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Balancing the Tortoise and the Hare of 
Creating Materials in the Time of 
Coronavirus 
Brian Cullen (Nagoya Institute of Technology) 
Sarah Mulvey (The J’Expat Network) 
 

There are all kinds of textbooks and all kinds of materials writers, and recently we have had 
the opportunity to talk to two materials writers with very different approaches. If you 
remember the old fable of the tortoise and the hare, we would compare the first writer to 
the tortoise. He creates a thorough to-do list of items related to the textbook, thinks 
carefully about words and placement, and works steadily on his project for short periods of 
time each day. The end result, some years later, is a complete and thoughtful textbook, 
ready to be published. The second writer, the focus of this article, is Nagoya-based Adam 
Miller – aka, “the hare.” He has the same successful end result as the previously mentioned 
tortoise. However, he gets to his end product at a lightning pace. One method is not 
necessarily better than the other (unless you are the hare in the original fable!) In this 
particular rendition, the hare is not only quick, his textbooks produced at the finish line are 
definitely winners and will undoubtedly be useful for many teachers further down the 
road.    

Background 
Adam came to Japan from the United Kingdom almost 12 
years ago. In the UK, Adam did his undergraduate in Film and 
English and later a Master’s degree in Film Studies. Film 
continues to be one of his primary interests and research 
areas and he is considering a PhD program to further his 
knowledge and research in the area. He was able to draw on 
this rich background when he was asked to teach a course on 
film studies at a university in Nagoya.  
The film studies course he created is divided into two sections. 
The first part of the course is on film production, and here he 
leads students in using software, cameras, and voice recorders 
as they create small projects such as music videos and 
podcasts. These small projects build up into the final project in 
which students make their own short movie. The other section 

of the course is film history, which complements the students’ work in film production. 
Students learn about the beginning of film in the 1890s and all the subsequent important 
eras of film, right up to the modern age of anime and streaming services. 

Adam Miller 
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This curriculum later became his first textbook, Movie 
Time, with each weekly lesson being  
transformed into a unit. As with many other teachers 
who develop materials, Adam worked with the publisher 
to move from a set of materials only relevant for his 
own course, to a textbook that can be used more 
flexibly in a wider range of teaching circumstances. 
Adam believes that films offer “an easy way into the 
language because everyone at some level loves films, so 
it is quite an ‘easy sell’ for students.” He also believes 
that film studies offer a very rich and rewarding area of 
study for students. It is “like studying art or science—
there are so many different facets to it, we could focus 
on horror movies or audience studies, or statistics, there 
are so many different things that you can look at more 
deeply, so the variety of it allows us to craft a course 
easily.” 

The Emergence of the Hare 

When we asked Adam what he is currently working on, we realized that he may have been 
very much the tortoise while he was carefully building up his textbook using his own vast 
background and research in the area of film studies. It soon became clear that he is also 
flexible enough to be a hare, and he is able to economize on time when materials are 
needed in a hurry. This year in March, like so many teachers around the world who had to 
turn to emergency remote teaching, the Covid-19 virus suddenly meant that Adam’s classes 
were going to be held online and that he was going to have to redo all of his courses. This 
was not a race that the tortoise was going to win. The hare sprang into action, and Adam 
started making new textbooks to support these new online courses. This meant not just 
one, but rather four textbooks created simultaneously; one designed for a presentation 
course, another for a creative writing course, one for a debate course, and the last, a 
reading course. 

Like many teachers in Japan, Adam likes to utilize group work as much as possible in his 
classes. He soon realized that this was far more difficult to set up and carry out in an online 
environment, even with access to technology such as the breakout room facility in video 
conferencing software like Zoom. He notes that “students are not as open to talk if they are 
not face-to-face,” so he deliberately designed the books to be more step-by-step. Rather 
than just saying to the students, “here’s a topic, go and talk about it,” his new materials 
broke the topic itself down into simple steps, and provided bullet points and speaking points 
for further support. 

