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PREFACE

This anthology of articles and excerpts is intended to give you an overview of the main issues of teaching English as a foreign language. It is divided into two parts, A and B.

Most of the articles in Part A are practical in nature; they offer suggestions and ideas for dealing with day-to-day classroom concerns. Some of them have more of a theoretical orientation; they probe and question basic teaching principles, or describe and evaluate different approaches to teaching.

With very few exceptions the authors are practising teachers with many years of primary / secondary school  experience behind them. They come from a variety of backgrounds including places as far apart as Italy, Turkey, China and Japan.

The excerpts in Part B are more concerned with questions such as "How do people actually become teachers?" " Can someone tell me or show me what to do, or must I find my own way?" " Once I have graduated from university, how can I continue my professional development?" " How much can I learn by observing other teachers at work?" " What is the best way to 'observe'?"

Although you may be considering classroom questions from the teacher's perspective for the first time, you too have many years of valuable school experience behind you. You will need to draw on this experience and relate what you read in this book to the classrooms, teachers and learners that you have known.

PART A 

SECTION 1:  Introduction

The excerpt given here invites you to take a fresh look at classrooms, this time from the teacher's angle, and think about some basic concepts of teaching and learning.

SECTION 2: Textbooks and syllabuses

Choosing the right materials for a group of learners, understanding the role of coursebooks, working out or adapting a course syllabus are all part and parcel of what a teacher does. The three articles in this section will offer slightly different views on these issues.

SECTION 3: Working with young learners

What do young learners bring with them to the classroom? How can the teacher build on their skills, talents and interests? These are the main questions addressed here.

SECTION 4: Presenting new language

The article which makes up this section is to complement your reading/thinking about language learning as process, with various stages leading towards mastery. 

The author's focus is on the first stage, that of presenting new language to learners. 

SECTION 5: Preparing for the reality of real classrooms

The five articles here all focus on the main protagonists of classrooms: the learners. They call attention to the great variety of learner types in terms of ability, interest, attitude to learning etc. Two of the articles focus on 'difficult' students, and suggest several strategies for working with them.

SECTION 6: Pair work, group work

These two articles deal with the practicalities of pair- and group-work. The first  one focuses on the benefits of working in pairs, while the second one lists a variety of ideas for grouping students.

SECTION 7: Learning words

The excerpt in this section concentrates on the way our memory works, and draws some practical implications for the teaching and learning of vocabulary.

The article describes a specific approach to designing a syllabus with a strong focus on vocabulary development.

SECTION 8: Interesting and meaningful language practice

What can make exercises interesting and  meaningful to learners? 

The authors suggest that e.g. a visual  focus, open-endedness, or working within the context of a story can increase learner involvement.

This section can supplement your reading on some basic principles of grammar teaching. 

SECTION 9: Listening, reading, speaking and integrating skills

This series of articles looks at classroom activities with a skills development focus. Many ideas are presented for making skills development a meaningful and interactive experience for learners.

SECTION 10: Planning and monitoring learning

The first article in the section outlines some key ideas relating to the cycle of planning - teaching - evaluating that teachers go through in their day-to-day practice. The other articles offer some ideas on homework tasks and grading students' work.

SECTION 11: The 'Communicative' Approach 

What is the Communicative Approach? What kind of teacher does it take to put its main principles into practice? How does it compare to more traditional approaches?

The two articles in the section offer slightly contrasting viewpoints.

SECTION 12: Working with inner resources

The message of this series of articles is that the greatest resources for teachers to build on are found in the learners: their creativity, imagination, urge for self-expression etc. 

The last article of the section stands as a reminder that the teacher, too, has got inner resources to nurture and develop.

PART B

SECTION 13: Learning to Teach

This excerpt focuses on the importance of personal development in teacher education, as distinct from other types of undergraduate course. The writer argues that we must first become aware of the attitudes and preconceptions that we bring with us to the course, before developing our own personal teaching philosophy or "mini-theory", which will eventually be refined and consolidated by actual experience in the classroom.

SECTION 14: Why Observe?

In this excerpt, which is the introduction to a collection of "classroom observation instruments" the author explains what classroom observation is, and how it can help both student-teachers in pre-service teacher education programmes and qualified, experienced teachers. At the same time, she discusses the importance of individual development and implications of this for the relationship between "student teachers" and "teacher educators".

SECTION 15: Planning Classroom Research Projects

In this excerpt the writer discusses the problems of "how to get started on classroom research" and gives useful advice on how to choose suitable topics and questions to investigate. He also discusses the value of classroom research in teacher education and development. The section continues with two more chapters from the same book, which describe the possible uses, advantages and disadvantages of various research techniques.
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1  Between the people in the classroom

   by Earl Stevick

   From:  Teaching and Learning Languages. 1988.

          Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press

1.1  Introduction

           Good morning, class!

           Welcome to English 3!

           I'm.................

           First, I'll call the roll.

Here's a scene that repeats itself many hundreds of times a year in countries all over the world. This time though, it's different! You are the teacher! The course may be French2, or Spanish1, or Practical Portuguese, or Advanced Arabic instead of English3, but the messages of these four lines are still there.

If you are reading this book, you probably haven't welcomed classes on many opening days. You may never have taught a language at all. In the following pages, I will put together some of the things I have learned in 35 years, and set them out as clearly as I can for new language teachers. I hope you will find them useful. I also hope you will find them encouraging. Helping people to learn a new language is work, but it can be one of the most rewarding kinds of work there is. And it can be great fun!

The second part of this book will show you that you need never run out of classroom techniques. It will begin to answer your questions about `How?'  The third chapter will get you started on what you need to know concerning the working of language--some of your questions about `What?' The final chapter will steer you to a number of other books that will be of value to you as a new teacher. In this first part, though, let's take a few pages to look at the "`Who?'    and the `Where?' and the `Why?'"  Unless you're fairly clear about these matters, your best techniques will be mere virtuosity, and your knowledge of linguistics may prove just so much excess baggage.

The words in the four sentences at the head of this chapter are simple, and the sentences themselves make up a very common formula. Let's start by taking the formula apart. The assumptions that lie behind it are the framework within which you will probably be doing most of your teaching.

1.2  `Good morning, class!'

When you end the first sentence with the word `class', for example, you are recognizing your students as a very special kind of group. It is a group that has its meaning within the public school system, or a refugee program, or a university, or a commercial language school, or some other social institution. The members of the class, and the institution that they belong to, have their own goals for the course. Sometimes their principal goal is recreation or personal improvement. Sometimes it is simply the amassing of academic credits. Very often it is preparation for an external examination, or for a very specific type of employment. Some people have none of these `instrumental' goals, but instead would merely like to identify themselves more closely with the culture that speaks German or Japanese or whatever the language is. This is what some people call `integrative' motivation. But instrumental or integrative, the goal is never just `to learn the language'. If this is true, then your own goal cannot be simply `to teach the language'. Teaching a language is always a means towards other ends. When you called the people there in front of you `class', you accepted for yourself the role known as `teacher', and along with it an obligation to help your students to move toward the goals that they brought with them. This task may be complex if the students' own goals are at variance with those of the institutions to which you and they are responsible, or if they differ among themselves as to goals or if their goals are unrealistic. Complexity--even impossibility--does not detract from the priority of this task, however. Upon your success on dealing with it may depend much of your credibility, your acceptability and your professional existence.

Step 1.  Find out what your students and their sponsors expect from the course.

1.3  `Welcome to English 3!'

When you `welcome' your students to English 3, you are using the same word that you say to a guest who has come to your home. Using this word means first of all that you are speaking for the family that lives there. More important, though, it means that you intend to help your guest to feel comfortable. So we often follow `Welcome!' with `Make yourself at home!'

By watching a guest, we can get a pretty good idea of how well we have succeeded in making him1 feel at home. Does he lean back on the sofa, or does he sit cautiously upright on the edge of it? Doe he nibble politely just the minimum of food that custom requires him to eat, or does he eat heartily? Does he stay on the outskirts of the conversation, or does he seem to enjoy putting himself into it? Does he glance frequently at his watch, or does he seem to have lost track of the time?

The word `welcome', then stands for one of the two essential sides to your role as a teacher. You hope that by the end of the course your students will feel more at home with your language than they do now. You hope they will prefer to concentrate on the work at hand rather than on the clock. Most of all, you hope that they will throw intellect and imagination into the lesson, and not just go through the motions with their voices and their pencils.

1    The exclusive use of he, his, him in contexts like this perpetuates a tradition which is no longer acceptable. To use he or she (or she or he) and the corresponding double pronouns for possessive and objective forms is prohibitively awkward. No solution is likely to please everyone. My practice in this book will be to use the masculine forms in some chapters, feminine ones in others, and to envy the Turks, Japanese, and speakers of all other languages in which this issue does not arise.

This last point is particularly important. In the long run, the quantity of your students' learning will depend on the quality of the attention that they give it. The quality of their attention will depend, in turn, on the degree to which they are able and willing to throw themselves into what is going on. And they will throw themselves in only to the extent that they feel secure in doing so. In this respect they're something like a turtle, which moves ahead on its own power only when it's willing to stick its neck out a little.

We all know that it's nice to make one's guests feel comfortable. But when you make your student-guests feel welcome and safe, you have done much more than just be nice to them. You have achieved a very practical end in opening the way for them to participate more freely in the course and to profit more fully from it.

We will come  back to this security -- assertion -- attention formula when we look at what lies behind the fourth line of your opening words to your students. Meantime here's my next recommendation to you: Step 2. Find out what will make your students feel welcome in your class and secure with you. This will vary from one culture to another. For example, a very strict and heavy-handed style may frighten or offend students in one country, while in another country students may feel that a teacher who does not behave in that way is not a real teacher. Other examples come from body language: the way you use your eyes, the distance you stand from your students, the way you touch or refrain from touching them--all of these carry signals which will have a profound effect on your students' feelings of welcome and comfort with you. Such features of non-verbal communication are often subtle--so subtle that neither you nor your students are consciously aware of them. But aware or not, your students will be affected by them. In fact, the things we do that people don't consciously notice are often the very things that mold the most deeply and firmly their attitudes toward us.

If you and your students are from different cultures, you may have quite a bit to learn about how they see teaching styles and non-verbal communication. Even if you and they share the same home culture, however, what I've just said still applies.  Within any culture there is a vast range of effectiveness from one teacher to another, and much of the difference rests on just such matters as these.

This is not say that your students' culture and the culture that your are representing to them are totally unlike each other, of course. Nor does it mean that all members of a particular culture are exactly the same in what makes them feel comfortable or uncomfortable. It goes without saying that you'll want to be sensitive to individual differences, but you're likely to misinterpret individuals unless you have a reasonably good picture of the culture out of which the individuals have come. So I repeat: your second step is to find out what means what in the culture(s) of your students. This will be a never-ending journey, of course. You certainly won't be able to complete it during your first few months as their teacher. You can make a significant start on it though, and that's what will be most important to you and them.

All of this is part of treating your students as human beings with human needs. But they're not the only human beings in the classroom. You're one too, so it will be worth your while to notice what it is that makes you feel welcome or unwelcome, what would make you feel more secure so that you can put yourself  more fully into work with your class. Depending on your students' culture and your own, you might find it helpful to tell your students a bit about yourself, how you came to be their teacher, why you are doing things as you are , and so on.

There's another point to be made in connection with the second sentence of your opening monologue. In that sentence you are not merely making your students feel `at home.' You are welcoming them to a very definite activity known as English3. By enrolling in this course, your students are making a public commitment of themselves: of their time and money, most obviously, but also of mental effort and emotional resources. They want to feel that they are investing their minds and their emotions, their time and money, in a way that will bring them a satisfying return.

If you have followed steps 1 and 2, you have begun to find out what your students want, and something of what it takes to make them feel personally comfortable. But if they are seldom sure what kind of activity is coming next, they will have to divert a large part of their energy to figuring out what to try to do and when to try to do it. (Remember how much more tired you are after the first day on a new job than you are after you have learned the ropes and know what to expect.) Worse yet, if they sense you the teacher aren't clear about what to do next, most groups will become uneasy and even demoralized.

Step 3, therefore: Work out some basic techniques, and establish a simple, clear routine for using them. You don't have to be inflexible either in the routine or in the techniques themselves. The important thing, though, is to keep from improvising too much--from looking as though you are making up your method as you go along. When the students sense that they are in firm hands, they can relax and turn their full attention to the task before them. If `control' means establishing the rules for an activity and providing options among which students may choose, then you can maintain complete control in your classroom even while you allow your students to exercise a great deal of initiative. Think of a jungle gym--lengths of steel pipe joined together at right angles to make a rigid three-dimensional space within which children can climb about as they wish. Igor Stravinsky once remarked, `My freedom will be so much greater and more meaningful the more narrowly I limit my field of action and.... surround myself with obstacles... The more constraints one imposes, the more one frees one's self of the chains that shackle the spirit.'

Frequent and significant `initiative' within clear and dependable `control,' as I have used these two terms, builds further the sense of security that is basic to the best kind of learning. An advantage is that you as a teacher will also feel more competent and therefore more confident when you are working in a familiar routine with tools that you know how to handle. This competence and confidence will come across to your students, increasing their security even further. Once they feel this confidence, you might find it profitable to sound them out from time to time about their reactions and their suggestions.

1.4   `I'm............... .'

When you begin your third sentence with `I'm,' you will really be saying, `I, the teacher, am............ .' Though details may vary from culture to culture and from school to school, a teacher is usually a person who directs what students are to do, who exercises power over them, and who evaluates what they have done. So you will say, in effect, `I, the person into whose hands you are putting yourself to dominate you and direct you and judge you, am............'

Watching myself over the years, as well as a number of other beginning teachers, I have seen at least five ideas of what a teacher's most basic function is. I began, I suppose, with a picture of a teacher who leaves people knowing more than they had known before. I remember several sessions in the class taught by one person who seemed to think that her essential duty was to correct mistakes; whenever the lesson was going so well that there were no errors, she did whatever was necessary to produce errors! Another teacher I knew acted as though her most important duty was to answer her students' questions. Others are certain that, above all, they must get their students through the textbook by the end of the course. Some are less concerned with subject matter, questions and errors, and more concerned with helping their students become more capable and independent in dealing with the language  on their own. My purpose here is not to say that some of these views are right and others are wrong, or even that one is better than anther. But you may want to run this list through your mind, add to it if you can, and think about yourself and other teachers you have known.

Next in your opening words to your class, you complete that heavily loaded third sentence by giving the students your name. You may want to stop here for a moment and go back and read that sentence quietly, but aloud, to yourself. Insert your own name, in the form that your class will use in speaking to you. Pause for a few seconds to let the sound of the sentence echo a time or two through your mind. The ask yourself, `What is the person like who goes by this name?' What brought her (or him) into the classroom, and does she (or he) hope to get out of it?'

Let's look at just a few of the fringe benefits that go along with being a teacher, aside from the salary. For one thing, there's a certain amount of infallibility.  Within your classroom and within the subject matter that you were hired to teach, you are always right. Even if you aren't always right, you know so much more than your students that it's very  nearly the same thing. How important will that be to you the next time you step into a classroom?

Another fringe benefit is power: the right to tell people what to do and then tell them how well or how poorly they have done it. In this sense you will be standing in the shoes of your parents and your own teachers--of figures, that is, toward whom you felt love or fear or respect or perhaps some combination of emotions. As a teacher, you will feel that these emotions are being directed toward you. What does this status mean to you? How will you feel if people don't give it to you?

A third benefit that we teachers occasionally receive is gratitude. Are you able to enjoy your students' successes without demanding that they act grateful toward you?

Some artists use wood as their medium. Others use paint or musical instruments or dance. The medium for your creativity as a teacher will be the minds of other human beings. Books and curricula and visual aids are often called `media,' but they are not the medium; they are only tools for working that medium. How do you feel about the pleasures, the responsibilities and the frustrations of working with other people's minds?

Would you prefer a strong sense of creativity accompanied by little evident gratitude from your students, or enthusiastic gratitude for what you felt was a routine job of teaching? Similarly, how would you balance power against gratitude, power against creativity, or creativity against infallibility? These are some of the questions that may help you to understand better your own completion of the third sentence in your opening words to your class.

Step 4, then, is to ask yourself these questions, perhaps making a few notes. Then put those thoughts and notes aside for a few days. Notice what additional answers come to you, perhaps when you least expect them.

1.5  `First, I'll call the roll.'

With the fourth and last sentence, you begin to read the  students' names aloud one at a time. Have you ever noticed what people do when they first see a group photo which includes them? Each looks first, of course, to check on how he came out, and you can often overhear wry, self-conscious remarks on that subject. People react in very much the same way to a hand-lettered list that includes their names. And many (though not all) of us find it hard to let a mispronunciation of our names go uncorrected.

One obvious step that you can take, then, if you don't already speak your students' native language(s), is to learn to pronounce as well as possible these foreign names that belong to your students. More generally though, and much more important: Step 5 is to take your first opportunity to look at your students one at a time--not while they're watching, of course. Spend about five seconds on each one. Remind yourself as you do so that there is one more ego laying itself on the line by becoming your students. Where you as teacher exercise your right and your responsibility to control what goes on in class, here is someone who is constantly being controlled. Where you are infallible, here is someone who expects to be evaluated every time he opens his mouth. The areas of your special knowledge are for him areas of ignorance. You may use your creativity in helping him to be creative also, but many teachers draw their feeling of creativity from their success in using their students' conformity to elicit lots of right answers. When your students feel that you are the captive of your own needs to display superior knowledge or to display superior power or to feel infallibility, gratitude or creativity, they may `draw their heads back into their shells.'

But it's not just their relationship with the teacher that influences how students do their studies. When a student feels in direct competition with other students, that feeling will affect performance, sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse. Another strong force between students is loyalty, and pressure to conform to the standards of the class, or of the student's home culture. Too good an accent in speaking may be taken as a sign of willingness to move psychologically away from the life into which they were born, and toward becoming too much like the people whose native language the student is learning. Being too quick in any aspect of the course may set up tensions between a good student and his classmates. In even a small class the learning styles of these students may be dramatically different from one another; this too may lead to misunderstanding and impatience.

1.6   Conclusion

The five steps that I have suggested in this opening chapter will not of themselves make you into a good teacher. Moreover, many thousands of people through the ages have become good teachers without consciously following these steps. The most you can hope for, if you do follow them, is that they will bring you to a position from which you can see a bit more clearly where you are working and what you are working with.

Are textbooks symptoms of a  DISEASE?

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol. 14. No.1. 

    September 1993.

Robert O'Neill reflects on the role of the textbooks in our classrooms.

I seem to remember Isaiah Berlin saying in one of his essays that there were two striking characteristics of ideologies in the 20th century. One was the refusal to deal with certain classic questions that in previous centuries had been regarded as essential. These included `What is it possible to know?', `How can we be sure that we know it?' and `If we think we know it, what principles should guide us when we translate this knowledge into practical action?' The reason given for this refusal was usually that the ideology was based on some `scientific truth' which made it unnecessary to ask these questions any more.

The second and even more striking characteristic was the belief that any further preoccupation with these questions was not only misguided but a symptom of dysfunction or even to disease. To doubt the ideology was to exhibit psychological disorder, and indeed was sometimes treated as such in Soviet hospitals.

Perhaps it seems pretentious to begin in this way. Yet I cannot help thinking about Isaiah Berlin for several reasons. One is an uneasy feeling that some of the most popular ideas in EFL, or at least in the versions of them I have heard at some conference workshops, can be accepted only if you refuse to ask yourself certain questions that not so long ago would have been regarded as essential. I am thinking of questions like `Should we present, practice and revise the core features of English systematically?'; `Does it matter how we stage, sequence and structure the language we teach? Or, is the order in which these things are presented irrelevant?' and `Should we design and produce materials so that everyone can see what a course of study will cover?' 

Textbook as map

For years one of the many roles of textbooks has been to function as a kind of `map'. The fact that they are bound, printed and published means that this map is open and available to everyone concerned; the student, the student's sponsors or parents, the teacher and the teacher's employers. It is as if the textbook is saying, `The core of the course covers this territory. As part of it, students will study these texts and concepts and do these exercises. This is what the course you or someone else is paying for is all about.'

