
Finally, Brysbaert and Dumoulin (2007) raise a
point concerning the relevance of the covered
material for the situation in the motherland.
Indeed, also in my view, a book that addresses
local issues is to be preferred because students
learn best when the relevance of the material is
directly clear to them. However, this issue is, in
principle, independent of the language of a
book. In fact, I use precisely this relevance argu-
ment to explain to my students that they have to
learn to read in English in order to perform well
in the rest of their studies and in their later
work, and they easily accept it.

In summary, in my view, in universities that aim
to educate psychology students to become scien-
tists or scientist practitioners, books written in
English have to be preferred. Things may be dif-
ferent for more applied studies. When an insti-
tute’s aim is to educate students to become prac-
titioners, a book written in L1 seems most suited
because, in that case, communication with fu-
ture peers will mostly be performed in L1. How-
ever, for academic students who will be commu-
nicating with future peers in English, mastering
the English language should be a learning objec-
tive right from the start.
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Teaching will make the difference and fill the gaps

Frans A.J. Verstraten and Kees van den Bos

Much can be said about Brysbaert and Dumou-
lin’s (2007) interesting contribution. Due to
space limitations we can only focus on a few
issues. The main point we want to make is that it
is teaching that makes the difference. It is no
mean task to choose one introduction book to
psychology over the others. There are many text-
books on the market, some of which do not meet
scientific standards. Irrespective of the choice,
teaching should make up for topics that were
omitted or had to be left out. Using a textbook in
Dutch would be an interesting test of the hy-
pothesis that language makes a difference as
well, but nothing indicates that there are severe
problems with language, at least in the Nether-
lands. Moreover, as already mentioned by Brys-
baert and Dumoulin (2007), the number of stu-
dents that can potentially be taught in Dutch
does not make it likely that there will be much to
choose from in terms of textbooks. At Utrecht
University, both staff and students rate our book
(Gazzaniga & Heatherton, 2006) highly and
exam scores have gone up to the best level in a
long time. For many of the observations dis-

cussed in the target paper, solving the remaining
problems appears to boil down to the choice of a
good textbook − which indeed covers more than
just what happens in North America − and espe-
cially how lecturers teach.

Second language

Nowadays, most textbooks are so well written
that the language should not make too big a dif-
ference. Moreover, the Dutch seem to be very
good in English compared with people of other
nationalities. They rank among the best in the
world on the TOEFL test (Test Of English as a
Foreign Language). Although we admire Brys-
baert and Dumoulin’s effort to convince us that
using a second language is not always the best
way to start, there are good reasons to retain
English as the textbook’s language. Indeed, the
international language of the scientific commu-
nity is English. The sooner you start reading, if
not using it, the better students are prepared
when they have to find their own way in the lit-
erature. To mock a bit with a parallel example,
there is convincing scientific evidence that the
way Asian children learn to count (for example,
eleven = ten plus 1 and twenty = two times 10)
gives them a great advantage in dealing with
larger numbers at an early age (Miller, Smith,
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Zhu, J., & Zhang, 1995). However, have we con-
sidered changing our counting system?

Also, the Bologna agreement can only be success-
ful if we can actually agree on a scientific lan-
guage. Not that it will happen any time soon but
if all scientists were to go back to their mother
tongue, the Bologna agreement would surely
end up as the wishful thinking of politicians. In
line with the Bologna agreement, the quality
assurance committee for academic psychology
education in the Netherlands mentioned that
they were surprised to only find two courses
taught in English in our tracks, so it looks as if
there might be pressure to even change the
teaching language to English. This is, of course,
supposed to facilitate the international exchange
of students. Truth be told, these remarks by the
committee were about courses given at a later
stage than introduction courses.

History, local history and cultural context

It is definitely true that introduction to psych-
ology textbooks have insufficient space for a
good overview of the international history of
psychology. Some handbooks even seem to for-

get about the roots of psychology, whether they
are found in Greece, Persia, Egypt, Germany, the
UK, or even the US. History is so complex, broad
and often subjective that a specific history course
(and book) is the only solution. Yet several uni-
versities have erased this course from their cur-
ricula. Some teachers like to tell students about
the national and local history, which can hardly
be covered in a handbook, irrespective of the lan-
guage. There are many national histories and
even more histories at specific universities.
Given the time and space pressures in the cur-
rent curriculum, it is mostly up to the students
to decide whether they want to familiarise them-
selves with the history in greater detail and we
all know that most will not. Lecturers and local
scientists have a role here and they should take
their own responsibilities and spend some time
lecturing on the national and local history.

Finding books for teaching cultural aspects of
psychology is even more difficult, and this issue
will not be resolved by using a Dutch introduc-
tion to psychology book. In Utrecht we use a
separate Dutch book (Knipscheer & Kleber, 2005)
but, again, it is up to the lecturer to teach this
subject and the good thing is that lecturers can
be very up to date.
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