrath, 2002). 

Through comprehensive consideration of learner characteristics and contextual factors, this study demonstrates the 
adaptation of web-based materials informed by prior evaluative findings. While the modifications may appear modest 
in scope, their pedagogical implications for educators at the minority University are substantial. It must be empha-
sized that such adaptations represent an ongoing process rather than a final product - as learner needs evolve, so too 
must the materials. As Jolly and Bolitho astutely observe, material adaptation constitutes a perpetual, cyclical en-
deavor, mirroring the continuous refinement of lesson plans and teaching approaches. The ultimate objective remains 
the creation of resources that genuinely enhance instructional effectiveness and learning outcomes. 
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Appendix 1. Sample Lesson of ESL Teaching Materials 
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Appendix 2. Comparison between the Original and Adapted 
Original Adapted 

Part 1. Quick Facts 

Name: 

Nationality: 

Ideology: 

Famous for: 

Part 1. Quick Facts 

Name: 

Nationality: 

Music types: 

Best works: 

Part 2. Pre-Reading 

1.What type of music is Bob Marley known for? 

2. Do you like Bob Marley’s style of music? 

3. What does Bob Marley sing about? 

Part 2. Pre-Reading 

1.What type of music is Bob Marley known for? 

2. Do you like Bob Marley’s style of music? 

3. What does your favorite singer sing about? 

Part3. 

Readings 

Part3. 

Readings 

Part4. Vocabulary Review 

Individual task 

 

Part4. Vocabulary Review 

Group task/mixture of the strong and the weak 

Part5. Discussion Part5. Discussion 

 
Part 6. Share with the group about your favorite singer and pre-

sent it to the class using some of the vocabulary and 
pharases we learned in the reading text. 

 