Of course in the past teachers often felt that their textbooks were bad or inadequate, but few would for that reason alone have concluded it was better to get rid of textbooks altogether. Bad textbooks were arguments for preparing better ones.

Formative

In the 1960s, in addition to my work as a teacher during the day in an EFL school in Bournemouth, I also taught German to adults in evening classes at a nearby technical college. This experience was formative and central for me later when I became involved in writing EFL textbooks. It persuaded me that even a bad textbook is better than none at all, especially but not only if you happen to be a non-native teacher of the language. Through teaching German to English people, I came to realize how important it was for them to be able to see both what we had done and also what we would do later. The adults who came to my German classes in the evening had not left their jobs and families to spend a leisurely period studying a foreign language in the country where it was actually spoken. My students in those evening classes were like the students in Turkey, Spain, Japan and other places I would encounter later. They could not avoid the sudden and unpredictable demands their wives, husbands, children and employers made upon their time. My systematic, regular and predictable use of a textbook made it possible for them to revise or prepare for lessons when they were at home or to and from their way to work.

The territory
I began to ask myself questions about the EFL students I taught during the day. Was it not just as important for them to have a map of the territory I intended to take them through? Should they also be able to look ahead to and prepare for future lessons as  well as look back and revise past ones whenever they wanted to? Try learning a foreign language yourself with any reasonably good textbook--and there are some very good ones in Spanish, German, French and other languages--and you may appreciate the importance of having a map and record of the course with you at all times, so that you can look at it on buses or in cafes, before and after your lessons. Even if you happen to be learning the language in the country where it is spoken, most of your real contact with the language often is with the teacher and the textbook. The fact that you are surrounded by the language doesn't mean you understand very much of what you hear and see outside the class. This is especially true of students who do not know very much of the language.

Better without?

There are, of course, many groups of students at various levels for whom existing textbooks are inappropriate. There may even be some who are probably better off with no textbook at all. But these are unrepresentative of the vast majority of students who study English here or in other countries. For a variety of reasons, it is almost always better to base at least 70% of your teaching upon a good coursebook--if one exists--than it is to give out bits and pieces from various sources--often photocopied from other textbooks anyway. I am not saying you should use only that coursebook or become slavishly dependent upon it. In fact, as we shall see, that is never what good teachers who systematically use coursebooks do. I am saying only that when reasonably good textbooks exist--and they do for many if not all types of learner--it is better to use them, and that if you are convinced there is no suitable textbook for the types of students you are teaching, you should consider writing one yourself. You can be reasonably certain that if you encounter the same kind of problems with more than one group of students in one country there will be other students you have never seen in other countries you have never been to who could benefit from what you have produced.

Negotiable?

It is often argued that the teacher should `negotiate the syllabus' with the class rather than accept one `imposed' upon them by someone who has never taught the class. How practical is the idea that the syllabus is in a way `negotiable' with most students? Can you `negotiate' whether or not an elementary class should learn words like up, down, right, left, good, bad, big, small, rice, meat, tea, potatoes, man, woman, he, she, them, us, why? what? when? how, it, perhaps, should, and can? Is it also `negotiable' whether or not the teacher should give the class practice in pronouncing these words intelligibly? Can you negotiate whether or not they should learn Present, Past, and Perfect Tense forms, the formation and meaning of `Wh-' questions, or the most common exponents of functions like `giving advice or instructions', `making suggestions' and `narrating a sequence of events'? These things belong to the core of the syllabus of any reasonably good textbook at elementary and post-elementary levels. Is that purely an accident--an arbitrary whim--or does it reflect the fact that these things are a part of the foundations of communicative competence in English?

Responsibility
This leads to another basic question. Should we accept that we have a responsibility as `professionals' to know what we are supposed to be doing? How can teachers `negotiate' with students who simply do not know enough to make informal choices and would probably be surprised in any case to be asked by someone they were paying to teach them what they think they should learn next? In the professions that EFL teachers sometimes crave comparison with, to be professional implies taking responsibility for decisions and accepting censure if those decisions are not up to  professional standards. People usually negotiate fees and other details with professionals or artisans but it would be unusual for the patient also to negotiate with the dentist how an abscess should be treated or for a customer to negotiate with a plumber about the best way to unlock a lavatory. In America, if a patient or a client is dissatisfied, he or she can sue the professional for incompetence. That is what `professional' usually means in other contexts. 

Can we predict?

Another argument is that no textbook prepared by someone who has never seen the class can be any good. This is like arguing that you cannot possibly know what to teach a first-year class at university in Organic Chemistry, Business Studies or Physics until the students actually arrive. Textbooks for subjects like these do not dictate everything that will be taught or how all the material will be presented, but they do cover basic concepts which everybody needs in order to understand those subjects. Is there no parallel with this in EFL? Each student may be unique as an individual but many if not all the problems they have with English occur and re-occur with a startling and very predictable regularity among other students, especially below advanced levels. Louis Alexander once said that when he travelled around the world, he was told in each country that `our students have very special problems'. When he asked what the problems were, he was often shown lists. Except in the area of phonology, most of the items in each list were the same. This is one of the reasons EFL textbooks published here in the UK are used all over the world. Despite the considerable and sometimes obdurate resistance to them by bureaucracies in various countries, those books are recognised by teachers as useful. Sometimes they prove to be even better than the books imposed by Ministries. Books published in the UK for the global market are adopted freely in various parts of the world precisely because most of the things in them are relevant globally. A student of English in Rio, Ankara or Yokohama needs to learn these things just as much as a student in Berlin, Rome or Lyon. Although experience of local classrooms and teaching styles is always useful and often essential, it is not necessary to know each student or each class individually in order to predict accurately how that core syllabus can be presented to and used with them.

Agents of change

In their paper called `The textbook as an agent of change' at this year's [1993] IATEFL Conference in Swansea, Tom Hutchinson and Eunice Torres presented powerful arguments for textbooks, and I have consciously and unconsciously echoed some of them here. Hutchinson, himself an academic as well as a textbook writer, inquired into the reasons for the hostility or indifference to textbooks in academic circles. His co-presenter, Eunice Torres, a graduate student  at the University of Lancaster, with considerable experience of teaching in her native Philippines, argued that many critics of textbooks simply fail to understand how good textbooks--or even mediocre ones--are actually used. Not only do good teachers frequently supplement and add new material of their own to the textbook while still using it as a basic guide or map, but they also transform much of the material in the textbook to suit the purposes of the class. The textbook gives a certain essential predictability to the interaction between teacher and class. I say `essential' because, as Hutchinson pointed out, without some predictability in language lessons as well as in our daily lives , we become confused, bewildered and uncertain. When confusion, bewilderment and uncertainty reach intolerable levels, they inhibit change and creativity rather than aid it. We fall back upon knee-jerk reactions and stereotyped models of the world we think we are dealing with. Textbooks can be agents of change precisely because they offer some predictability. If your students know what is going to happen at least some of the time, they will accept and benefit from unpredictability at other times.

Accountability

As Hutchinson and Torres also pointed out, the teacher and the class do not represent all the parties interested in the transaction we call a `lesson'. The teacher is usually paid by someone else. The students either pay for themselves or their lessons are paid for through taxes or by their employers. The teacher and the teacher's employer are accountable to a number of other parties who never attend the lesson. Textbooks exist partly to make that accountability transparent and clear to everyone concerned. As Hutchinson and Torres also pointed out, even if you can negotiate the syllabus with your students, they will have nothing to negotiate about if you are the only one who knows what you are going to do tomorrow, next week and the week after that. Syllabus? What syllabus? If you are using a little bit of this textbook and a little bit of that and little bit of another with some of your own `authentic material' thrown in, there is no syllabus. There is usually nothing more than a disordered collection of scraps, bits and pieces without coherence or underlying structure. If that is what you are working with most of the time, your claim that you are `negotiating' the syllabus with your students and that only you have a true idea of their real needs is at best a shabby excuse for your failure to ask and answer the essential questions I referred to earlier--and at worst a cynical lie.

Throwing out the textbook 1,
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Ana Coll and Luis Fernandez make suggestions for coping with pre-intermediate classes of mixed-ability students, and for creating your own lesson materials using a graded language magazine as a guide.
Spanish secondary school students who intend to study at university take an eight-subject course in their final year. Those who succeed in passing this course will also have to pass a general university entrance exam before applying for a post at a college. The foreign language they have been studying for three years is part of the curriculum of that final years.

At the beginning of that course the English teacher in a Spanish state school will have to face the fact that the level of the large classes of students he or she will be teaching for nine months ranges from false beginners to upper-intermediate. The reasons for this are obvious. In the class there are: students who have until then considered the foreign language a `Cinderella' subject; students from different social backgrounds--some of them may have visited Britain several times, some of them never; students who had just scraped a pass in previous years. 

Trying to motivate these students by telling them that English is not just a compulsory subject but a useful tool for their future careers and lives is often not sufficient. This often does not work even if they are shown newspaper adverts where English is required to obtain an interesting well-paid job. Most students are reluctant to study a compulsory subject with any enthusiasm when it is not directly or immediately related to their planned careers or to more current day-to-day activities.

It could be added that the average pre-intermediate student after a three-year programme of English has usually reached a learning ceiling. That is, some students find it difficult to see that they are making any progress at all once they are able to make themselves understood in `survival' English. Now is the time for them to make a great effort to achieve a higher level enabling them to express and exchange their own ideas or feelings about specific themes/matters. We could point out here that such a level could be reached if they went to an English-speaking country and stayed there for three months. They would hear and experience a considerable amount of the language in situations where they would be involved in real communication with people. In their country, even if they are motivated enough to communicate in English with classmates or the teacher, they are fully aware of the fact that they could do it more quickly and more efficiently in their mother tongue. Moreover, we know for certain that when using a textbook consisting of artificial simulation exercises, so removed from their actual lives, our students simply lose interest.

Discarding the textbook
This lake of motivation, the students' attitude, their age (average 18) and the mixed-ability level led us to plan a different type of course.

* we had a devise a plan in order to provide our students with material carrying information attractive enough to prompt them to communicate not only concrete facts but opinions, feelings and ideas;

* we realised that we would not find it in the typical textbook since most of them are written with a general student audience in mind and that our classes did not fit into this general pattern. We share the opinion that finding and communicating ideas is not encouraged by the typical textbook task of writing about a subject in class or at home and then handing in the finished composition to a teacher who points out the errors. Instead we can take the same textbook topic but build in class activities that will help prepare students for assignments and give them the opportunity to speak, listen to and write the language in the process of making and communicating their meaning (1). Thinking this idea to be fruitful, we thought that a graded magazine written for teenagers with a wide range of topics and activities might be the right material to use in a final year course with the characteristics outlined above;

* we considered that the magazine Catch (2) would be the one to suit our purpose since it contained articles on different topics, crosswords, surveys, quizzes, questionnaires... all this supported by colour pictures and drawings. So each student took a year's subscription of six issues. The teachers in our department were acquainted with graded magazines which have been used in previous years simply as extensive reading material;

* we decided to use the magazine Catch in class instead of a textbook.

As we had to devise a plan to cope with mixed-ability classes, we thought that giving our students the chance to work at different levels and pace would constitute a first step in encouraging them to participate in the activities to be carried out inside and outside the classroom. Consequently we considered that allowing our students to express their opinions orally either in English or in their mother tongue for three or four months would gradually encourage them to switch over to English as soon as they could. That meant that the students with a good command of spoken English were able to feel that they were not wasting their time and the rest of the class were being motivated to produce oral work without being under pressure. We encouraged student co-operation since it helps in using and learning language. However, all the written work had to be done in English. After 70 classroom sessions our students were not allowed to use their mother tongue except as a last resort.

Using graded mags
The first task the teacher has to accomplish is to find out what part of the graded magazine his/her students would like to read. Once the texts have been selected, the teacher has to think about the way they can be exploited and what kind of activities they can promote. This is the most difficult part because the teacher is now in the position of a syllabus designer. Although the Teacher's Notes, provided with every magazine issue, give hints and ideas on how to exploit the different sections, the teacher has to devise his/her own lesson plan. This is not easy since the magazine has no audio material and limited dialogues so the teacher has to sort out how to extend the activities and continue doing this for a whole school year! But the teacher feels fully confident when presenting exercises/ideas for activities devised either by herself or himself or in collaboration with the students. Moreover the teacher can compare the actual results to the initial expectations.

Furthermore we consider that a text will arouse the students' interest if the teacher takes into account its readability and the appropriateness of content. That is, the students should be able to cope with the linguistic complexity the text offers and also with its conceptual difficulty. The material in a graded magazine is appropriate in both senses and the supplementary material is presented and exploited in such a way that the students do not consider it too difficult or too easy. When presenting this additional material we focus only on general points. Usually we succeed in finding the right level of difficulty. In other words, success should not be too easy to come by or too difficult either. It can be seen that our main concern is two-fold:

* presenting our students with balanced, useful and interesting information;

* training them to express their own opinions, ideas and feelings on a variety of themes in a foreign language.

Exploiting graded mags

The articles can be exploited in different ways. If our main concern is reading comprehension then we usually use articles conveying factual information.

1. We usually start with pre-questions to involve our students in the topic and to introduce vocabulary and notions/functions.

2. We give some `signpost' questions and ask our students to skim and scan the article so that they have a general idea about the content and a more precise idea about particular aspects of it.

3. A set of comprehension questions follows. The questions may refer to the content of the article and/or to the organisation of the text. Different activities such as true/false, wh- questions, transferring information from a text to a dialogue, completing a chart, re-ordering a passage, etc. can be done.

   4. Grammar exercises, vocabulary exercises, dictionary work can also be included to reinforce the practice stage.

At other times we may be mainly interested in working from the text.

   1. We ask our students to take notes and write a


 summary.

   2. To say which ideas/information they have picked 

      up from it.

   3. To say whether they agree with the writer or not.

   4. To say if they have enjoyed the article and why.

We also use some articles as a starting point for project work. This means that other materials are used together with those provided by the magazine. The materials can be authentic materials such as cartoons, excerpts from a book, advertisements or audio-visual materials: a song, a radio broadcast, a video tape...  Once the students have enough information about a topic they are asked to produce a wall chart, a piece of writing, a sketch or to carry out a debate.

In order to reinforce their language knowledge our students are told to read as many graded readers as they can. They are given a reading test and are told at which level they are operating. They decide what books to choose from the English school library. Tapes and video-tapes are also provided for them. The following example illustrated how a reading comprehension exercise was carried out.

Reading comprehension

This example shows how to exploit a reading text so that students learn both about the language and about the subject the text is dealing with and how the four skills can be integrated.

The starting point was the article Bad Man Sting which is about the film Dune starring Sting (see text 1).

   1. To introduce the topic we played a bit of the song Every Breath You Take by The Police (see song 1) and asked students to discuss in pairs and write down whatever they knew about the singer and if there was anything else they would like to know. By eliciting such information from students and asking them questions the teacher could easily introduce the topic, vocabulary and new structures of the text.

   2. Then students were asked to read the text silently and answer a true/false exercise devised to check comprehension.

   3. The next step was to focus on some grammatical points. For this we produced a worksheet (see worksheet 1). In exercise 1 students have to compare two sentences from the text and work out when you can omit the relative pronoun which. Exercise 2 is a blank-filling exercise which gives practice in the structure adjective plus infinitive and revises the new vocabulary. Exercise 3 give practice in the use and function of although and at the same time provides more information about the lead singer of The Police.  

   4. In order to help students to learn the new vocabulary we devised a crossword (see crossword 1).

   5. The following step was to hand out the lyrics of the song Every Breath You Take. Before listening to the song, students were encouraged to use their knowledge of rhyme, grammar and meaning to find the missing words from the end of each line. Then they checked their predictions by listening to the song. Once the students had learnt the song, they made new verses to the same tune changing some of the words.

   6. Finally students were given a quiz. There were several descriptions of famous pop singers, which gave factual information but did not mention the name of the person described. Students had to guess who the singer was and then write a similar profile. Later they played a guessing game in groups.

   7. As a follow-up activity students were taken to see the film Dune and they wrote a short report on the film.

Ana Coll is a secondary school teacher of English at IB Juan de Austria, Barcelona, Spain. She has got an MA in Linguistics and ELT, University of Leeds. Luis Fernandez is a secondary school teacher of English at IB Maragall, Barcelona, Spain.
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Teacher or syllabus designer?

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.13. No.3. March 1993.

Dissatisfied with the traditional syllabus, Pilar Romera decided to create her own and involve her students in the decision-making process.
Fashions come and go in syllabus design, as in so much of English language teaching, and over the past few years much has been written on the theory of process syllabuses, but very few descriptions have been given of practical examples. This is an account of a simple model of process syllabus, based on tasks, but it has the virtue of having been put successfully into practice.

Group and context

The groups being taught consisted of students aged between 17 and 18 in the COU class, their last year at a Spanish state secondary school on the island of Majorca. Most students would eventually go to university provided they passed an entrance examination, the English component of this being based on a written text. The classes were large--with around 40 students--and of mixed ability: in the previous three years the students had been in different groups and had different teachers of English. I did not know the students and so I had little idea of their real level or of how they regarded English. In addition, most of the members of the classes were not accustomed to working in groups and had never been asked to plan and negotiate their syllabus. 

As the COU year is a year which closes the cycle of the previous three years of secondary school study, one would imagine that we would merely have to revise and bring the cycle to an end. In fact, at this stage there are many aspects of the language that some students do not know. So, after continuous dissatisfaction with the traditional syllabus, I decided to create our own. The process-and task-based syllabus seemed to be a suitable model.

The first stage
There were several things I needed to know about the students: their level of language, their previous experience of language learning, their present interests, their expectations of me and the subject. Therefore, as a starting point, I designed some questionnaires and a language test to get some answers to my questions.

Once I had more information about my students, we concentrated on discussion. This was, on the one hand, about teacher and student roles, and on the other, about decision-taking and sharing responsibilities in the process of learning. We then reached some agreement on certain objectives and how to implement them.

The task

In a later session I suggested certain tasks. The students and I adapted them, and they suggested others. Here is an outline of the first group of tasks we came up with:

You and others - a humanistic exercise in which students got to know each other better.

The name questionnaire and Letters to the teacher - further humanistic work.

The TV chat show - a role play activity based on a TV chat show, with each group presenting the show to the rest of the class.

San Sebastian (a local festivity) - one of the students had entered an essay in a competition and won a prize: I brought the text to class and in groups the students wrote their own comprehension questions to accompany it.

Using a dictionary - different dictionaries were brought into class, and in groups the class did various dictionary tasks.

Nannies - an article taken from a magazine: each group produced various types of comprehension tasks around it for the other groups to do.

Problem letters - I gave a `letters' envelope to one group and an `answers' envelope to another. The groups matched letters and answers. In another version of this activity, I gave out the letters only and students thought of the answers, which were presented to the groups orally or in written form and put up on the wall.

TV news bulletin - groups wrote the news and did a video recording which was played to the whole class.

V.I.P.s - many important people visit Majorca: in this activity students wrote the gossip column for the local newspaper.

Madrid art visit - half the class went on a school visit to Madrid; the other half stayed in Majorca. This group prepared interviews for the other half of the class when they returned, and those who went gave presentations on exhibitions, painting and plays they had seen.

Research topics - One group chose a topic and prepared a short talk; others listened, took notes and asked questions. Topics chosen included: AIDS, acid rain, tourism and mythology.

Organisation feedback

The materials for all of the activities were displayed on a table and I kept an activity record sheet which told me what each group had done and was doing.

Each group chose an activity, collected the material and filled their names on the sheet. In each session they chose a new activity until each group had done all the tasks.

When the activities on the sheet were completed, we had an evaluation session using both a questionnaire and group discussion. Having mentioned progress through the tasks, I commented on how well they had done and suggested a new selection of activities, according to the feedback provided in the previous ones. At this point the process started again.

Positive advantages

This approach had many positive advantages:


* The students showed more interest and a higher degree of motivation than with a conventional syllabus, as they all negotiated their future work.


* The atmosphere of the classroom was relaxed, but hardworking: at the end of a period the students were sometimes so involved that it was difficult to make them finish and go to their next class.


* The tasks allowed many possibilities for integrating the four skills. We also introduced study skills that would help these students in their work in other subjects.