Challenges 

Creating four textbooks at one time is a challenge that would overwhelm most teachers, 
especially in a time when so many in the profession are also adjusting to teaching online. 
Adam explains how he deals with this by saying “I try to stay two or three weeks ahead - 
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then I export a pdf and send that to students before the class, and then I will also 
screenshare the pdf so that they can all see it during the online class.” In this way, he has 
managed to recreate online, at least to some degree, the discussions which previously took 
place in the classroom. By using breakout rooms, he is able to see who is in each 
conversation and monitor the discussions as he would do in the regular classroom. In 
creating the four new books, Adam has tried to learn from the current environment and 
ensure that the books can be used in a wide range of teaching situations, both online and in 
a physical classroom, an approach which seems wise for textbook writers in this time of 
uncertainty. 

Creating multiple textbooks simultaneously raises difficulties for even the fastest hare. At 
the beginning, Adam found it was “difficult to establish the structure of each book, how 
they needed to be different, but once I had the structure it was easy enough to get into the 
flow.” Another difficulty was the difference in language, for example, “the language in the 
debate book is a little higher level than the language in the presentation book. Topics in the 
debate book and the type of language tended to be more formal than the presentation 
book in which the language was casual and the topics were familiar ones, like family and 
interests.” Moving between these different books and adjusting his mindset was one of the 
biggest challenges. Another challenge is the time required for materials development. Adam 
estimates that he is spending about three hours per day at his office, and then continuing 
working on them in the evening at home—certainly the schedule of a hare rather than a 
tortoise. Still he tries to stay focused and is clearly quite as disciplined and organized as 
many tortoises: “While I’m making a video on YouTube for the audio exercises, I can be 
editing it and rendering it, and writing another activity at the same time.” At this rate of 
work, he thinks he can complete writing all four books within about five months. 

Benefits of Being a Hare 

On the positive side, Adam notes that creating multiple materials simultaneously and rapidly 
for his courses means that he has to stay close to the flow of lessons. This allows him to try 
new things, get feedback from students immediately, and then edit the activities right away 
to make them even better. He sees what students enjoy and tries to extend or duplicate 
those things, and then removes or tweaks activities that really are not working. 

Adam also enjoys the challenge of learning new things. Creating a diversity of textbooks has 
the advantage of allowing him to research and learn a wide range of knowledge and skills all 
at the same time. For example, while he had never taught debate before and was actually 
quite nervous about teaching it, he learned a lot from online resources on the subject and it 
is now one of his favourite courses. While he is not a confrontational person, it has taught 
him that “debate and argument help you to compromise so that both people are happy—
it’s not about shouting and screaming—even outside the classroom it has given me lessons 
that are useful every day.” By being flexible enough to be a hare and dash outside his 
comfort zone, Adam has learned new skills that enrich his life. He says, “it is mad of 
course—I’m really busy—but I am the kind of person who feels like they are wasting their 
time if they are not doing something. I like writing, it’s a good hobby for me, and it is 
creating something that I can use in the classroom and hopefully it will benefit other 
teachers, too.” 
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For anyone planning a similar crazy bout of creativity, Adam suggests focusing on the big 
picture first: “I’m the kind of person who likes to get something done in its entirety—like a 
greyhound on the track - get out and get it done, and then go back to edit and improve. 
Some people will meticulously plan and write it the first time, and I really admire that, but I 
don’t have that ability.” This certainly demonstrates a practical understanding of the 
necessities of the current hare-like hectic teaching environment while at the same time 
respecting the steady and practical pace of the tortoise as well. Finally, he recommends 
“focusing on creating courses based on content that you enjoy so that the research and 
production process will not be too much of a burden.” 

And the Winner is… 

So, who wins the race—the tortoise or the hare? Of course, in the original story, it is the 
slow and steady approach of the tortoise that gets the prize. In the world of materials 
creation and publishing, sometimes it is the hare who is better able to meet the deadlines. 
For all of us, as materials writers, it is perhaps good to be flexible enough to be able to adapt 
the manic nature of the hare when necessary to meet deadlines, and also to incorporate the 
methodical and sure path of the tortoise, spending small regular periods of time creating 
materials. Adam Miller indeed represents both styles, and the end result will most certainly 
be a cohesive, well-developed set of books that will surely assist not only him, but other 
teachers in the future as well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Want to write something for the next issue of BtK?  

The next deadline for submissions is October 30th, 2020. 

For more details, please refer to “How to Submit” on our 
website. 

  




