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Personalising your materials

Webinar handout

by Leonardo Marinho Dias Lima

The framework: connect, adapt, empower

Most teachers adapt coursebook materials. Indeed, personalisation may enhance teaching
outcomes as well as remove or diminish the learning goals. My webinar explores such tension
and how to personalise lessons through the “connect, adapt, empower” framework.

o Connect - Link the activity to your students' world. What do they already know? What
matters to them?

« Adapt — Change one or a few elements: A name, place, budget, features, etc. However,
you do not need to modify everything. Search for a balance between the familiar and the
new (or strange) elements.

« Empower — Give students a meaningful choice. Let them personalise further on their
own as they make simple choices.

Two personalised examples from real classrooms
e Example 1: Intermediate (B1) — this worked well!
- Original task: choose furniture for a character's future bedroom (budget: 1000)
- Adaptation: choose furniture for your own bedroom in five years

- Survey result: high engagement rose significantly (33% highly enjoyable vs 12% on the
original activity)

- Why it worked: the main goal at this level was to use language for future planning, which
was kept and worked well with the engagement employed by the personalisation.

o Example 2: Beginner (A1) — this went too far and did not work well.

- Original task: choose bedroom furniture for a family member (third person: "My father
needs a desk")

- What some teachers did: changed to first person ("l need a desk")
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- Their reason: Aiming at ensuring further engagement

- What was lost: the third-person practice disappeared. Therefore, the task became labelling,
instead of a problem-solving one.

A better way: a balanced adaptation
« Keep the learning goal
« Keep the cognitive challenge (budgets, constraints, problem-solving)
e Add personal meaning without removing the structure

Example: Keep the third-person practice. Change the character to someone students care
about. "Choose furniture for a relative. What do they need? Why?"

Start with what they know (and notice when that does not work)
o Start familiar: "Choose furniture for your bedroom at home"
« Then bridge: "Now imagine your first flat. What would be different?"

A crucial nuance: If a student does not relate to the 'familiar' scenario? That is not a problem.
It is information. We notice and adapt. Personalisation is responsive, not one-size-fits-all.

A practical tool: the pre-course survey

Ask questions at the start of the year. Keep students’ answers. Use results to guide adaptations
all year. For example:

e What are your hobbies?
« Where do you see yourself in five years?
« What is a challenge you face in learning English?

e What topics interest you most?

Three takeaways
1. Start small — adapt one element at a time
2. Keep the learning goal — do not sacrifice rigour for engagement

3. Know your students — surveys, observation, curiosity

A recording of Leonardo’s webinar can be watched here:
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/news-and-events/webinars/webinars-teachers/adapting-elt-
resources-webinars
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