* After completing a group of tasks, students who came to me asking for help in specific language areas were given `remedial cards' to work through on their own.


* Additional activities could be set aside for those groups which took less time.


* Finally, this was a syllabus very suited to introducing unpredictable tasks, such as those related to current world news or local cultural events.

Pilar Romera works in Spain with students in their final year of secondary school.

1 Working with young language learners

  by: Susan Halliwell

  From: Teaching English in the Primary Classroom.
        1992. London: Longman.

Young children do not come to the language classroom empty-handed. They bring with them an already well-established set of instincts, skills and characteristics which will help them to learn another language. We need to identify those and make the most of them. For example, children:

- are already very good at interpreting meaning without

  necessarily understanding the individual words;

- already have great skill in using limited language

  creatively;

- frequently learn indirectly rather than directly;

- take great pleasure in finding and creating fun in what

  they do;

- have a ready imagination;

- above all take great delight in talking!

How does each of these qualities help a child in the foreign language classroom and how can the teacher build on them?

1.1  Children's ability to grasp meaning

We know from experience that very young children are able to Understand what is being said to them even before they understand the individual words. Intonation, gesture, facial expressions, actions and circumstances all help to tell them what the unknown words and phrases probably mean. By understanding the message in this way they start to understand the language. In later life we all maintain this first source of understanding alongside our knowledge of the language itself. It remains a fundamental part of human communication.

Children come to primary school with this ability already highly developed. They continue to use it in all their  school work. For example, even though their mother tongue skills are already well established, they may well find it difficult to follow purely verbal instructions and information. When this happens, or sometimes simply out of laziness or inattention, children will tend to rely on their ability to `read' the general message. In fact we can see this happening most clearly when they get it wrong! More importantly, particularly in terms of language development, their message-interpreting skill is part of the way they learn new words, concepts and expressions in their mother tongue as their language expands to meet the new challenges of school.

So when children encounter a new language at school, they can call on the same skill to help them interpret the new sounds, new words and new structures. We want to support and develop this skill. We can do this by making sure  we make full use of gesture, intonation, demonstration, actions and facial expressions to convey meaning parallel to what we are saying. 

Alongside this ability to perceive meaning, children also show great skill in producing meaningful language from very limited resources. This too will help them when they encounter a new language and is therefore something else we want to build on.

1.2  Children's creative use of limited language resources

In the early stages of their mother tongue development children excel at making a little language go a long way. They are creative with grammatical forms. They are also creative with concepts. The four-year-old British child who said `don't unring' when she wanted to tell a telephone caller to wait, was using her existing knowledge of the way the negative prefix works in order to create a meaning she needed. Similarly another four year old was showing the same kind of creativity, this time with concepts, when he wanted the light put on.

What he actually said was `Switch off the dark. I don't like the dark shining.'  Children also create words by analogy, or they even invent completely new words which then come into the family vocabulary.

This phenomenon is fundamental to language development. We see it in all children acquiring their mother tongue. We also  know it in ourselves as adults when we are using another language. Sometimes, for example, we don't know the word or the grammatical structure for what we want to say. So we find other ways of conveying the meaning. Sometimes we just make up words or even just say words from our mother tongue in a foreign accent. We stretch our resources to the limit. In the process, we may well produce temporarily inexact and sometimes inept language, but we usually manage to communicate. In doing so we are actually building up our grasp of the language because we are actively recombining and constructing it for ourselves.

This process would appear to be a very deep-rooted human instinct. It actually occurs in the language classroom even without our help. For example, it occurs naturally when the need to communicate has been temporarily intensified by some activity which generates real interaction or call on the imagination. In order to make the most of the creative language skill the children bring with them, we therefore have to provide them with occasions when:

- the urge to communicate makes them find some way of 

  expressing themselves;

- the language demanded by the activity is unpredictable

  and isn't just asking the children to repeat set

  phrases, but is encouraging them to construct language

  actively for themselves.

That is why games are so useful and so important. It is not just because they are fun. It is partly because the fun element creates a desire to communicate and partly because games can create unpredictability.

If we acknowledge the need for unpredictability, it follows that in addition to occasions when the children practise learnt dialogues or other specific language items under close teacher guidance, there will also need to be occasions when we set up an activity and then leave the children to get on with it. This obviously raises questions about mistakes and correction but, as the next chapter shows, there are good reasons why we must allow the children opportunities to make mistakes. In fact, if children are impatient to communicate they probably will make more not fewer mistakes.

The desire to communicate also ties in with the next capacity that children bring with them to the classroom, namely their aptitude for indirect learning.

1.3  Children's capacity for indirect learning

Even when teachers are controlling an activity fairly closely, children sometimes seem to notice something out of the corner of their eye and remember it better than what they were actually supposed to be learning. At times this can be a frustrating experience for the teacher but this capacity too can be turned  to our advantage in the language classroom. It is part of the rather complex phenomenon of indirect learning.

Language activities which involve children in guessing what phrase or word someone has thought of are very good examples of this phenomenon in action. As far as the children are concerned, they are not trying to learn phrases: they are concentrating on trying to guess right. However, by the time they have finished the repeated guessing, they will have confirmed words and structures they only half knew at the beginning. They will have got the phrases firmly into their minds. They will probably even have adjusted their pronunciation. Guessing is actually a very powerful way of learning phrases and structures, but it is indirect because the mind is engaged with the task and is not focusing in the language. The process relates very closely to the way we develop our mother tongue. We do not consciously set out to learn it. We acquire it through continuous exposure and use.

Both conscious direct learning and subconscious indirect learning, or `acquisition', are going to help someone internalise a new language. Experience tells us that we all seem to have something of both systems in us. It will depend on a mixture of intellectual development, temperament and circumstances whether we are more inclined to use one system rather than the other. In practical terms each system has its contribution to make. Conscious direct learning seems to encourage worked-out accuracy. Unconscious indirect learning, or acquisition, encourages spontaneous and therefore more fluent use. Ideally we want both accuracy and fluency to develop. So in the classroom we need to provide scope for both systems to operate. Within our lessons there will therefore need to be times for conscious focus on language forms and time for indirect learning with its focus on making meaning. There will be times for both precision and for rough and ready work. You may also notice that in your class you have children who are temperamentally more inclined to operate in one way than the other. In all aspects of life there are people who like to get everything sorted out and others who like to `muddle through'. The children who like to get on with something no matter how it comes out will need encouragement to work at conscious accuracy, and others who are keen to be precise will need encouragement to risk getting things wrong sometimes in order to communicate. We must be clear in our own minds which we are trying to encourage at any given moment and must also make it clear to the children in the way we set up activities what it is we are asking them to do. This is because each of the processes can easily get in the way of the other.

In general terms, however, it is probably true to say that at primary school level the children's capacity for conscious learning of forms and grammatical patterns is still relatively undeveloped. In contrast, all children, whether they prefer to `sort things out' or `muddle through', bring with them an enormous instinct for indirect learning. If we are to make the most of that asset we need  to build on it quite deliberately and very fully.

For this reason, we can see why it is a good idea to set up real tasks in the language classroom if we can. Real tasks, that is to say worthwhile and interesting things to do which are not just language exercises, provide the children with an occasion for real language use, and let their subconscious mind work on the processing of language while their conscious mind is focused on the task. We can also see again why games are more than a fun extra. They too provide an opportunity for the real using and processing of language while the mind is focused on the `task' of playing the game. In this way, games are a very effective opportunity for indirect learning. The should therefore not be dismissed as a waste of time. Nor should we regard them as something we can introduce as a filler for the end of the lesson or as a reward for `real work'. They are real work. They are a central part of the process of getting hold of the language. This is perhaps just as well because children have a very strong sense of play and fun.

1.4  Children's instinct for play and fun

Children have an enormous capacity for finding and making fun. Sometimes, it has to be said, they choose the most inconvenient moments to indulge it! They bring a spark of individuality and of drama to much they can do. When engaged in guessing activities, for example, children nearly always inject their own element of drama into their hiding of the promptcards and their reactions to the guesses of their classmates. They shuffle their cards ostentatiously under the table so that the other's can't see. They may utter an increasingly triumphant or smug `No!' as the others fail to guess. Or when they are doing the `telepathy' exercise suggested on page 61 they enter into the spirit of the event. They know perfectly well it isn't `real' but it doesn't stop them from putting effort and drama into it. They stare hard at the rest of the class, they frown or they glower. Here, as in the guessing activities, their personalities emerge, woven into the language use. In this way, they make the language their own. That is why it is such a very powerful contribution to learning.

Similarly, no matter how well we explain an activity, there is often someone in the class who produces a version of their own! Sometimes it is better than the teacher's original idea. Some of the activities in Practical Activities 1 have already been changed in this way from their original form by the children who have used them. One example of how children can produce something better than the teacher's own idea comes from a class of nine- to ten-year-olds. They were doing an activity which asked them to follow directions round a map in order to check true/false statements about the location of shops. The cards and maps they were using had been clipped together with a paper clip. One pair proceeded to `drive' the paper clip around the map each time they traced the route. They made appropriate  cornering noises as they turned left or right, and reversed with much vocal squealing of brakes when they went wrong! The teacher's first reaction was to tell them not to be silly. Second thoughts suggested that by translating understanding into physical reaction they had thought up a much more powerful way of giving meaning to the phrases `turn left/turn right, take the second turning on the left/right' etc. than the teacher could have created. It was also powerful because they had thought of it themselves.

In this way, through their sense of fun and play, the children are living the language for real. Yet again we see why games have such a central role to play. But games are not the only way in which individual personalities surface in the language classroom. There is also the whole area of imaginative thinking.

1.5  The role of imagination

Children delight in imagination and fantasy. It is more than simply a matter of enjoyment, however. In the primary school, children are very busy making sense of the world about them. They are identifying pattern and also deviation from that pattern. They test out their version of the world through fantasy and confirm how the world actually is by imagining how it might be different. In the language classroom this capacity for fantasy and imagination has a very constructive part to play.

Language teaching should be concerned with real life. But it would be a great pity if we were so concerned to promote reality in the classroom that we forgot that reality for children includes imagination and fantasy. The act of fantasizing, of imagining, is very much an authentic part of being a child. So, for example, describing an imaginary monster with five legs, ten pink eyes and a very long tongue may not involve actual combinations of words that they would use about things in real life, but recombining familiar words and ideas to create a monster is a very normal part of a child's life. Similarly, claiming a dinosaur in a list of pets is hardly real in purist terms but perfectly normal for a nine year old with a sense of the absurd. Children's books reflect this kind of fantasizing with titles such as The Tiger Who Came To Tea or The Giant Jam Sandwich.

If we accept the role of the imagination in children's lives we can see that it provides another very powerful stimulus for real language use. We need to find ways of building on this factor in the language classroom too. We want to stimulate the children's creative imagination so that they want to use the language to share their ideas. For example, they can draw and describe the monster that lives down the hole on the next page. What does it eat? What does it look like? How old is it? (A chance at least to use numbers above eleven!) They will no doubt want to tell their friends about the monster they have drawn. Children like talking.

1.6  The instinct for interaction and talk
Of all the instincts and attributes that children bring to the classroom this is probably the most important for the language teacher. It is also the most obvious, so there is need to labour the point. Let us just say that this particular capacity can surface unbidden and sometimes unwanted in all classrooms. Its persistence and strength is very much to our advantage in the primary language classroom. It is one of the most powerful motivators for using the language. We are fortunate as language teachers that we can build on it. Even so, you will sometimes hear teachers object--`But I can't do pairwork with this class. They will keep talking to each other!' Far from being a good reason for not doing pairwork with them, this is a very good reason why we should. Children need to talk. Without talking they cannot become good at talking. They can learn about the language, but the only way to learn to use it is to use it. So our job is to make sure that the desire to talk is working for learning not against learning. Practical Activities 1 gives detailed activities which do just this.

This chapter has identified some of the skills and instincts a young child brings to learning a foreign language at school. By saying we wish to build on these we are already beginning to describe the language classroom we want to see and the kind of things we want to do. In other words, our goals and priorities are beginning to emerge. The next chapter looks at those goals and priorities in more detail and explores their practical implications.
2 Identifying priorities and their implications
by: Susan Halliwell

From: Teaching English in the Primary Classroom.
      1992. London: Longman.
One of the great moments in the foreign language classroom in when a child makes a joke. The child who insisted with a grin that he had `one and half' (sic) brothers and when questioned about the half by the puzzled teacher, said, `Very small' (showing baby size with his hands), had broken through a crucial barrier. He had made the language his, a tool for what he wanted to say. He was using half-known bits of the language to give shape to the thoughts going through his mind. We have heard a great deal about authenticity. This is the greatest authenticity of them all. This small and apparently trivial incident encapsulates what we are trying to achieve. We want our learners to want to and dare to use the language for their own purpose. We want them to use it accurately if possible, inaccurately if necessary, but above all we want them to make it theirs.

We can't sit around in our classrooms waiting for jokes to happen, but there are other ways in which teachers can help the children to make the language theirs. You can give priority to:

- basing your teaching approaches on the natural capacities and instincts children bring to the classroom;

- developing a positive response to language and to language learning (attitude goals) as well as to what they learn (content goals);

- making sure that you set up various forms of real language use as part of the process of learning, and not just as the intended product.

Chapter 1 looked at the practical significance of the first of these priorities. This chapter will look in detail at attitude goals and at real language use. Your own priorities may well be different. There are few, if any, absolute rights and wrongs in the classroom. However, by identifying one coherent set of priorities in this way, the intention is to allow you to identify and clarify your own priorities and to provide you with some basis for comparison. If each of us is clear about our priorities and their practical implications, we can avoid the situation where we actually teach in a way that undermines what it is we are trying to do.

2.1  Giving high priority to attitude goals
Most syllabuses or language programmes identify two sorts of goals. These can very roughly be described as the `content goals' and the `attitude goals'. The main difference between primary school and secondary school language work is the balance between these two kinds of goals. It is therefore worth looking more closely at them.

Content goals are concerned with the elements of language and ways in which they are used. The parts of syllabuses which describe content goals are usually arranged in one of the following ways.

- Structures: programmes are set out in terms of grammatical structure like the present continuous or negatives. Sometimes they just list the structures themselves, e.g. I like swimming/dancing/reading or I don't/can't/won't.

- Topics and situations: in these programmes the work is arranged according to topics or situations like the family, at the supermarket. Sometimes the items to be covered are grouped according to whether they demand speaking, listening, reading or writing.

- Functions: here the focus is on what the learner can use the language for, so the things to be covered are listed under headings like expressing likes/dislikes/preferences, asking and giving directions, expressing the future.
Your own syllabus may reflect any one of these approaches. In fact, many syllabuses adopt a pragmatic combination of all three. However, whatever form your syllabus takes, whatever particular language-teaching ideology it reflects, these kinds of goals are concerned with the elements of the language and how the learners put them together to use them. That is to say, they are in essence content goals. There is, however, another very significant aspect to the syllabus, namely the attitude goals.

Good syllabuses are not just concerned with the content. They are also concerned with attitude and response. Sometimes the goals are assumed. Sometimes they are written into the syllabus you will find phrases like:

- pleasure and confidence in exploring language;

- willingness to `have a go';

- the children should want to and dare to communicate.

In other words, in addition to having goals which are concerned with the actual language elements the children learn, we also have goals which relate to the kind of learning experiences we set up and the relationships and atmosphere of the language classroom.

The balance between the attitude goals and content goals shifts as a child moves through the education system. In the later stages of a child's education the content goals begin to dominate. Secondary teaching does not, or should not, lose sight of the attitude goals, but as the formal examination system approaches, priorities lie very much with the content, i.e. the language items to be mastered.

Primary language work, in contrast, can give emphasis to the attitude goals. It should not lose sight of the content goals but should at the same time give clear priority to promoting the attitudes and responses mentioned above, i.e. confidence, willingness to `have a go', risk taking. At primary school we have more freedom to do this because most of us are not yet too tightly constrained by the content focus of the public examinations system. It can also be argued that we have a responsibility to give high priority to the attitude goals at primary level. After all, if we do not establish risk taking, confidence and general goodwill towards language learning at this early stage, our colleagues at secondary level will have a very difficult task ahead of them. In all subjects, of course, not just in foreign languages, the learners' response to the work is central to their later progress. In languages, however, this aspect is particularly crucial. This is because of the special nature of language.

2.2  The special nature of language
A language isn't just a `subject' in the sense of a package of knowledge. It is not just a set of information and insights. It is a fundamental part of being human. In fact some people see it as the fundamental part of being human. It is, of course, perfectly possible to treat a language as if it were a free-standing package of information, i.e. to observe it, to analyse it and to fit together examples of how others use it. It is even possible to use this analysis and working out as the way to learn to use the language ourselves. Many of us who are now teachers first learnt a foreign language that way. For some it leads to success. But it is a very abstract process and experience has shown that it does not appeal to everyone. To learn to use a language at all well for ourselves rather than for textbook purposes, most of us have to become involved in it as an experience. We have to make it a human event not just a set of information. We do this by using it for real communication, for genuinely giving and receiving real messages.

As we have already seen, giving and receiving real messages in the early stages of learning a language, whether it is our mother tongue or a second language, involves using limited resources creatively. So we can see why attitudes such as confidence and risk taking have a central role in language learning. The important point to remember is that the attitude goals are not just there in order to motivate the children to accept the content. They are far more crucial than that. We need them in our language teaching because they are a key part of the process by which language develops.

This all sounds very important but the big question is, of course, how it affects what we actually do in the classroom. Is it difficult to make attitude goals a high priority? If we do, how does it show? The answer to the first question is `No'. If you know that is what you want to do, it is not difficult. The answer to the second question is that giving a high priority to attitude goals will show in the kind of interaction set up between teachers and learners and between learners themselves. Two examples will demonstrate this:

- the checking of understanding;

- the correction of mistakes.

2.3  The significance of the way we check understanding
Unless we are true bilinguals, most of us operate in a foreign language by taking the risk of operating on partial information.  We may well not understand completely what has been said to us, but we are usually willing to guess the bits we don't understand or to operate if we do understand everything. In classrooms however, we often hear teachers checking the meaning of almost every word of English as they go along. They perhaps say one sentence in English and then translate it back to the mother tongue. Or perhaps they get the children to translate it. They keep asking `Do you understand?'

This happens from the best of motives. Ironically, the teacher wants to make sure that the children are secure and confident! What ultimately happens is the reverse. By constant checking in this way the teachers are implying that they expect the children to understand every little bit they hear. From that it follows that the children begin to think that they will not be able to understand at all unless they do understand every little bit. They will also come to believe that they have not understood unless they can give an exact mother tongue equivalent. In fact, they are unlikely to be able to understand everything. Nor do they need to. Nor will they always be able to give a mother tongue equivalent for something they have understood. Even in our mother tongue we do not understand every little bit. We deal with whole messages. As you are reading this you are not stopping over every word. If you did slow right down like that, the meaning would begin to disintegrate. As primary teachers you will see this happen when children at an early stage of reading are reading aloud. As they concentrate on each single word in turn, the meaning disappears both for them and for the listener. Constant explicit checking in the foreign language has the same effect.

Of course, we still need to check their understanding somehow, but we do not have to draw their attention to the fact that we are doing so. We can check by watching what they do, watching their faces. Teachers do this all the time anyway. If we can see that they do not understand, perhaps by the look on their faces, perhaps by the way they are sitting, or more obviously by the fact that they do not do what we are expecting, then we can rephrase the words or show them again what we mean before the temporary lack of understanding becomes critical.

2.4  The significance of the way treat mistakes

Giving priority to attitude goals in principle also affects our practice in anther way, namely the way we treat mistakes. Real conversation does not wait for us to work out everything exactly. Even if we get our first sentence out reasonably well, there is no guarantee that the other speaker will `play by the rules' and answer as we expect or in words and phrases we know. So real communication demands risk taking. Trying out knowledge when it is still only half formed, as in the joke at the beginning of this chapter, is part of the process of shaping it up fully. Without risks and mistakes we could not learn anything.

Most children arrive at school with their confidence still intact. They do not expect to be able to do everything immediately, but they assume they can do anything eventually. In other words, for children mistakes and failure are frustrating rather than humiliating. They are a normal part of learning to do something. After all, nearly everything they do takes many attempts and takes a long time and even then is  frequently still not right. Unfortunately, one of the things children soon begin to pick up at school is the idea that mistakes are in some way `bad'. They begin to be embarrassed and upset when they have difficulty. They sometimes hide this embarrassment by laughing when others get something wrong. Then they start to protect themselves from disappointment and scorn of others in turn by avoiding situations where they themselves might get things wrong. This shows in various ways. For example, a child does not attempt answers or give up very easily. Or sometimes we have children in our classes who want to check every single stage of their work with the teacher. This is, of course, an oversimplified description of a complex process, but it is one which teachers of young children often see and one which we must do our best to counteract.

There is a very practical implication for language teachers here. It means that the way we correct mistakes is going to be very important. Teachers can inadvertently contribute to the undermining and inhibiting process. For example, in language classes you will often see teachers correcting every single mistake of pronunciation and grammar. By demanding correction or repetition of a word that has just been said, they break into the child's attempt to construct a whole meaning. (To remind yourself how disruptive this is, get a friend to correct your pronunciation of every third word as you try to tell them what you have been doing during the day.) Something similar often happens with written work too. If it always comes back completely covered in corrections of the smallest detail, it can destroy the urge to commit anything to paper at all and certainly to risk something of your own.

Again this constant, over-careful, over-detailed correction happens with the best of intentions. Teachers want children to get things right. But if we have to get everything perfect we will never try anything. Luckily, communication does  not demand one hundred per cent accuracy. For example, we can understand someone else speaking in our own language even if they have a fairly strong accent. Sometimes even in our own language we don't get our words or structures quite right. If we listen carefully to native speakers, we find that they say some very odd and very ungrammatical things. But that doesn't seem to stop us understanding and communicating.

This is not to deny the value of correction. It is, however, arguing that constant correction is undermining. There will, of course, be time in lessons when the teacher is concentrating on accuracy. However, there will also be other times in lessons when you will be trying to encourage fluency. Correction is vital in the first and potentially destructive in the second. If one of our priorities is to get children to have confidence, we have to know this and to distinguish these occasions accordingly. This will also help us to deal with a practical problem. If we are expected to correct everything the children say, then pairwork with forty children in the room becomes laughingly impossible. If, on the other hand,, we know that there are certain activities in which we actually wish to allow for mistakes, then suddenly pairwork becomes much more manageable. We still want to move around the class to check that most of the children are getting it reasonably right. We will also want to help individual children, or to offer occasional correction. Correction is not forbidden! However, we do not have to run around the room frantically trying to hear everything everybody says.

So we can see in these two examples that giving high priority to attitude goals is not just an abstract matter of principle. It has very clear practical implications for the classroom. We will now look at some of the practical implications if the other main focus of this chapter. How does it show if we give priority to real language use?

The truest form of real language use is to use the language being learnt as a tool for other tasks and other learning. This is what happens in bilingual education where children are educated entirely in a language other than their mother tongue. Another, but more modest form of real language use, is provided by teaching other subject topics and lessons in the target language. Chapter 6 suggests in detail how this can be done. Meanwhile, however, it is also possible to create real language use in more typical language lessons using a typical textbook.

- You can look for ways of making language exercises into

  real exchanges.

- You can teach language lessons through the medium of

  the target language itself.

2.5  Making language exercises into real exchanges

Wanting to communicate means having a good reason for doing so. We are not very interested in telling someone something they already know. Similarly, we do not particularly want to be told something we can already see for ourselves. There is only a limited point is saying `She is wearing a green dress,' if both the child and the teacher can see the same picture. In this situation the only reason for the child to make the statement is to check it or to please the teacher. Pleasing the teacher has its limitations as a motivating factor! We have a much stronger reason for communicating if we are offering or seeking information that is not already shared.

There are plenty of classroom activities which provide an extremely useful combination of real communication and quite deliberate rehearsal of a clearly identified set of fairly restricted material. They can involve any of the four skills if listening, speaking, reading and writing, but their biggest contribution at primary level is probably in the field of spoken interaction between children. Because the range of language items can be limited without destroying the element of real communication, the teacher can leave the children talking to each other without fear that the need to communicate will lead them to lapse totally into the mother tongue. That is why so-called `information gap' activities continue to be so popular in the language classroom. Look at the following example. It is a `describe and arrange' activity.

The pair of children sit opposite each other and erect a visual barrier so that neither can see what the other is doing. The barrier can be a textbook or two flat folders propped against each other and held with a paper clip. Each child has the same base picture sheet and a set of small pictures of items relating to it. In this case, it is an outline of a room and various furniture items to arrange in it.

Child A starts to arrange the furniture in the room. By cooperative question/answer exchanges the pair have to get child B's furniture arranged identically but they may not look at each other's pictures. So B can ask `Where is the chair?' or, better, `Is the chair next to the door?' which introduces an element of guessing. You will find that this kind of `describe and arrange' activity is one where children take imaginative liberties. They arrange fridges on roofs and bicycles in the bathroom in order to confuse matters by being unpredictable. 

There is real communication here in the sense that one of the participants has information that is needed by the other. At the same time, however, the linguistic demands are realistically contained. The elements may be recombined by the children to suit their own purposes, but the language being used is limited to a few objects and a set of prepositions which will have been practised thoroughly beforehand. There is thus some room for unpredictability and choice within the security of a limiting framework.

2.6  Teaching language lessons in the target language.
The advantage of this second form of real language use in the classroom is that it contributes to the learning process by:

- encouraging the children to trust their instincts to predict meaning in spite of limited linguistic understanding;

- providing an element of indirect learning in that the children are not concentrating on learning what they are listening to but the brain is processing it nonetheless;

- confirming that language is something you actually use `for real' and not just something you do exercises and games in;

- increasing the amount of exposure the children get to the language, while still remaining within the fairly predictable and narrowly focused limits of classroom talk.

It is because classroom talk is relatively limited in this way that it is possible to teach a whole lesson almost entirely in the target language on the basis of a surprisingly small number of phrases and structures. Even so, most of us worry initially that our own grasp of the foreign language is not good enough to do this. We also worry that the children will not understand and will behave badly. There are two things worth saying here. First of all, you do not have to find the foreign language equivalent for `What on earth do you think you are doing, punching Thomas like that?' It works just as effectively to say in the target language `Don't do that!' or even just `No!' Secondly, children, as we have already seen, respond very well to context and facial expression. This was shown very clearly by the two small English children whose teacher finally lost patience with their misbehaviour and said very angrily in Spanish that if they misbehaved again she'd murder them. At this point, one child turned to the other and said, `I don't know what she said, but if we do it again she'll kill us!'

Even on less dramatic occasions, you can actually get a very long way with `Yes', `No', `Like this', and `Don't do that!' With a little more than that you can use simple target language to set up really quite complicated activities. Here is an example. On page 87 there is a `paired reading' activity. Each pair or group of children has two sets of cards. One set has words or phrases. The other set has pictures or diagrams. The idea is that the children have to read the phrases and match them up with the pictures. If the teacher was using the mother tongue, the explanation would sound something like this.

`Spread the word cards out face down on the table and put the picture cards in a pile face down. The first player takes a picture card from the top of the pile and chooses a word card from the cards spread out face down on the table. If they match, the player keeps the pair. If they don't match, the picture card is replaced at the bottom of the pile and the word card is put face down again where it came from. The winner is the person who collects the most pairs.'

However, trying out this activity on in-service courses for teachers has shown that after such a mother-tongue explanation, there are often still a considerable number of people who are not sure what to do. So there are two things to note.

  - The words on their own are not enough to carry the meaning. Even when we understand each word the total sense seems to slip past.

  - Teaching in the target language must very decidedly not take the form of simply giving the target language equivalent of the mother-tongue explanation above. Not only does that ask a great deal of the teacher's own language. It would also only compound the incomprehension.

The thing to remember yet again is that we have systems other than words for carrying meaning. This does not mean that the teacher has to become a non-stop and elaborate mime artist! It simply means that we deliberately increase the ways in which we normally back up what we say by showing what we mean. This is helpful in any classroom subject. We rarely rely on words alone to carry the message. So teachers, even when they are teaching in the mother-tongue, do often say `Do it like this' and show what is to happen rather than describing it.  Or, as they tell children `You need a sharp pencil, a ruler and a sheet of graph paper', they pick up each item in turn to emphasise and confirm the message. Teaching language lessons in the target language is very much a matter of enhancing this technique. So our `paired reading' game can be introduced in the target language as follows by teacher using only a limited range of vocabulary and structure.

_________________________________________________________

TEACHER'S WORDS                      TEACHER'S ACTIONS
(Interspersed throughout            (All actions should

with `Right',`Now',`Watch           be slightly larger 
carefully, it's important'.)        than life.)
1 Watch.                            Hold up the envelope

                                    containing the cards.
2 Here are some cards.              Take out the cards.
3 Here are some picture             Hold up the pile of 
  cards...                          picture cards so that

                                    the children can see 

                                    that there are 

                                    pictures on them.
4 and here are some sentence        Show the sentence
  cards.                            cards in the same 

                                    way.

5 Watch carefully.                  (This tells them it 

                                    is the big moment of

                                    the demonstration!)
6 Put the pictures like this...     Show the picture

                                    cards again and put

                                    them in a pile face-

                                    down. (It is worth

                                    repeating the action

                                    to stress that they

                                    are face-down.)

7 and the sentences like this.      Deal out the sentence 

                                    cards into four rows

                                    of three, face-down.

8 One...two...three...four...etc.   (Counting as you do

                                    it usefully fills in

                                    the silence while you 

                                    complete the action.)
9 I take a card...Ah! It's a girl.  Take the top card

  she is wearing blue trousers      from the picture

  and a green sweater               pile, the group and

                                    comment on it.
10 Now I take a sentence card.      Choose (with a touch

                                    of drama) a card from

                                    the spread of

                                    sentence cards.
11 She is wearing red trousers.     Hold up the sentence 

                                    card (word side to

                                    the class first) then

                                    read it.

12 Is that right? Is she wearing    Hold the two cards up 
   red trousers?                    side by side,

                                    repeating the phrase

                                    and looking from one

                                    card to the other.
13 Trousers?...Yes. Red?...

   No. It's not right.

14 So I put the picture like        Place the picture

   this...under the others...       under the rest of the 

                                    pile making sure that

                                    `under' is clear.
15 and I put the sentence like      Replace the sentence
   this...in the same place...      card in its original

                                    position.
and so on.

In this way, through `demonstrating by doing' and by using sources of understanding other than language teacher can explain even apparently complicated activities in very simple language. This process of teaching in English allows us to offer the children language in use not just language for exercises. 

This chapter has identified three priorities:

- teaching which is based on skills and instincts children bring with them to the classroom;

- the development of attitudes and responses which contribute to the process of developing competence in another language for real.

If we take these priorities seriously then we are obviously no longer talking about classrooms where the children spend all their time sitting still in rows or talking only to the teacher. We are also talking about teaching which will sometimes involve teachers in adapting the textbook or in devising activities of their own. In both respects we need to be realistic. This is the focus of the next chapter.

Presenting new language
In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.13. No.1.

    September 1992.

Starting something different? Deri Hughes outlines some activities to help you present new language to your students.
I asked some of my students to think about the questions they felt they wanted the teacher to answer for them when they were trying to make sense of newly presented language. The questions they came up with appear below. They are not ranked in any particular order.

1 What does it sound like when you say it?

2 Can you show me what it means?

3 Can you give me some more examples, in case I don't  

  understand your explanation?

4 How does it fit in with what I already know in English?

5 How do you spell the words?

6 In which situation can I use it?

7 Does everyone use the language or is it specialised?

8 When I say it, do I sound like you when you say it?

These questions raise some interesting points for those of us who have rather fixed ideas about `staging' language presentations in the more conventionally accepted TEFL ways. In this brief article I consider some implications of the questions above for the way that teachers expose students to new language. I focus on four of the questions, leaving the remainder for your own consideration.

What does it mean?
Question 2 appears to ask for a `demonstration' of some kind in order for the meaning to become clear. It suggests that `explaining' is simply not enough and that the learners feel that they need the teacher to do something. This might mean doing something on the board or in the room to make the meaning of a language item become apparent.

Question 3 highlights the importance of giving plenty of examples of the new language to students as a way of helping them to understand meaning. It indicates the learner' caution in relying on their own understanding of the teacher's explanations. The important point therefore is not about how clear or confusing the teacher's talk is but it concerns whether the learners are able to receive the teacher's message as it was intended or not. Clearly the learners are asking for a number of examples of the new language in sentences so that they can draw their own conclusions about meaning.

When can I use it?
Question 6 voices the need to discover how a word or structure is used in situations where people, language and environment interact to produce an appropriate communicative event. We would do well to take note of the emphasis that the question places upon the learners themselves being actively engaged in using the new language.

Question 8 implies a desire from the learner to be able to imitate the teacher's pronunciation as closely as possible during the presentation stage. The listen-and-repeat procedure gives learners the opportunity to self-correct and to be corrected more accurately by others. However the suggestion here is that correction of pronunciation should be an integral part of introducing new language, not something we attend to if we have time nor even something we make a special place for on the odd occasion.

Answers
The above interpretations of issues raised by students' questions has left us with a list of things that learners might like teachers to do when introducing new language for the first time. This list is as follows:

1 `Show' the meaning of new language through helpful techniques which do not rely on verbal explanations. (Q.2)

2 Introduce new language items by giving lots of examples of the language in different sentences and then confirm (or not) their conclusions about what it means. (Q.3)

3 Arrange for the learners to be actively using the language appropriately in situations. (Q.6)

4 Use the correction of pronunciation as a way of presenting new language. (Q.8)

Strategies for a mixed-ability group

In:  Practical English Teaching. Vol.7. No.1.

     September 1986.

Mario Rinvolucri says there are three principal ways to deal with your group if teaching a unitary lesson isn't possible.
In one mood I fully sympathise with the teacher who finds that teaching a unitary lesson to his/her class has become impossible. In this mood I think of the group as if it really existed and as if one could actually `teach the group'.

Then I realise that this vision of teaching is chimerical, as we do not teach a group but about 30 separate people. Because of this the problem of mixed abilities in the same room seems absolutely natural and it is the idea of teaching a unitary lesson that seems odd. If it has become clear that you cannot teach a unitary lesson there are three obvious strategies:

1. the primary school approach: different activities for

    different sub-groups; they work at their own pace;

2. unitary activity with different sub-tasks; in this model

   sub-groups of different ability levels engage in 

   different sub-tasks;

3. a unitary task that is so designed that people can,

   comfortably, work at different linguistic levels.

Primary school approach

Supposing you have broadly two levels in your class, you might have the upper sub-group working on preparing a sketch (free language) to present to the rest of the class. The lower group, still unsure of their question forms, could be working on a questionnaire to put to the `better' students at the start to the next period.

In this way the work being done by the two halves of the class results in some form of communication between them, playing out a sketch one way and asking pre-prepared questions to the other way. The activities, though, could be unconnected--the two or three sub-groups working in the same room, but at different levels on different materials.

Single activity - sub-tasks

Dictations
If you want to give a traditional dictation and you think there are roughly three ability levels in your form, bring in two versions of the dictation. In one, half the words are left out and in the other only about a fifth are left out. Give out three copies of the lightly gapped dictation to the bottom group, give the heavily-gapped dictation to the middle group and tell the top group they have to take down what you say without support. Once you have finished dictating, the top people will need to pair off with the middle and bottom people to check their work.

Simulations
There are simulations (1) that actually work better if you do them in a mixed-ability class. In this simulation the Camden City councillors have to decide whether or not to install automatic level crossing barriers in their borough. They are surrounded by a pack of journalists trying to worm stories out of them. The journalists should be played by lower intermediate learners and the councillors by upper intermediates, as the latter have much more complex linguistic tasks to accomplish.

Story-telling
If you have a minority of weaker pupils, you may want to set the main group a task to be accomplished alone while you work with the bottom group.

Ask the main group to read and prepare to re-tell the story (see figure 1).

In the meantime you take the weaker group off into a corner and tell them the traditional story of Bluebeard. In your telling you cope with their comprehension problems--you can make a story as linguistically hard or easy as the people in this weaker group need.

When you have got the story across as best you can, you ask the weak group to go back into the classroom and work with the people from the main group, telling the Bluebeard tale. They may do this haltingly, but the others have already got the outline of the story from their newspaper article which is Bluebeard in modern dress. They then tell the newspaper article.

________________________________________________________

Figure 1

Brothers cleared of murder

     Two brothers who killed their sister's husband in a knife fight were found not guilty at Huddersfield Crown Court yesterday after the prosecution withdrew all charges.

     Peter Albert Finniston, 19, a corporal in the Prince of Wales Regiment, and his brother Lewis Finniston, 23, a security guard, had acted in the only way they could to defend their sister, said the judge.

     Instructing the jury to find the defendant not guilty, Mr. Justice Holmroyd said that but for their intervention Mrs Julie Barber, 19, of Holt Manor Farm, Woodley, would assuredly have been killed by her husband.

     Earlier the court was told how Mrs Barber had married local farmer Jacob `Bluey' Barber, a widower of 53, `out of friendship' in July last year. `He was a quiet, gentle man,' said Mrs Barber, `and I thought he would take care of me after my father died.'

     On the afternoon of the 19th October, Mrs Barber was alone in the house while her husband was out on the moors rounding up stray sheep.

     She decided to inspect the attic of the 17th-century farmhouse and took the key from a ring in the kitchen. `He always kept the attic locked and wouldn't let anybody in them. He was strange that way,' said Mrs Barber.

     Later, when her husband returned and found the key missing, Mrs Barber told him what she had done. `He then picked up the kitchen knife and came at me like a mad thing. If my brothers hadn't arrived, he'd have done me in.

     Giving evidence, Mr. Peter Finniston described how he had been home on leave from the Army, and had decided to ride over to Woodley to visit his sister.

     `We heard the screams as we came into the yard. When we got to the back door we saw Bluey bending over Julie with a knife in his hand. I kicked down the door and grabbed him while Lewis tried to get the knife off him. Somehow the knife must have gone into him..'

     Superintendent Roderick Grimstone, of West Yorkshire Police, refused to comment to reporters about persistent rumours in the district that human remains had been found in the attic of Holt Manor Farm. `We are still making enquiries into the matter,' he said. (2)

_________________________________________________________

Find your own level

Give the students the following words:

what             teacher           embarrassed

sometimes        others            not

like             's                at

I                write             to

why              would             feel

'm               a                 never

about            do/n't

should           know/s/ing

look/ing         girl

can              seem

try/ing          could

cannot           want

Ask them to write as many sentences as they can using only words from this list, working individually. Make it clear that very short sentences are fine and so are long ones. In this way students are free to pick the level they can cope with.

Then ask for all the sentences with teacher in to be read out. Next sentences with girl, then embarrassed and finally write.
Finally ask someone to read out this poem written by an English nine-year-old, Timothy White from Hastings:

I cannot write about a girl.

I would feel embarrassed.

I can never write about a girl!

Why should I write about a girl?

I'm not trying to write about a girl.

Why should I write about a girl?

What could I write about a girl?

Teacher's looking at me.

What can I do?

I don't want to write about a girl.

Sometimes I like girls.

I don't know what to write.

But the others seem to know.

Students have usually, at their own individual ability level, written the poem and more before they hear it!

Mario Rinvolucri is a teacher trainer for Pilgrims Language Courses, Canterbury, England. He runs in-service seminars in Germany, France, Belgium and England. He is the author of Once Upon A Time (C.U.P.) and is also on the Practical English Teaching panel of advisers.
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MORE THOUGHTS ON HETEROGENEOUS CLASSES

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.10. No.2.

    December 1989.

Mixed-ability classes need not be a problem; they can in fact be advantageous, says Pnina Linder who helped develop the EFL department of a regional secondary school in Israel where she now teaches. Here she presents various classroom activities to help teachers and students view heterogeneity positively.

The EFL staff at our regional secondary school had just completed an intensive in-service workshop devoted to ways of teaching mixed-ability classes, when we came across the articles on this topic in the September 1986 issue of P.E.T. (1). We were pleased to read these teachers' concerns and about how others try to meet the challenge such teaching poses.  We too would like to share some of our thoughts and experiences with you.

Accepting heterogeneity

We, at school, tend to speak of our classes as heterogeneous. Mixed-ability is only one aspect of heterogeneity. Pupils simply are different and vary in many ways. Acceptance and appreciation of these differences is basic to democracy in education--a central concern of ours. And we find the foreign language class a well-suited vehicle towards this aim. We hope to engender an attitude which regards heterogeneity in the classroom affirmatively, not as a necessary evil that we must learn to live with. 

We are aware that it is not an easy task. The difficulty, however, does not necessarily lie in a greater teacher load, but in resistance to change on the part of the teachers and the `school conditioning' of secondary school pupils.

By working through existing procedures, adapting aspects of conventional classroom techniques and demonstrating more flexible application of traditional activities, we found teachers more ready to accept heterogeneity and its potential for education.

Used imaginatively the following activities which we have customarily included in our programs help you to respond to and appreciate differences in the classroom. 

1. Extensive reading:  Include a library session in class once a week. Each pupil chooses and reads a book compatible to his/her level, style and interest. In any one class a wide range of reading is legitimate--from simple graded readers to full length novels--all silently read, freeing the teacher to guide some through difficulties. This activity is a bridge to encouraging, and not merely assigning, home reading. 
2. Pupil-prepared talks to the class:  Each pupil chooses a topic of interest to him/her about which he/she has information to impart. Each is  assigned a time slot for their presentation. The focus is on the communication of the information. Though most accept the challenge, there are some who may be very hesitant or audience-shy. For them, additional options are available. For example, they may opt to record their talks at home or report the talk privately to the teacher who then shares the information with the class.

3. Varieties of dictation procedures and requirements: We use exercises similar to those suggested by Mario Rinvolucri in P.E.T. Sept `86. 

4. Pupil preparation of revision questions and cloze passages: Not only does this reduce teacher preparation time, but it also involves the learners in the doing. Preparation of questions and cloze passage (in the latter they decide which words to delete and then present their passage to their partner) has many `fringe benefits'. In order to perform the task, the pupil has to read carefully, ponder somewhat, write neatly and formulate carefully. He/she learns to grow more responsible for and responsive to learning and the test of revision that results from the combined pupil-produced questions is a true review rather than an obstacle course, as so many tests appear to be.

5. Pairing of reluctant or non-writers with more able students, when pair activities call for a product of writing: The non-writer relates his/her answers, questions and remarks to his/her partner who then records the contribution. This cooperation can stimulate development  of sharing and learning in both members. We have found that many a reluctant young learner readily accepts from a fellow student what he/she may reject from a more judgemental adult.

6. Application of multi-level grammar exercise books: Some very traditional  grammar exercise books divide their units into levels of difficulty and sophistication with each grammar point. These can be exploited as a revision materials or as models for adaptation -- wherein similar items of structure are practised in three different levels.

7. Setting varied home or class assignments: These include variety and options for selection. The greater the options, the more varied and meaningful the review that follows. Different ways into a story or passage, enrich class participation. Some may choose activities based on the vocabulary of the passage, some on the content, others on syntax problems, others may opt for creative writing or for oral reports based on the assigned reading. 

8. Reading groups: When a reading selection is assigned, there are those who can cope independently and others who, after some attempt, may give up. The first group continues at its tasks independently in class, whereas the others form a reading group with the teacher--thus opening the way for them to become participants in the common core of the program. 

9. Individual spelling and vocabulary lists: These result from the reading and writing problems of the pupils. They have learned and mastered different lexical items and have individual spelling problems. Therefore, rather than assuming what the new words to be studied are, the responsibility becomes that of the learner. He/she is expected to keep a personal list for study which is periodically checked by a partner and/or the teacher.

10. Composition standards: We try to assess any extended bit of writing assigned according to the individual progress of the pupil and not by external criteria. 

However, the above are not enough in themselves to produce the desired change and probably more so, our students, are products of a deeply ingrained conditioning of traditional schooling. We have tried to overcome the resistance this produces by having programmes of learner guidance. 

Learner guidance

The following activities come from the experiences of fellow colleagues. 

1. Start by sharing thoughts with pupils about some changes in classroom procedure, encouraging pupils to plan some aspect of the work and then accepting that plan. (For more ideas on this see Letting go of your power in P.E.T. Sept. `89.)

2. Design activities and exercises with accompanying self-check devices to encourage independence.

3. Initiate `how to' skill sessions on reading instructions and explanations for activities and exercises and on extracting information from class texts. Pupils are then potentially more equipped with study skills and tools necessary for individual and small group tasks.

4. Encourage group efforts, such as assignments where students from the same neighbourhood can prepare work together. Different neighbourhood or social groups receive/choose non-identical assignments, thus serving to highlight the diverse as positive and desirable.

5. Teachers ask more open-ended questions, elicit and accept a wider range of responses including evaluative ones. Encourage pupil questions.

6. Get pupils to offer openings, endings, titles, solutions and classifications other than those provided in the texts.

7. Schedule individual teacher-pupil feedback sessions where you discuss not only achievement and grades, but also effort, progress and attitudes.

We have not completely overcome our tendency to view the class as a uniform group. However, we are trying to free ourselves of past constraints to work towards truly appreciating and exploiting the advantages inherent in the heterogeneous nature of our classes.

We welcome additional suggestions.

Pnina Linder teaches EFL theory and practice at Haifa University where she is Chairperson for the Department of English. She has contributed articles to professional journals both in Israel and abroad.
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The quandary of negative class participation: coming to terms with misbehaviour in the language classroom

Paul Wadden and Sean McGovern

In: English Language Teaching Journal.  45/2. April 1991.

Although negative class participation--the wide range of passive and active behaviours that are detrimental to classroom learning--is a common occurrence in the EFL/ESL classroom, the topic has received scant attention in teacher-training texts and TESOL literature. This article introduces and defines the term; discusses some of the effective ways of both preventing its occurrence, and of responding to it when it does occur. The seven types of negative class participation considered are: (1) disruptive talking; (2) inaudible response; (3) sleeping in class; (4) tardiness and poor attendance; (5) failure to complete homework; (6) cheating on tests and quizzes; and (7) unwillingness to speak in the target language.
Introduction
Ever since the days of the first academy started by Plato in Athens, students misbehaviour has plagued the classroom teacher. Throughout history, foreign-language instructors, faced with the daily challenge of teaching a subject which may well be more difficult to master than any other in the academic curriculum, have perhaps always had to bear more than their share of classroom misconduct: from the universal varieties such as disruptive talking and sleeping in class, to those more peculiar to the discipline of language teaching, such as persistent inaudible response and unwillingness to speak in the target language.

Some historical notes
Language instructors have responded to classroom misbehaviour in a variety of ways, for instance, with the laborious copying of passages from a text, verbal reprimand, or the penalty of special homework. Looking back through the history of language teaching, corporal punishment was not at all rare. Some of the early professional language teachers, monks in monasteries during the Middle Ages, used physical punishment for chastening wayward students. Although the means was primitive, its application was in some respects sophisticated: the rod was wielded by men `especially hired for this purpose' so that `no antagonism would be felt toward the target teacher', and verbal exchanges during the punishment were carried out in the student's `native tongue' so that `the target language would not be associated with the punishment' (Kelly, 1976, as cited in Mullins,1980:3). Since those times, more humane and effective approaches have been adopted, but it is common knowledge that the phenomenon itself has far from disappeared.

Recent diversity of settings
In recent years, the disciplinary side of classroom language teaching has been complicated by the diversity of settings in which modern EFL and ESL instructors work. Teachers of required English courses in foreign high schools and universities experience discipline problems which result from having large numbers of students who are not in the classroom by choice (Rivers and Temperley, 1978). (Those who have struggled with completing foreign language requirements at some phase of their academic career can sympathize with the students' plight). By contrast, teachers of ESL courses composed of students from a variety of cultures must cope with the frustrations of a diverse group of learners who do not share the same academic and cultural assumptions, who cannot communicate fluently with each other, or who suffer from the stress of adjusting to life in a foreign country (see Adler, 1972 and Scovel 1978).1

Disciplinary hazards

One persistent fault of contemporary teachers in disciplinary matters is the tendency to deal with behaviour on a case-by-case basis rather than to establish consistent guide-lines for the students, as well as specific consequences for the breaching of those guide-lines. Too often, teachers find themselves punishing out of emotional response--when their patience come to an end--and the severity and form of the punishment depends largely upon who the transgressor is and how the teacher feels at the moment. These disciplinary hazards are often amplified in EFL and ESL classes, for in the foreign-language classroom the teacher cannot assume that students who have grown up in a different culture have `common sense': what is common or reasonable in one culture may be regarded as bizarre or even ridiculous in another (Clarke, 1976: 384). To the dismay of the Western teacher, for example, Japanese students routinely whisper answers to their classmates who, as they perceive it, have been put on the hotseat by the teacher. To these students, sharing an answer when a teacher has called upon one particular student is an integral and honourable part of their common membership in class.2  Clearly, it is incumbent upon EFL teachers faced with what they perceive as problematic student behaviour in a foreign country to consult with their `native' colleagues--and to take into account institutional policy--in deciding how to best respond. This holds especially true for an EFL teacher in a foreign country who is not thoroughly familiar with the native culture or not fluent in the native language.

It can be argued that it is quite beyond the ability of any instructor unfailingly to instill in a group of EFL/ESL students the qualities of attentiveness, self-motivation, and deep-seated eagerness to learn. However, by creating an explicit code for behaviour to clarify both student and teacher responsibilities in the classroom, and at the same time cultivating a congenial classroom atmosphere, a teacher can make the classroom a place where learning is more likely to happen. When some form of reprimand is required, the teacher can act according to these important principles: show fairness and consistency, punish the act and not the student, and carry out the disciplinary process with dispassion.

Negative class participation

Perhaps the best term to use to refer to classroom misbehaviour is negative class participation (Wadden and McGovern, 1989: 12). This expression better describes the wide range of passive and active behaviours--from sleeping to disruptive talking--which are detrimental to classroom learning and which can easily be contrasted with positive class participation, such as speaking in the target language, talking notes, and asking pertinent questions.

While aspects of positive class participation have been widely discussed in TESOL literature, particularly in the form of articles on learning styles (see, for instance, Rubin, 1975 and Stern, 1980), and the qualities of skilled language learners (see Wenden, 1986 and Bertoldi et al. 1988), scant attention has been paid to negative class participation. Even such standard classes in teacher training as those texts by Croft (1980), Celce-Murcia and McIntosh (1979), and Rivers and Tempereley (1978) fail to address the occurrence of inappropriate conduct in the authentic language classroom. This is no doubt because reward and punishment are controversial subjects and even mild suggestions on how to deal with student misbehaviour tend to elicit howls of protest from well-meaning educators who have strongly held convictions about, what some might term, `punishing the students'. Nonetheless, negative class participation is a problem that cannot be wished away, and though contentious, a frank discussion of the issue in TEFL/TESL literature is long overdue.

The assumptions
The explicit assumptions of this article are:

1 negative class participation cannot be dismissed simply as a failure to motivate on the part of the instructor;

2 nor is it merely the perverse consequence of misguided `teacher-control and dominance' (Peters, 1990: 47).

The following takes for granted that the competent EFL/ESL teacher consistently encourages students by recognizing their efforts and positive performances. Though the analysis that follows is somewhat situation-specific (i.e. Japan, where, between us, we have worked for fifteen years), it can in principle be applied to other EFL/ESL settings.

Explicit class guide-lines
The first step in minimizing negative class participation is to make clear to the students what behaviour is unacceptable in the class. A list of class guided-lines can be handed out with the course syllabus as a form of teacher-student pact and then retained by the students with their course materials. Initially, the instructor can explain it, point by point, on the first or second day of class; later, as necessary, it can simply be referred to. Class guide-lines should not be a list of warnings, but rather illustrations of contrasting approaches to the class. Students deserve to have an understanding of what the teacher expects of them, and of how their test scores and performance of in-class activities will result in positive or negative evaluation. Far too many foreign language teachers take it for granted that students in the classroom understand the classroom codes, when in fact the students have very little idea, or even the wrong idea, of what is expected of them. Instructors have the responsibility to spell out, with a variety of examples, how students can make maximum use of the class by listening well, practising class exercises, asking questions, and completing homework, as well as explaining the consequences of disruptive talking, sleeping, tardiness, and failure to do homework.

Disruptive talking

Disruptive talking is probably the most widespread and bothersome of all types of negative class participation. Whether in the form of constant low-level whispering or loud obnoxious shouts, it robs nearby students of the chance to hear class discourse, and obstructs the line of communication between teacher and students. When faced with persistent, disruptive talking by a student, incessant scolding is not the only disciplinary option available to the instructor. It is far more desirable--once the student has been warned--to correct without interrupting the class activity; one suggested technique is, for example, to pick up the student's text and carry it to a desk at the back of the class, gesturing for the student to follow. For a short period of time, perhaps fifteen to twenty minutes, the student can be situated at the rear of the classroom away from friends and classmates. This eliminates the immediate problem of `talking' but does not bar the student from taking part in the lesson. Temporarily locking out students by placing them at the back of the classroom deals with the misbehaviour, preserves the teacher's dignity and composure, and allows instruction to continue even during the process of correcting the disruptive student.

Inaudible response

A contrasting, yet similarly adverse, kind of negative class participation occurs when students answering questions with their heads down repeatedly fail to speak loud enough to be heard. This forces the teacher to reiterate phrases such as, `Once more, please', `I can't hear you', and `Please speak louder', while the class comes to a standstill. Inaudible response in students can often be attributed to their having experienced language learning in largely test-taking or lecture environments, or to their perception of mistakes as a threat to their egos (Brown, 1987: 104). Giving such students the opportunity or option to work in pairs or small groups (with the teacher circulating at a comfortable distance to monitor performance) can often help to relieve their stress, allow them gradually to become accustomed to using the target language for communicative  interaction, and grant them the secure environment in which their inhibitions naturally begin to lower. (It might also be remembered that in the `real world' a very small part of language use occurs in the context of speaking before large groups.)

Sleeping in class

Sleeping in class, yet another variety of negative class participation, is probably as old as classroom instruction itself. Responding to it, however, always requires a note of caution. Sometimes there are good reasons why a student falls asleep at the desk. Prescribed medications and sleep deprivation due to a family crisis are among the possible causes. The instructor is wise to inquire discreetly at some point why the student is so tired. Nonetheless, for effective halt to the typical classroom nap the instructor can simply wake the student by picking up his or her text and placing it on the lectern or desk at the front of the room until the student has had a chance to listen alertly for a period of time. (The rationale here is that the text is not being used, and mere possession of the text is meaningless. Active participation, i.e. active listening, is imperative.)  The book can then be returned either in the same manner, or the teacher can wait for the student to come forward after class to claim the book. The student's behaviour can be discussed at that time.

Tardiness and poor attendance

Late students are invariably one of the classroom teacher's daily afflictions. Especially in oral-skills, where one exercise or activity is very often based on what was introduced immediately before and requires a lengthy explanation, the tardy student interrupts the class and sets the lesson back. The disturbance caused by the students who come late can be minimized if the students know how the teacher wishes them to enter the classroom if the class has already begun--for example, quietly, and from the back door.  (In the authors' current EFL setting, Japan, students are typically expected to bow before the teacher and apologize verbally.) Although tardiness in many cases is not entirely the students' fault, it is an interruption which adversely affects class activities. The incidence of students arriving late, as well as class absences, can be reduced by a policy--clearly explained to the students in the class guide-line--of having both unexcused absences and tardiness result in lower grades. This can be done, for instance, in accordance with a scheme that lowers a final grade by one letter grade for each five absences, with two incidents of tardiness counting as one absence. We have found that a simple diagram in the class guide-lined with arrows showing the relationship between tardiness, absence, and grade is one of the best means for illustrating this policy to students.

Failure to complete homework

Failure to complete homework is included here as a type of negative class participation because, even though it takes place outside the classroom, its repercussions are felt in the class itself. Homework, when thoughtfully assigned, prepares the student for the next class, either indirectly by consolidating the student's understanding of the aspect of language just studied, or directly by getting the student ready for the next day's lesson. Failure to do homework affects not only the student at fault, but his or her classmates as well, for they are saddled with a badly-prepared partner in interactive exercises.

To encourage students to do homework, the instructor should make explicit the connection between homework and the class itself by regularly asking lead-in questions at the beginning of class which tie in the homework with the material at hand and underscore the importance of homework as preparation. The instructor should be sure that assignments are both forward-looking (anticipatory) as well as backward-looking (review), by integrating oral exercises and communicative activities with the previous day's take-home assignment. 

There is little doubt that students feel a greater commitment to doing homework if they know it will affect their fellow students. Having students share their homework in some way and correct each other's  assignments can increase the responsibility they feel toward each other. Moreover, the aspects of language which the homework covers are reinforced when students review them together, as often students will take greater initiative if they have a clear idea of how the class as a whole is progressing (Taylor, 1983: 77).

Careful record-keeping is also important in getting students to do homework. Students balance a variety of priorities in their lives, and their time is precious to them. When a teacher does not look at (or does not seem to look at) homework assignments, it gives the students the impression that the assignment was irrelevant and they have wasted time and effort doing it (Robb, 1989: 15).

Cheating in tests and quizzes

Cheating is perhaps the most disheartening type of negative class participation; few teachers want to catch one of their students copying another's test any more than a parent wants to discover a son or daughter stealing. The best approach to cheating may simply be prevention. In addition to the common sense measures of making sure there is proper space between students and being in a position to observe them clearly during a test,  using multiple answer sheets for a test is effective. When administering quantitative tests, it is possible to use two or more answer sheets which present the same configuration of answers but in a different order. In classroom with uniformly spaced seating, non-quantitative tests such as short essay or dialogue-making exams practically eliminate the problem of copying altogether.

Unwillingness to speak in the target language

A student unwilling to speak in the target language is doomed to failure since the willingness to try to speak is itself a basic assumption of nearly any language class. We know that learners adopt various forms of avoidance (Brown, 1980: 88-89) which can involve, among other things, a reversion to the first language or simply silence. When a student habitually resorts to avoidance strategies, particularly in an oral-skills class, moving him or her within earshot gives the teacher the opportunity to monitor the student's  performance better (and to encourage, praise, cajole, and reproach more easily. 

Information-gap exercises are often effective in overcoming this syndrome, since performing the exercises more or less demands the target language to be spoken: moreover, the student's partner will have a vested interest in getting him or her talking. Still another approach is to hold daily 20-minute oral `quizzes' --reframing oral works as a type of informal exam--during which the teacher moves from pair to pair or group to group, listening to the students converse. Students are naturally more motivated to perform when they believe a class assignment is regarded by the instructor as significant and not merely a time-consuming exercise. These `quizzes' can be gradually phased out when students grow less reticent about speaking.

General remarks
When a teacher opts to correct a student verbally for negative class participation, the teacher's tone and composure are crucial. When scolding students, the strongest words are endurable when said in a firm clear voice, rather than an angry one. Making a point to talk a bit with the student later indicates that no lasting offence has been taken and reopens channels of communication.

In one sense, when a teacher resorts to verbal reprimand, he or she has already allowed the behaviour to get out of hand. A good stare or a moment of silence is often more effective and less energy-consuming than scolding with words; moreover, neither embarrasses students in front of their peers or wastes class time. To deal with instances of intractable negative class participation--or with a situation about which the teacher has become emotional-- setting up a private meeting with student is essential. This provides a cooling-off period, and gives both instructor and student time to reflect on the behaviour.

Though some amount of negative class participation occurs naturally in language classes, thought should always be given to its cause. Further, if it appears to be more prevalent in one particular class, this could signal that the teacher or the administration is largely at fault. Some of the questions the teacher may wish to consider in thinking about specific cases are: Is the material too easy? Is it too difficult? Are the differences in ability between students in the class too great? Are cultural differences involved? Are the students aware that their behaviour is detrimental to their progress?

Conclusion 

The techniques for curbing negative class participation suggested here aim to provide maximum effectiveness with minimum force. Some are largely preventative, such as the introduction of class guide-lines and ways to forestall cheating; others are in some sense administrative, such as those regarding tardiness/absence and failure to complete homework. For some types of negative class participation, it is impossible to avoid putting the student `on the spot'. However, moving a disruptive talker to the back of the room or bringing back to consciousness a sleeping student by temporarily appropriating his or her textbook, can be performed gently and considerately. For the vast majority of incidents of negative class participation, as has been pointed out, no verbal reprimand is even required, and the instructor can solely devote his or her classroom discourse to teaching. Above all, instructors should treat their students with dignity, even when reproaching them.

When scolding cannot be avoided, it is important for the instructor to remember the apparent correlation that exists between inhibition and language learning: after a critical point, the greater the stress on a student the poorer his or her language output (Gardner, 1985: 33). This relationship is particularly important when dealing with students who show unwillingness to speak in the target language (see Heyde, 1979). To conceptualize the laws of inhibition, perhaps a helpful distinction is that between embarrassment and humiliation: a legitimate reproach will sometimes result in a moment of embarrassment for the student, but seldom in humiliation. The effects of temporary embarrassment on a student's language skills will be minor and short-lived, if they occur at all--but those of humiliation can be significant and long-lasting.

The subject of negative class participation appears to contradict the prevalent notion of the EFL/ESL teacher as a beneficent `facilitator' who guides highly-motivated students on the road to language fluency (see Rardin, 1977, and Brown, 1987:72), and most TESOL textbooks omit any mention of how to deal with inappropriate classroom behaviour. But ideal students and ideal classrooms are not abundant in the world of oversized classes and required courses in which most EFL/ESL teachers work. Applied linguists and teacher trainers have long turned a blind eye to issues of classroom management in the genuine language classroom with theories and pedagogy which revolve around the concept of the ideal learner. This neglect is a sore one, especially with respect to the issue of negative class participation in its various forms is a curse which can hinder their best efforts to motivate and teach their students.
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1 An analysis of the many possible factors (social, cultural, psychological, pedagogical) that can play a role in negative class participation is well beyond the scope and intentions of this article, although some practical aspects of this topic are discussed later in the `General remarks' section. In `Diagnosing the Causes of Negative Class Participation' (in preparation), the authors analyse--and introduce a taxonomy of--the diverse potential `causes' of the phenomenon.

2  See Barnlud (1989) for discussion of Japanese `collaborative' versus `competitive' and `co-presence' approaches to social activities.

3  This technique works particularly well in the current EFL setting in which the authors teach. In Japanese culture, discipline seldom involves `grounding', which constrains freedom, but rather the opposite, `locking out', some form of temporary banishment from the group. The errant child--or husband returns home too late or from an illegitimate activity finds the door bolted.
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COPING WITH DIFFICULT STUDENTS

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.13. No.4.

    June 1993.

Guilt and responsibility come into play when students behave badly. Brenda Townsend suggests some strategies to help teachers find the cause and deal with it effectively.
All teachers must be aware of the unwritten law which decrees that each class shall have at least one difficult student. All too often a difficult student is seen as a problem for the individual teacher; indeed, in some schools there is a reluctance to accept that students can be difficult--if there are problems then the teacher must bear responsibility.

Anxieties

There are many anxieties and preconceptions packed into this situation: the teacher's sense of guilt if something is wrong in the class; the expectation that students will all behave rationally and co-operatively at all time; the belief that there is such a thing as a perfect teacher and a perfect class; the fear that one disruptive pupil will cause other students to react diversely.

Whole school responsibility

Yet common sense tells us that all these attitudes are wide off the mark. A difficult student is not the responsibility of the individual teacher but of the school as a whole. Students have backgrounds as complicated as anyone else's and there may be any number of reasons for their aberrant classroom behaviour; no teacher, student or class is ever perfect; group dynamics are bound to involve conflict and strife as well as harmony and co-operation..

Behaviour types

If schools can accept these fairly self-evident points; then it is possible to start looking at ways of coping with the problems. It helps to compile lists of the types of behaviour teachers find difficult. 

Among the many possible causes of complaint, the following are common:

*  persistent lateness

*  failure to do homework

*  frequent absence

*  unwillingness to take part in group activities

*  refusing to talk

*  having no rapport with other class members

*  being anti-social to other students

*  being disruptive in class

*  always complaining

*  lacking concentration

If teachers are able to deal with these and other kinds of difficult behaviour, they need the recognition of the school as a whole that the difficulties exist, along with a strategy for dealing with the problems which everyone understands and accepts.

Support

Without the support of the school as a team, there is a danger that the teacher will fall back on the power dynamics of the teacher/student relationship and try to assert authority or control. This is bound to backfire. If the teacher is unsuccessful in the attempt to exert authority, s/he will feel a loss of face. Equally, the student is  likely to feel confused when the erstwhile friendly figure transforms into a stereotype wielder of authority. A confrontation will not address the reasons for the difficult behaviour and will probably exacerbate the situation rather than improve it.

Culling suggestions from experience rather than theory, I would propose a strategy based on the following lines for dealing with `difficult' students:

1  Define the difficult behaviour

This may seem straightforward enough, but in fact people have differing views on what constitutes difficult behaviour. To illustrate the point I can recall a training session with a well-known ELT specialist. One of the teachers asked the guru for his advice on how to handle a student who did not participate in classroom activities. The question produced a frisson of recognition from the rest of the group. The guru's reply seemed heretical: `I'd just ignore him'. But behind that reply lay, perhaps, two pieces of useful information. In the first place, not all teachers would see non-participation as a problem and secondly, perhaps teachers should respect the student's choice (from whatever motivation) not to engage in classroom activities. Defining the difficult behaviour should, therefore, take into account whose difficulty it really is--the student's, the teacher's, the rest of the group's or a combination of some or all of these.

2  Findings the reasons behind the difficult behaviour

Once the problem has been clearly stated, the teacher needs the help of colleagues possibly of other students to try to gather information which might elucidate the reasons for the student's behaviour. The team effort is essential because one member of the school may have crucial information not so far disclosed to the teacher.

I had experience of a student of lively personality who seemed to change into almost catatonic lethargy in the lessons before lunch. It turned out that he was diabetic and his low blood sugar level in the late morning made him torpid. The welfare officer knew this, as did his host, but the teaching staff had not been told. Gathering as much information as possible about the student from all those in the school who hold pieces of the jigsaw may be enough to provide the key to the problem--the student may be suffering from homesickness, culture shock, fear of failure, any one of a number of emotional, physical or practical difficulties which can be discovered.

3  Action plan

Once these two steps have been achieved, the team can agree action points for helping the student to modify the difficult behaviour. In a case where a very voluble European student was resented by his quieter, slower Japanese classmates because he never gave them a chance to formulate their answers, it was agreed that each teacher would try to gain his co-operation in channelling his impatience in a way helpful to other students without making him feel marginalised. Everyone came up with a personal strategy but mine was to allow  him a graded response pattern. He could give one first response, one second, one third and so on until he was the last to answer. He then returned to the front of the queue. It was taken by the student and his classmates as a game and quickly became redundant as he modified his behaviour to something more acceptable to the group.

No magic formula

There  is, of course, no magic formula for dealing with difficult students, but it is helpful to separate the idea of difficult behaviour (i.e. something that can be modified) from difficult people (i.e. they are intentionally inherently difficult) and it is essential that problems are recognised as being the responsibility of the whole school and not just of the teacher who is worried by them.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Task sheet:

identifying and dealing with difficult behaviour

1  List the behaviour traits you find difficult to deal with in a student you have identified as a `problem student'.

2  Discuss this list with others who teach the student and with the Director of Studies. Try to reach an agreement with the team over what can be attributed to the student and what might be your problem. For example, a student whose untidy dress upsets you is not necessarily displaying difficult behaviour. The fact that you don't like untidiness might be colouring your attitude to the student, but it might not bother other teachers in the same way.

3  Try to contextualise the difficult behaviour by finding out as much as possible about the student and his/her background--perhaps from other departments in the school: registration, administration, welfare, etc.

4  If there are factors brought to light which help to explain the difficult behaviour, discuss with your colleagues (and the other departments) what adjustments could be made to help the student. If nothing comes to light, go straight to task 7.

5  Implement the adjustments.

6  After one week, discuss with colleagues what changes have been made. If there are improvements then there is nothing more to do except monitor the student's progress.

7  If there is no improvement, or if task 4 has not thrown up anything you can see, discuss team strategies for

a  confronting the student with the problem. 

How can you do this in a way which is supportive but firm?

b  negotiating improvements with the student.

Consider also at this point whether the other class members need to be involved.

8  Monitor the progress and make adjustments to the team action if necessary.

TEACHING FOR ATTENTION

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.13. No.1.

    September 1992.

Attention-seeking by students and teachers can impede effective classroom interaction: Tim Hahn suggests how you might avoid this.
That the interactions between people inside a classroom have to do with what happens outside is something we teachers often forget. If we take the time to remind ourselves that classes are a form of human socialising we can see the things that happen in class in a different light. We can concentrate on the communicative component of the class (the one that exists even when we're not speaking to one another).

In human gatherings failure to communicate is more common than success. We seem to prefer to use patterns of communication rather than attempt genuine understanding of what messages we and others are really trying to get across. Many elements help us build up superficial communicative patterns, and years of conditioning, cultural and linguistic, keep us locked into a way of interacting that promotes misunderstandings. One of the more obvious conditioning elements is that of attention-seeking.

Your attention please!

As babies we need to be able to attract attention to ourselves in order to have others do for us what we cannot. Before we can speak we cry to get the attention we need. It doesn't take long though for us as babies to discover that crying, even when nothing is wrong, can get others to pay attention to us. We soon turn a signal that something is needed into a device for focusing others' attention on us. The vast majority of us are tied to some of the devices we used as babies throughout our lives. The outward manifestations may or may not change, but the purpose is still that of getting others to pay attention to us.

Looking at some of our students' actions and reactions as attention-getting devices can make it easier for us to accept them and not be unduly upset by them. Constantly asking questions in class, always being among the first to finish an activity, purposely not paying attention, generally misbehaving and chattering with neighbours are all examples of what some people do in their role of student to draw attention to themselves. They may be manifestations of other conditioning, but they are surely not things we could consider helpful to the development of the class and are certainly not evidence that those participating in them are concerned with working with the group.

It's not my fault

The feedback we get from teachers participating in seminars and teacher development courses tell us that people who have been teaching for some time can become bored, tired or routine, fed up with the lack of challenges and disappointed with themselves and their students. When talking about our problems, we teachers tend to blame somebody else. Inspectors, administration, the students' expectations, the students' parents and the system are recurring targets. It is rare indeed to find teachers willing to accept some of the blame. (Are we at these times focusing the group's or the leader's attention on ourselves in the hope that people will tell us to cheer up and not be so negative?) One possible source for the boredom and dissatisfaction that we experience most certainly is the need to get attention. The attention-seeker constantly looks for new stimuli, new sources or expressions of attention just as the greedy person looks for more or different-tasting food. When the new and different stimuli are not available the attention seeker gets bored.

Learning to watch our actions and reactions carefully is one way to begin to discover the things we do to attract attention. Am I being cute or sarcastic to charge or change the atmosphere in the class or am I looking for attention?

Self-awareness

Listening to what we are actually saying when talking to our students and colleagues is another way of discovering what we do to attract attention. Do I speak to my students as I would to people in a social gathering showing them the same respect that I give to people I don't know very well or do I treat them as inferiors? Do I talk about my classes as if they are performances in front of an audience?

Both watching and listening objectively to what we say and do can help us to identify when we are acting on prior conditioning or actually trying to respond to the situation at hand. Merely being aware that we and our students are often doing things we have conditioned ourselves to do diminishes or at times can even erase certain problems. If nothing else, being aware that in many cases there is nothing really wrong, just the fact that we want some attention is enough to change the focus and allow us to see things differently.

PAIR WORK--SOME PRACTICAL HINTS
In: English Teaching Forum.  XXIII/4.

    October 1985.
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When I started teaching ten years ago, virtually all my classroom activities were either "lockstep," with me steering the whole class item by item through an exercise, or "individual," with all the students working at their own pace. Inevitably, towards the end of the lesson, the fast workers needed extra material to keep them busy, and the slow ones ended up with extra homework, i.e. completing their classwork.

Over the years I have learned quite a bit more about language teaching, some from formal training courses and the rest from bitter (and sweet) experience. Nowadays pair work (and work in groups of three to six) is a regular feature of my lessons. The value of this type of activity is, I think, obvious; I will not list the advantages, but will merely mention the major "plus": it provides a greatly enhanced opportunity for communication between students, and most of it is real communication (as opposed to, for example, a drill involving student-to-student exchanges). There are some risks too, but many of these can be combated by careful planning of material, and attention to details or organization.

What is pair work?
The term pair work covers a multitude of different activities. The simplest type is an exercise that traditionally would be done as individual work, for which the teacher says, "Work together in twos on this." By putting two heads together on the task, a dull exercise can be made fun, and involve real communication, too. It is salutary for many students to be shown the difference between teaching and testing. In the classroom, there is no real advantage (other than the peace and quiet for the teacher) in students working in examination-type conditions of silence; this only fuels their sense of pressured competitiveness.

An ideal type of exercise for pair work is a correct-the-errors one, which always yields a lot of discussion and difference of opinion. This is especially so where English is used as a second language--where nonstandard forms are common, and learners need to increase their awareness of this. To increase the effectiveness of the exercise, each pair of students work from one text. If they have books, have one member of each pair close the book. If the exercise is on a handout, give only one paper to each pair. This helps those who are hesitant about working with a partner. Make sure that you have sufficient extra copies so that every student can take away the copy at the end of the lesson; otherwise, some are bound to feel deprived!

Most pair-work activities, however, differ radically from what I have just described, inasmuch as the two halves of the pair have different material to work on. Far from pushing them into sharing one text, the teacher must actively prevent peeping. 

Secrecy
The exercise is virtually destroyed if a student shows his paper to his partner, so keeping the rules of secrecy is vital. Here are some hints:

  1.  Rearrange chairs so that they are facing each other rather than standing side by side.

  2.  Ideally, partners would face each other across a table. In a classroom with traditional rows, it might be more effective to have the students in row 1 swivel around and work with the people sitting behind them, rather than next to them.

  3.  If your students are children or teenagers, appeal to their sense of fun, so that they enjoy the notion of hiding their papers.

  4.  With adult learners, the sense of responsibility can be appealed to.

Examples of pair work

The activities described below are quite different, but in every case, after the teacher has introduced the task, the bulk of the work is completed by the students interacting in pairs. The teacher plays a low-key, supervisory role. These are just sample activities, by no means a definitive list.

SPLIT INFORMATION
  a.  Blanked Timetable (or chart, etc.). Both students have basically the same information, but different item have been blanked out on each version, so that they have to ask each other questions to complete the data.

  b.  Split Reading. A short reading text is split midway; Student A reads the first half, and Student B reads the second. Afterwards, putting away the text, they pool their information in order to complete a task.

ROLEPLAYS

The two students create a spontaneous dialogue based on a brief role description that each has studied. Suggestions for developing the dialogue can also be included.

GAMES
  a.  Describe and Draw. One student has a picture or diagram. As he describes it, his partner attempts to reproduce it.

  b.  Spot the Difference. Both students have similar pictures, but with certain differences. By talking about their own pictures, they discover the discrepancies.

Lead-in stage

A pair-work activity will normally need an introduction and a follow-up. The standard introduction is for the teacher to take the part of one student and to select a good student to take the other part. If you are preparing your own material, make sure the activity is long enough to allow for some to be used as an example. For instance, if your activity is "Spot the Difference," and there are only six differences to be found, do not do three as examples!

The amount of control you wish to establish can be a factor here: the introduction can give the students actual pattern utterances to copy, or simply a loose impression of the type of thing they might produce.

A splendid way to introduce an activity is to play a tape, thus creating an integrated listening/speaking lesson. This may be done simply to set the context. Thus a roleplay about a journalist interviewing a famous person could be introduced by part of an authentic interview or by an appropriate dialogue from a commercially available course. Another interesting possibility is to record two native speakers working on the same task. This should be unscripted, of course, but the speakers must be aware of the level of their intended audience. An authentic dialogue like this would provide lots of material to work on later.

You may, by the way, prefer to keep introduction to a minimum--let the students have a go at the task with little or no input, and then do more follow-up work.

For most pair-work tasks, seriously consider allowing a stage of preparatory work when the students get together according to their roles, i.e. in pairs or groups consisting of all Student As and all Student Bs. Working like this doubles the yield of communication from the task and greatly reduces the burden of off-the-cuff creativity demanded from each student. For example, when there is split information, the students can clarify together which information they must seek, and work out together the questions they should ask. For role-play, the students can gain confidence and ideas by talking to the others who will be playing the same role.

Moving students around

Practical questions about seating and distributing papers must be considered. There are several possibilities, but they will involve some movement of students. This is a two-edged weapon: it is great for group dynamics to make them mix around, and effectively combats the stuck-to-the-seat syndrome that operates in many classrooms--which is part of a passive learning, teacher-as-authority-figure attitude. The obverse edge of the sword is that making students change places can be at best fiddly and time-consuming, and at worst, a recipe for "all hell let loose".

Having said this, I maintain that unless you are working under horrifically difficult constraints of space/furniture/classroom layout, it is worth the effort. So here are some possibilities:

  1.  Give out Paper A to one side of the room and Paper B to the other side. Students work in pairs where they are, and then, at a given signal, move to sit next to someone with the other paper. (Note: Only half the class should need to move.)

  2.  Arrange the room into groupings of four to six.

The whole group can do the preliminary work on roles, and then part of each group will move.

  3.  Give out papers in pairs AA, BB, AA, BB, and so on. After the first stage, students can turn to face their neighbour on the other side. Only the students at the end of the rows will need to rearrange themselves. 

Experiment with different methods of seating, if you possibly can. There is no best solution; it depends entirely on individual circumstances.

Time limits

Another practical tip: time limits are extremely helpful, if not vital. Always say "You have five minutes (or ten or fifteen) for this stage." Be flexible by a few minutes, but not more, unless you had dreadfully misjudged your original estimate. Especially in a room where there is no clock, and where few students wear watches, give a one- or two-minute "warning." Actually, students rarely clock-watch when working on activities like this, so the warning is always a good idea. When the students move into their A-B pairing to perform the actual task, another time limit is advisable.

Worksheets

Reusable or Disposable? If the students are exchanging information and there is any element of writing in the task (e.g., jotting down points) as opposed to a purely oral task (roleplay), it is best if they can write on  the worksheet they have been given. Wherever financial/practical considerations allow you to give out expendable material, do so. I have tried the economical method of reusable laminated worksheets, and seen the irritation of students forced to copy the material into their own notebooks. I have experienced my own irritation at finding these reusable sheets completed with ball-point pen, thus rendering them not reusable. Soluble overhead-projector pens work well if you have them and remember to equip your students with them.

Instructions.  I mentioned the preparation stage, and examples performed by the teacher plus student. I also recommend that simple written instructions be included on the worksheet, roleplay card, etc. This dual input of spoken and written instruction reduces the possibility of students' misunderstanding the task. It also maximizes the potential of the material, since it can then be used, in certain situations (very bright class, splinter group in a large class, etc.), without teacher-given instructions.

Example sentences. In addition to simple instructions, one example may be given on the worksheet. This depends on the perceived aim of the exercise--either free communication, or controlled practice or a grammatical/functional form. The whole area is too complex to deal with here; suffice it to say that when an example is given, the students tend to reproduce that sentence type, whereas if no example is given, they will strive to make their meanings, albeit with incorrect grammar, with whatever language they can call upon. There is very likely a decreasing need for example sentences as the students progress from elementary to advanced.

The teacher as monitor

Let's consider briefly the teacher's role during these activities. The term monitoring is usually used to describe this, but it needs some fine-tuning. The teacher can choose his monitoring objectives out of this list of possibilities (given in my personal order of priority):

1. To check that all students understand the task.

2. To check that all students are attempting to perform the task.

3. To encourage, and discreetly assist, whose who are struggling, for one reason or 

     another.

4. To check that the bulk of communication is in English, with minimal use of L1.

5. To check for errors that impede communication, e.g. vocabulary.

6. To notice some errors of syntax, pronunciation, etc., for possible later use in a feedback 

    session.

There are two main provisos here. The first is that teacher checking/monitoring must be discreet and low-key. It should interfere with the students' own free communication as little as possible, which sometimes means very restricted teacher monitoring. Second, unless the task is tightly controlled, there are likely to be too many errors either for the teacher to write down or for the class to assimilate afterwards. The fun of pair-work interaction would be killed entirely by a mammoth error-correction session at the end.
Odd numbers

What happens when the class is an odd number? I'm afraid there is no ideal answer to this. Depending on the type of activity, the teacher can select a fairly weak student and work with that person, but this drastically reduces teacher monitoring. Some activities are not difficult to adapt for a threesome. Thus, a roleplay between one VIP and two interviewers is perfectly legitimate. Finally, the third participant (an able student) could be asked to monitor the other two in the group, or this observer status could be rotated.

Follow-up

There should generally be some kind of follow-up, even if it is at such a simple level as the teacher giving out answer keys for the students to self-check in pairs--more communication usually results--or the teacher going through answers with the whole class on the blackboard or overhead projector.

Short roleplays can be performed for the pleasure of the whole class. I expected my group of Japanese housewives to recoil in horror at this suggestion; in fact, they came up with some lovely and amusing little dialogues.

GETTING THEM INTO GROUPS

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.9. No.1.

    September 1988.

What criteria do you use when putting your students into groups? Tim Hahn and Leslie Bobb suggest ways of forming, and re-forming, classroom groups.

Group work has its place in classes of all sizes and at all levels. In smaller classes the formation of groups presents few problems as the teacher is generally aware of who works well together and who is a good helper or guide for others. In a class of 20 or more students the teacher can't be so closely in contact with the individual learners, so the formation of groups can enable the teacher to find out more about the students as people and become more aware of the problems that the learners are having with the language. In this article we are concerned with ways of forming groups which can be used equally well with large and small classes.

The easiest way is to have the students stay in their places and work with the classmates sitting next to, in front of and/or behind them. It requires a minimum of time and movement about the room, but almost always means that students are continuously working with the same partners.

We would like to look at two alternative types of group formation which allow the teacher to restructure groups throughout the course, and to freshen up the atmosphere by putting together classmates who would not normally choose to work together.

Random group formation

Here the students form groups according to the teacher's directions. This is the least threatening method and when used at the beginning of a course gives the members of the class opportunities to get to know one another.

1.  By month-of-birth: Tell the students to stand up or raise their hand when you call out the name of the month in which they were born. Ask them to go to different parts of the classroom to make groups of the number of students you want. If, for example, you want groups of seven and you have following distribution: January, one student; February, three and March, five, the first seven form the first group and left over from March go into the second combined with those born in April and possibly even in May.

A variation is to use the date of birth in any month; that is, all students born between the first and the fifth of any month; all born between the sixth and the tenth, form a group.

2. Odd-even days: To form two large groups, you can ask all those born in even-numbered days to form one group and those born on odd-numbered days to form another. These groups could be divided arbitrary by having the students count off in, say, fives, sevens, or eights.

3. Alphabetical order: Ask for students whose first (given) or last (family or sur-) name begins with A, then B, and so on, to form groups of the size you want.

4. String pairs: Here's something we learned from Pilgrims, for forming pairs. Have enough pieces of string (half a metre to one metre long) for half the class to have one piece each. Hold all of them in the middle and have everyone take hold of one end and then let go. They will find their partner at the other end of the string. For groups of more than 20, this technique works better if you use if with half the class at a time.

5. Physical characteristics: These can be used to form groups if they are worded carefully so as not to call attention to what some people might consider negative physical attributes. You could ask the class to arrange itself from dark to fair-haired, oldest to youngest and possibly from tallest to shortest. With this technique, first set up the rules and then ask the class to predict what language they will need to use to accomplish the grouping.

Groups of students' choice

Here are some ways of forming groups which allow the students to choose. Always tell them beforehand the number you want in each group and go over the language needed so that formation will be done in English.

1. People I don't always talk to: Ask the students to find one or more people with whom they haven't had a conversation during the day, week, etc. With classes of fewer than 30 students, we do not suggest this technique for forming groups of more than four as it can be difficult for the students to find more than three people they haven't talked to recently.

2. Thinking of something pleasant:  Ask the group to think of something positive: an ideal weekend, a favourite singer or food, a pleasant past experience, etc. Ask the students to circulate around the room to find a partner or partners. The odd-people-out, those who don't share the same experience with anyone else, could form their own group or groups.

3. Getting to know someone better: Explain to the group that in the following activity they're going to have a chance to work with people they'd like to get to know better. Tell them that they have 30 seconds in which to find their partners and form their groups.

4. Common interests: Write two or three subjects or topics on the board such as cars, movies, the country or politics, poetry, sports. Tell the learners that they should decide which of the things they are most interested in and which they are least attracted to. Tell them, furthermore, that they are to decide if they want to work with people who have the same or disparate interests. Allow them a good two or three minutes to form their groups.

* * * * * *

We have tried all these ways and they all seem to work well depending on how you present them and also how much variety you build in. Once the groups have been formed, you can ask the  students to continue working with that particular group for the rest of the week, or whatever. It's also interesting to ask them to re-form old groups. You might say, `Remember the other day when we were working with -ing words? Find the people/person you were working with then.' This helps us to recall not only the group but also the situation and can facilitate review sessions.

Tim Hahn and Leslie Bobb are teachers and teacher trainers in Spain. Their most recent book is called Insights into English (SGEL, Spain)  and is a textbook for intermediate students.
Memory and written storage
by: Ruth Gairns and S. Redman.

From: Working with words. 1986.

      Cambridge:  CUP.

Understanding how we store information in the memory and why certain chunks of it seem to `stick' while others slip away is obviously a matter of concern to anyone whose work involves helping others to learn. For language teachers this knowledge should help to establish classroom procedures that will promote more effective learning and retention of new language items.

These are the issues we will be considering in this chapter, but first a word about the organisation of the chapter. The first section is devoted to theoretical aspects of memory but is both brief and selective. We have tried to define and outline only those aspects of memory that are particularly relevant to the later discussion, and provide the necessary background to allow a more objective assessment of certain classroom activities. The sections on classroom suggestions and written storage take up the practical aspects more explicitly but also contain descriptions of scientific experiments that we have found interesting and relevant to classroom teaching.
THEORETICAL ASPECTS

6.1 Types of memory
Most readers will be familiar with the experience of looking up a telephone number and then repeating it to themselves for the time it takes to sit down and dial the number. As luck would have it, this is invariably the occasion for somebody to ask a distracting question with the result that the number is forgotten and has to be looked up all over again. Equally familiar and irritating is when you need the same number twenty-four hours later and find that you are quite unable to remember it.

These experiences reflect the widely recognised view among psychologists that with verbal learning the ability to hold information over brief periods (usually up to thirty seconds in duration) demands fairly constant repetition, and any distraction or interruption is likely to severely impede the ability. Moreover, it has been established that our capacity for short term retention is remarkably consistent, and that most people experience some breakdown in retention as soon as the number of items or chunks of information exceeds seven.

This type of memory, known as short term memory, is clearly different from long term memory, which is our capacity for recall of information minutes, weeks and years after the original input. Furthermore the difference is not simply one of duration. Unlike short term memory which is limited in capacity, long term memory is seemingly inexhaustible and can accommodate any amount of new information. Not surprisingly this additional information can only be stored at a price; it is generally acknowledged that we need to work much harder to commit information to long term memory, and the type of repetition we described as being essential to short term retention may not be adequate for long term retention.

Some readers may feel uneasy about this last comment, as it would seem to contradict an experience we have all shared, namely the ability to remember certain information either by means of repetition, or with no conscious attempt to learn it at all. This certainly does happen, and the distinction between short term retention and long term retention is not always clear-cut. Information entering short  term memory may pass quite effortlessly into long term memory, and some learners may find repetition a very effective way of transferring information into long term memory. Later in the chapter we will take up the issue of repetition in more detail; at this stage we will simply acknowledge it has a role in long term learning but reiterate the importance of more thorough processing and systematic organisation as the basis for effective long term retention.

6.2 Organisation of the mental lexicon
In part A of this book, we looked at the relationships between lexical items and other linguistic considerations such as pronunciation, grammatical values, derivation, spelling, etc. All this information is stored in the brain, so we should now examine how this data is organised and stored.

Our `mental lexicon' is highly organised and efficient. Were storage of information haphazard, we would be forced to scan in a random fashion to retrieve words; this simply is not feasible when one considers the speed at which we need to recognise and recall. Furthermore, it is extremely improbable that we organise words in the brain as a dictionary does. Imagine you were trying to recall the word `nozzle', for instance. It is unlikely that you would retrieve the word `noxious' (which appears next to `nozzle' in some dictionaries) in place of the target word.

Some very interesting experiments carried out by Brown and McNeil (1966) exemplify this point forcefully and give us clues about lexical organisation. The experimenters gave testees definitions of low frequency vocabulary items and asked them to name the item. One definition was, `A navigational instrument used in measuring angular distances, especially the altitude of the sun, moon and stars at sea'. Some testees were able to supply the correct answer (which was `sextant'), but the researchers were more interested in the testees who had the answer `on the tip of their tongues'. Some gave the answer `compass', which seemed to indicate that they had accessed the right semantic field but found the wrong item. Others had a very clear idea of the `shape' of the item, and were often able to say how many syllables it had, what the first letter was, etc. It seems, then that these systems are interrelated; at a very basic level, there appears to be a phonological system, a system of meaning relations and a spelling system.

One way in which researchers investigate how the mental lexicon is organised is by comparing the speed at which people are able to recall items. It is generally accepted that if certain types of prompts can be answered more quickly than others, then this will reflect the lexical system. Freedman and Loftus (1971) asked testees to perform two different types of tasks:

e.g. 1 Name a fruit that begins with a `p'.

     2 Name a word beginning with `p' that is a fruit.

Testees were able to answer the first type of question more quickly than the second. This seems to indicate that `fruits beginning with p' are categorised under the `fruit' heading rather than under a `words beginning with p' heading. Furthermore, experimenters discovered in subsequent tests that once testees had access to the `fruit' category, they were able to find other fruits more quickly. This seems to provide further evidence that semantically related items are `stored together'. Most researchers (albeit from varying viewpoints) appear to agree that items are arranged in a series of associative networks. Forster (1976, 1979) put forward the theory that all items are organised in one large `master file', and that there are a variety of `peripheral access files' which contain information about spelling, phonology, syntax and meaning. Entries in the master file are also held to be cross-referenced in terms of meaning relatedness.

We also have to consider other variables which affect storage. One important factor here is word frequency; items which occur most frequently are also easily recognised and retrieved. Imagine a pile of cards, each representing an item of vocabulary. In this system, the most frequently used items are `at the top of the pile', and therefore easier to retrieve. Recency of use is another variable, and, to return to the analogy of the pile, one can imagine words more recently used being at the top. These variables are concerned with the use of items, but it is also important to consider when items were first learnt. Imagine a pile of words organised chronologically: the words learnt on the first day of course would be at one extreme and those most recently learnt at the other. 

Clearly, native speakers do not acquire all their vocabulary in lexical sets, but rather acquire items in a haphazard, chronological fashion, generally in a fairly predictable order of frequency. However, native speakers have many years in which to build up a comprehensive lexicon, whereas foreign learners are limited in this respect. Exploiting our present knowledge of storage systems to the full should allow us to attempt to speed up the learning process and facilitate storage. This will be true whether we are trying to clarify associative networks, classify by categories or organise the vocabulary syllabus in a way which will assist the contribution of frequency and recency of use and other variables. We will discuss the practical implications of this in the second part of this chapter.

6.3 Why do we forget?
In spite of the efficiency of these various organisational networks in the memory, we still suffer lapses when we are unable to remember something that we thought was well established in our long term memory.

Why does this happen?

One theory of forgetting suggests that information stored in the memory falls into disuse unless it is activated fairly regularly. In other words, we need to practise and revise what we learn otherwise the new input will gradually fade in the memory and ultimately disappear. This is called the decay theory.

In opposition to this is the notion of cue-dependent forgetting, which asserts that information does in fact persist in the memory but we may be unable to recall it. In other words, the failure is one of retrieval rather than storage. Evidence for this theory resides in a number of experiments. In one of these, subjects were given lists of words to learn and then tested on their powers of recall. Later they were tested again, only this time they were given relevant information to facilitate recall. For example, if a list contained the words `sofa', `armchair' and `wardrobe', the subject would be given the superordinate `furniture' as a cue to help them. These experiments showed that recall was considerably strengthened by appropriate retrieval cues, thus suggesting that the information was not permanently lost but only `mislaid'.

In addition to the theories of decay and cue-dependent forgetting there is further evidence that any significant mental activity undertaken before or after periods of learning can also account for poor learning and retention. The activities undertaken prior to learning may have a detrimental effect in our ability to absorb new input, while activities undertaken after periods of learning can interfere with the effective consolidation and retention of new input. How long this interference persists is difficult to determine but the effects are likely to be most acute in the hours immediately preceding or following periods of learning. This contrasts with `decay' which is obviously more significant in accounting for memory failure over a long period of time.

One focal point about forgetting is the rate at which we forget. It is generally believed that of the information we forget, eighty per cent is lost within twenty-four hours of initial learning. This may help to explain why testing activities carried out the day after input may yield rather distressing results, while further testing activities carried out a week later appear quite satisfactory. The rate of forgetting clearly has implications for revision and recycling which will be discussed later.

As language teachers, our main concern is to ensure that what is taught will be permanently retained in long term memory, so it is clearly a matter of some importance that classroom activities take account of these various theories, and strive to combat decay and interference while developing and facilitating efficient systems.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

6.4.  Meaningful tasks

Recent trends in methodology have stressed the need for  meaningful activities in the classroom. There are a variety of reasons for this, among them the swing towards realism and authenticity and the need to engage learners in activities which will enable them to be more self-reliant. Equally important here is the fact that more meaningful tasks require learners to analyse and process language more deeply, which helps them to commit information to long term memory. The theory that a student's `personal investment' has a very positive effect on memorisation is one that many teachers and learners will intuitively agree with.

An experiment by Wilson and Bransford provides an interesting insight here. In this experiment, three different groups of subjects were used. The first group were given a list of thirty words and told that they would be tested on their ability to recall the words. The second group were given the same list of words and told to rate each word according to its pleasantness or unpleasantness; they were not told that they would be tested on their ability to recall the words. The third group were given the list and asked to decide whether the items on the list would be important or unimportant if they were stranded on a desert island. They too were not told that they would be tested on these items. The results of the tests showed a similar degree of recall between groups one and two, while group three recorded the highest degree of recall. This experiment illustrates several important points:

1  That the intention to learn, however laudable, does not in itself ensure that effective learning will take place.

2  That subjects are more likely to retain verbal input (i.e. commit new items to long term memory) if they are actively engaged in a meaningful task that involves some kind of semantic processing, and provides a unifying theme to facilitate organisation in the memory.

To test some of these assertions, you could try the following experiment with your class. Divide the class in half and send one half out of the room. Tell the remainder that they must learn the following group of words:

   aubergine (+ mother-tongue equivalent in all cases)

   courgette    leek      cabbage

   celery       swede     beetroot

(If any of these vegetables are not found in your country, you could change the item for another vegetable which will be familiar to your students although a new item for them in English.) Then instruct the second group that they must list the items in order of personal preference. At the end of the lesson, after an intervening activity, you could test both groups on their ability to recall the items.

Guided discovery is another way in which teachers can engage the students' interest and involve them in a level of semantic processing which should promote more effective learning and retention. An important qualifying statement here is that the students have the means to perform the learning task, otherwise they will become frustrated and lose motivation.

Consider the following methods of presenting the item `to swerve'.

1  The teacher explains that `swerve' is a verb and means to change direction suddenly. He exemplifies this on the board with the sentence `the car swerved to avoid the child', and then conducts some drilling of the example sentence.

2  The teacher asks the question, `Why would you swerve in a car?' The students are then supplied with dictionaries to look up the word `swerve' and told to write their answer on a piece of paper. 

The first presentation is probably quite adequate to convey the meaning of `swerve', but the second approach may be more memorable for the learners. Not only does it involve an element of guided discovery, but it also engages the students in a degree of semantic analysis i.e. what causes somebody to swerve; this is not required of them in the first presentation.

6.5  Imagery

Teachers often make extensive use of visual images in the classroom for illustrating meaning. One further advantage of this is that our memory for visual images is extremely reliable and there is little doubt that objects and pictures can facilitate memory. Equally obvious is that it is easier to conjure up a mental image of a concrete item than an abstract one; try, for instance, to `image' the following: `bottle', `dog', `truth', `life'. You will probably have had no difficulty with the first two, but it is extremely difficult to supply a visual image for `truth' and `life'.

Our ability to produce mental images has led to a memory technique known as the key word technique. It consists of associating the target word with a word which is pronounced or spelt similarly in the mother tongue, but is not necessarily related in terms of meaning.

e.g. Rathaus (German, meaning `town hall') sounds like `rat house' in English

The learner then conjures up a visual image of a lot of rats coming out of his local town hall, for instance. It appears to aid memory if the meaning and the key word are made to interact, as in the case above.

Some claims are also made that the more bizarre the image, the easier it will be to recall, but the evidence for this is unconvincing. We feel that this type of `mnemonic' or memory aid has a very limited application. It may be particularly useful for certain types of learners (who may use it without prompting in any case) and we suspect that many learners make use of this in the very early stages of learning a language for a handful of items. The results of classroom trials (Fuentes, 1976) seemed to indicate that the use of key word did not produce higher recall than any other type of memory technique, including rote learning. We also feel that, if used exclusively, it approaches vocabulary learning in a very one-dimensional way and in effect fails to take into account most of the linguistic problems discussed in chapters 2 and 3, much in the same way as a traditional translation equivalent vocabulary list. 

6.6   Rote learning

Another memorisation technique which has a long history in language learning is rote learning. This involves repetition of target language items either silently or aloud and may involve writing down the items (perhaps more than once). These items commonly appear in list form; typical examples being items and their translation equivalent (e.g. door = die T�r), items and their definitions (e.g. nap = short sleep), paired items (e.g. hot-cold, tall-short), and irregular verbs. A common practice is for the learner to use one side of the list as prompts and cover the other side in order to test himself.

In the early stages of language learning, repetition gives the students the opportunity to manipulate the oral and written forms of language items, and many learners derive a strong sense of progress and achievement from this type of activity. For this reason this can be very valuable. It may also be a very legitimate means of transferring items into long term memory where there is a direct mother-tongue equivalent and very little semantic coding is involved in the learning process. For universal paradigms such as days of the week, or for irregular verbs (as long as the meaning of the verb is known), a mechanical learning activity of this type may be quite useful.

However, earlier in this chapter we indicated that a far deeper level of processing is required to commit items to long term memory and we illustrated the type of processing that will be involved. In addition, lists of translation equivalents may be counter-productive for learners, as memorisation of this type may delay the process of establishing new semantic networks in a foreign language.

6.7  Recycling

The importance of recycling previously presented lexis is a direct consequence of the theories of forgetting, discussed in an earlier section. If memory traces do gradually fade in the memory without regular practice then it is clearly necessary that we create opportunities in the classroom for students to practise what they have learnt. And given that other learning activities will interfere with effective retention of new lexis, we should try to ensure that practice is carefully spaced and that students are not being overloaded with too much new lexis at any one time. This will be a function of the course designer as much as the teacher, but only the teacher can accurately measure the extent of recycling or the pacing of new input that will be appropriate for their students on a daily or weekly basis. With regard to the theory of cue-dependent forgetting, it will also be a function of recycling that students are being asked to locate items in their long term memory. Developing effective retrieval systems may not require lengthy practice and can easily be incorporated into the lesson by way of `warmer' activities at the beginning. The teacher could, for example, give the students an appropriate retrieval cue for vocabulary presented in the previous lesson and see how many items the students can recall. Alternatively he could present the students with disparate items presented over several lessons and ask the students to organise them into different categories. Both activities are helping to assist the process of subjective organisation so essential to effective retention and recall.

As mentioned earlier the rate of forgetting also has implications for the recycling of lexical input. If eighty per cent of what we forget is lost within twenty-four hours, there is a strong argument for revising new language items one day after initial input. In The Brain Book (1979), Peter Russell actually sets out a revision schedule to ensure that new material is permanently recorded. his timetable is as follows:

1  A five-minute review five to ten minutes after the end of a study period.

2  A quick review twenty-four hours later.

3  A further review one week later.

4  Final reviews one month later and then six months later.

Such a detailed plan of campaign is unrealistic for most lexical items, unless teachers are fortunate enough in having course designers who have integrated systematic lexical recycling into the prescribed syllabus. However, it should still be possible for teachers to incorporate some of this organised recycling into their lessons. We have already advocated the regular use of warmer activities at the beginning of a lesson to aid recall and develop retrieval systems; in addition we would recommend the teachers to try to include a quick review of important lexis one to two days after initial input. This should help to compensate for any decline in the memory trace, and combat the effects of interference which crowd the memory with new information, making it difficult to locate previously learned lexis. With regard to further recycling, weekly or monthly progress tests (the choice depending on course duration and intensiveness) are probably the easiest and most practical way of ensuring some check on previously learned lexis.

One final point about recycling is that it is not just a matter of quantity but also of quality. Although teachers provide example sentences for new lexical items they are not in the habit of illustrating the item with three or four different examples. They might argue that it would be too time-consuming to present so many examples, and in any case why give four examples when one will do? The problem of time is inescapable and there is a danger that varied examples can be overwhelming for the students and lead to more confusion than understanding. In the long term, though, students will find it easier to retain and retrieve an item from long term memory if they have been exposed to it through a number of different contexts. And this will be just as true for your own understanding of vocabulary teaching. Imagine reading this book four times. You may learn something on the second reading that you missed on the first, but you are unlikely to gain very much on the third or the fourth readings. Compare that with reading four different books on the same subject where you have the opportunity to meet similar subject matter but each time seen from a slightly different point of view. Initially this may be confusing but eventually you will gain far more insight and depth of understanding, and this in turn will fix the ideas more permanently in your long term memory. Following the restricted contextualisation of new lexis for initial teaching purposes, it will therefore become a function of recycling to expand the context range of an item and so facilitate retention and recall.

DON'T FORGET VOCABULARY

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.11. No.3.

    March 1991.

Many English syllabuses give low prominence to vocabulary and so teachers are left to decide which words they should teach. Pat McLaughlin, a British Council KELT Advisor primarily concerned with Teacher Education and Syllabus Design, and Sezin Barlas, an English Teaching Instructor researching vocabulary teaching and learning, describe such a situation and the steps taken to redress the vocabulary balance.

Language teaching must concern itself with vocabulary, giving the learner those words necessary to express needs and feelings as well as the ability to understand others. However, many coursebooks which may claim to have comprehensive syllabuses, in reality have little more than a list of structures and/or functions. This failure to identify and specify key lexis can cause serious problems. Apart from making life difficult for the teacher (what vocabulary should I teach in this lesson?), it makes testing difficult, too, as there is no record of what lexis has been presented during a lesson/term/course. This was the predicament in which we recently found ourselves.

Our approach

The materials used in our institution are prescribed and, while our syllabus contained a list of structures and functions, there was no lexical component. For every lesson each teacher had first to go through the unit and determine not only which words to teach but also how much emphasis to place on them. Consequently, each class in the institution had its own individual lexical syllabus. To overcome this and to introduce a notion of unity, we implemented the system described below.

1.  From the core materials used in the department, we first extracted all the vocabulary and recorded this in our `Lexicon'.

2.  Based upon the system devised by Willis (1), we divided the vocabulary into two categories:

  a) those which were known
  b) those which were unknown
3.  From 2a, we established which words were:

  (i) familiar in use and meaning to the students (these could be considered as `done')

  (ii) those which they had met but might here have a different meaning or connotation.

4.  We sub-divided 2b into:

  (i) those which were essential (at that precise point of time in the students' learning)

  (ii) those which were non-essential (unusual words, for instance).

  (We found this a useful way of determining what vocabulary we should deal with in a lesson and it also helped us to pin-point the lexis which the learners could be helped to guess or infer through context or word roots.)

5.  We then decided to make this information available to other teachers in the department and to make our lexical syllabus more accessible.

The criteria

For this to operate in the department there needed to be a system which provided:

*  an ability to accommodate a wide variety of teaching materials--to match the wide variety of books used;

*  easy access by other teachers--if it were too complex some teachers might think it not worth the extra effort;

*  help for students to cope with the English sound system.

In class

Students shouldn't be presented with words out of context(2). Not only should the meaning of each new essential word be considered important, but the students should also be able to say it, as well as read and write it. As Turkish, unlike English, is a phonic language we thought that a `Whole Word' or `Look and Say' approach to vocabulary teaching would be more appropriate. All new essential lexis were, therefore, recorded on flash cards. Such a system we judged would meet the first two criteria cited above as well as face the difficulties students were having with English phonics. We found the following procedure useful in class:

  1.  we presented the new word in its oral form, making its sense clear through context;

  2.  we asked the class to repeat the word, through choral and individual repetition;

  3.  we repeated the word clearly again, this time showing the flashcard;

  4.  we got the class to say the word again while looking at the flashcard;

  5.  we held up the card and got the students to say the word to check that they had `got' it;

  6.  we fixed the flashcard on the chalkboard.

Other activities
This proved to be an efficient way of `fixing' the new vocabulary. We also used a number of activities for further word recognition practice and these included:

*  covering the flashcard with a mask, gradually revealing the word, bit-by-bit and having the class guess it;

*  showing the flashcard and getting the class to find it in their textbooks;

*  displaying a flashcard and asking the students to find a derivative of it.

Group work ideas

In the production stage some of the ideas below were used for group work. In each we divided the class into groups and gave each an equal number of flashcards.

  1.  Groups sent a `messenger' to a neighbouring group where he/she was asked the meaning of one of the words on the flashcards.  If unable to give this, the group had to try and help. The messenger then had to return to the  original group and pass on the meaning of the word using such devices as synonyms, verbal explanations or mime.

  2.  In a given time the students had to prepare suitable contexts which showed clearly the meaning of the words.

  3.  We also distributed a similar number of pieces of blank paper. A `secretary' dealt out the flashcards, each recipient seeing only his/her own word(s). On the blank pieces of paper they had to draw pictures of their word.

They then, in turn, had to show the drawings and the group had to try to get the right word. When they did the flashcard was then shown.

Our results

The introduction of our institutional lexical syllabus proved to be very effective. First of all it re-emphasised for us the importance of vocabulary. It gave us something to work from for lesson preparation as well as providing a useful corpus from which to prepare tests. More importantly, perhaps, is that the students appeared to enjoy the activities and prefer this more systematic exposure. From simple, easy-to-administer class tests we clearly saw an improvement in our students' command of vocabulary--they were able to spell and pronounce words better, too.

Both authors are at the Middle East Technical University, Ankara.
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MAKING LANGUAGE EXERCISES INTERESTING

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.7. No.4.

    June 1987.

In this, the first of two articles based on the introduction to her forthcoming book on grammar teaching, Penny Ur considers four aspects of language practice exercises which can be exploited to make the exercises more interesting and more demanding.

What sort of things make our classroom procedures more--or less--interesting? And what can we do about the dull exercises we are sometimes landed with in our textbooks, to make them a bit more stimulating?

There are, it is true, other incentives to learning besides interest: rewards for good learning, penalties for bad, consciousness of the long-term benefits of knowing English. But I expect that most readers will have found, as I have, that in the long run it is the intrinsic interest of the material, and the satisfaction generated by an enjoyable and stimulating learning task that are the best motivators of all. Here are some factors to consider.

Topic

Topic is not always crucially important as a creator of interest. If the activity is a discussion or essay on a controversial subject. then obviously the topic must be one that holds the students' attention; but if the activity is a game-like one where the emphasis is on problem-solving--like a guessing activity--or on creating amusing juxtapositions--as in something like Consequences--then the topic becomes relatively unimportant, and the task itself is what provides the interest.

There is no single recipe for the selection of topics that will arouse learner interest, but it may help to ask yourself: Is my topic something my students can relate to because they know something about it and it arouses definite positive or negative reactions? Or alternatively, something they would like to know more about, and can do so through participating in the task? Is it something which stimulates their imagination or curiosity? Or something they are already familiar with and would like to tell others about? Is it something I--the teacher--am interested in and therefore have a good chance of communicating my enthusiasm about to the class?

If the chosen topic gives a positive answer to one or more of these questions it will probably be found interesting. But then again, it may not; even very experienced teachers find themselves constantly surprised by the unpredictable reactions of their students to topics they had expected to be `interesting' or `boring'.

A more reliable piece of advice is: vary things as much as possible. A common reason for the dryness of many language textbooks is the lack of variety of their subject matter. They tend to concentrate only on anecdote, or only on information newspaper articles, for example, and fail to cover a sufficiently wide range of subject matter. The same is true of teaches: many of us tend to get into the rut of certain types of subjects, and neglect to change them. Not only does a frequent change of topic in itself help to maintain attention and interest in the classroom, it also ensures that sooner or later every student will (hopefully!) get to something that interests him/her.

A good range of topics on which to base language exercises might include the following types:

- Factual information on topics of general interest:

  history, geography, psychology, politics, science, etc.

- Controversial subjects of local or general interest

- Personal viewpoints, experiences, feeling, tastes

- Fiction: novels, short stories, anecdotes, folk tales, jokes

- Amusing or pleasing ideas as expressed in poetry, rhymes, songs

- Entertainment: films, plays, television programmes

- Personalities: locally known people, famous celebrities, imaginary characters.

Visual focus
It is very much easier to concentrate on thinking about something if you can see it, or at least some visual representation of it. Learners who are asked to discuss or listen to something without any visual focus often find their attention wandering. This is because sight is an extremely powerful and demanding sense: if we do not provide our students with something to look at, they will seek and find it elsewhere, in objects that have nothing to do with the learning task and that distract them from it. An exercise that uses both aural and visual cues is likely, therefore, to be more interesting than one that is only speech-based.

The visual material may consist simply of the written text on which the exercise is based. If this is very absorbing and interesting in itself, then no further visuals may be required. But if the exercise cues are presented in spoken form, or the written ones are very short and simple, it may be a good idea to accompany them with some kind of illustration. This is usually in the form of a picture--a poster, a magazine cut-out, a slide or overhead transparency; but it may of course be a diagram or a representation of the information being talked about in brief note form. Teachers themselves are of course excellent visual aids, when using facial expression and physical movement to illustrate a topic; so are the students and the classroom environment.

Open-endedness
A task that is open-ended allows for lots of different learner responses during its performance, and is therefore conductive to the production of varied, original and interesting ideas.

Even if the basic structural framework of the response is prescribed in advance, students' motivation to participate rises significantly if they are allowed to choose the actual words to use. For example, supposing the teacher wants to practise adverbs of frequency: one technique is to supply a sentence such as We do our homework, and then ask students to insert the adverb always. The result is not only priggish in meaning, but also boring because it is predictable and of totally uninteresting content. But if students are asked to suggest all sorts of things they always (or never, or seldom) do in certain circumstances, or in a certain mood, the exercise immediately becomes more interesting for all participants. It also, incidentally, increases the amount of student participation.

The use of open-ended questions helps also, as we shall see in the second part of this article, to increase the personal involvement of students in what is said, and to make activities more entertaining and amusing, as well as to increase the flexibility of information-gap procedures.

However, it is not true to say that all closed-ended tasks are boring. When the teacher wants to drill certain patterns that the students still have difficulty in producing on their own, there is a place for activities based in very controlled, repeated responses--dialogues learnt by heart, for example. But even these can be made interesting by allowing for open-endedness in the variation of intonation, facial expression and gesture, by the use of visuals, or by introducing game-like features such as competition, time-limits, role-play and so on.

Information gaps
Often students can be interested in taking part in an exercise simply because of the challenge of having to transmit, or receive, previously unknown information through English. Moreover, a transaction which involves the transfer of information--particularly if this information is based on genuine real-life facts, not textbook inventions--feels `authentic'; the language is obviously being used for serious purposes of communication, and this in itself often motivates students to participate.

For example, learners are sometimes asked to practise the interrogative by asking questions about a picture: they might be given a picture of a big black dog and required to compose questions like Is the dog black? or What is the dog doing?, to which the answers, though meaningful, are perfectly obvious to all, and there does not seem much point in asking them. However, if the picture represents a dog belonging to one of the students then the students may be asked to find out as much as they can about him; in this case questions may be asked whose answer is not obvious from the picture, and genuine answers given by the dog owner: Is the dog dangerous? What is he doing at the moment? and so on. The same kinds of questions are practised, but the range of possibilities is much wider and the conversation as a whole more interesting because it is based on `real', previously unknown, information.

Taking an example
Let us pause here and try to apply these points to an actual exercise. Here is one which I have made up, so as not to offend anyone; but similar ones may be found in many standard textbooks.

Put into the passive.

Example: They built the house.

         The house was built.

1. They stole the money.

2. We will read the book.

3. People saw the man.

4. They carry the babies.

5. They are testing the students.

I do not wish to go into the issue of whether this exercise--or transformation exercises in general--provide good or bad practice, or are or are not communicative. What I want to look at is the question: assuming that, for whatever reason, we are going to use an exercise like this, what can we do to make it interesting? Perhaps you would like to pause a moment and think what you might do, possibly using, as starting points the four features I have described above.

Well, let's start with the topic. The trouble with these sentences is that their topics are disembodied and meaningless, connected with no reality the students can take an interest in. With some exercises you can link up the sentences to make up a story or complete picture; here you can't. But you can, perhaps, enlarge each one to create a little encircling context by adding questions like Where? How? When? Thus in the first sentence you and the student's might define, in your imagination, where and when the money was stolen, how much, and in what way. This, incidentally, gives further opportunities for practising the structure in slightly different, expanding contexts. Or you might ask the students to describe how and when they know that some money really was stolen, or a man (identify him!) really was seen.

To go on to visual focus--you would like to have an illustration for each sentence, but this is not really practical given the limited time we have for preparation. One way you can get round this is to supply one big picture of a town or country scene, and then ask students to locate the events in different parts of it. This is quite a well-known memory-jogging technique; so if you have decided that the babies are carried under the tree, and the students are being tested in the big house, you will find that your students and you will be able to recall each sentence in turn if you indicate the place on the picture where it `took place'.

As to open-endedness: you could take each sentence in turn and `open' one of its elements. For example, The book will be read: what else might happen to a book? (you might use the visual element again, pick up a nearby book and focus on it). The students try to imagine as many things as possible that might happen to the book in the future: it will be seen, dropped, opened, shut, dirtied, cleaned, torn etc. Alternatively you might take will be read and ask what else they can think of that will be read--and so on.

As an information-gap exercise, you might specify in your imagination the exact kind of money or book-title and ask students to guess it (Where dollars stolen? Were marks stolen? Were shekels stolen?). More practice again, but with the information-gap interest built in.

I do not claim for a moment that these techniques are particularly original or inspired; you can probably think of other at least as good if not better. It's just that it often does not occur to the materials writer--or to us teachers in the classroom--to use them, when the introduction of one or two of them to a routine grammar or vocabulary task can make all the difference, to both learner and teacher interest.

                    *     *     *     *                    

In the next issue I'll look at four more things that contribute to interest: personalisation, pleasurable tension, entertainment and play-acting.

Penny Ur has been teaching at primary an secondary school level in Israel for 19 years, and has also been involved in teacher education. She has written two successful books, Discussions that Work and Teaching Listening Comprehension (Cambridge University Press) and is currently working on a third, on teaching grammar.
FILLING IN GAPS IN CONTEXT

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.7. No.4.

    June 1987.

Ho-Peng Lim describes three exercises which he has used with students at differing levels of ability to improve their writing skills.
Language is never acquired or used in a vacuum but as a part of the way in which a language user explores and describes the world he/she lives in. The ultimate aim of EFL instruction should be to enable the student to interact effectively, directly or indirectly, with others in the English language. One way a teacher can help facilitate the EFL student's effective use of the language is by means of well-planned writing assignments.

This article briefly illustrates one way of preparing a writing exercise that requires the student to make a considerable amount of effort in completing it. Basically, the exercise involves `filling in the blanks', not with words but with sentences of the student's choice. The exercise, for the most part, requires the student to provide linguistic material of his/her own rather than merely juggling with what is provided. On the one hand, the students is controlled by fairly detailed instructions and the large amount of material provided, including contextual information, on the other hand, the student is unable to run through the written tasks automatically since he/she has to provide something original him/herself. The following are three examples of how this exercise can be prepared.

Example 1

Instructions:
In the paragraphs given below, each blank represents one single sentence. Fill in the blanks with sentences of your own choice, one sentence per blank. The sentence you choose must fit the preceding and following sentences and the text as a whole.

Paragraph 1
It was a typical gloomy Monday morning at school. .......

We had to have the lights on in the classroom. ........

Mrs Bright, our English teacher, was two or three minutes late. ....... Suddenly, Zainal said: `.......'. We all agreed to ask Mrs Bright when she came in. We chose Anna Lee to make the suggestion to her. ....... She looked pale and tired. ....... She smiled and reflected a moment. ....... She shook her head and said: `.......' We protested in vain. .......Finally, Mrs Bright said: `If you really want to invite me out, you can do so after the class.'.......

Paragraph 2
When I opened the door, the delivery boy handed me a slip of paper and a package. ...... The package was square-shaped. ....... It sounded rather like an alarm clock. ....... This thought possibly frightened me more than I cared to admit. ....... The more I looked at it the more dangerous it seemed. ........ My heart beating faster, I pit my ears close to the package but still could not hear anything. The silence was awful. ....... As I ran, I could hear my heart pounding. ....... From this position I listened for the inevitable explosion. ........ I was still there when my father came home. When he came up to me, he was holding something in his hand. ....... He had opened the package to find it inside. .......

Example 2

Instructions:
Each of the following blanks represents one single sentence. Fill in the blanks with sentences of your own choice, one sentence per blank. The sentence you choose must fit the preceding and following sentences and the text as a whole. In some blanks include the vocabulary items given in parentheses.

Text 1
Two nights ago I had the fright of my life. ..... I spent most of the evening at Abraham's house watching a video programme with his family. .......(thriller) As a result I was fairly jittery by the time I was ready to leave Abraham's place. .......(eventually) It was pitch dark. ......(moon) The village street lights had all gone out at midnight. .......(however) I have lived in this village for more than 15 years. ....... I knew that I had parked my scooter by the second tree on the right of Abraham's house. .......(groped for) When I came across the first tree I suddenly became aware of the old cemetery on my left. .......(reminded I almost felt as though I myself had become a participant in a horror movie. ....... There was total silence everywhere. ......(my footsteps, echo) I continued to grope around in the pitch darkness. Where was that scooter of mine? ......(nervous) My imagination began to work overtime. ......Most of the village folks had been in bed for ages. ....... I moaned in pain. ....... I picked it up and tried to start it at once. ........ I tried again. ....... I cursed it under my breath. ....... Suddenly, the engine roared into life. ....... (the scooter's headlight) Instantly, I saw it in the spotlight. ........ He was near enough to touch me. ....... I backed the scooter away from him. .......(the graveyard) I fled like a frightened bat out of hell on my machine, making so much noise I probably woke the whole village. ....... When I finally got home, I rushed to the kitchen to get a drink. .......It was a long time before I got to bed. .......

Example 3
Instructions:
Each of the following blanks represents one single sentence. Fill in the blanks with sentences of your own choice, one sentence per blank. The sentence you choose must fit the preceding and following sentences and the text as a whole.

Text 2
Mr. Lim was a very fat man in his forties. .......Its name was Brownie. ....... Naturally, the dog and its master looked rather similar. ....... Every evening, on weekdays they only walked down to the end of the road and back. ......So Brownie was always delighted when weekends came around. ....... One Sunday evening, Mr. Lim and Brownie were on their usual walk when a group of five teenagers ran up to them and started to shout.`.......!' This certainly made both Mr. Lim and his dog very angry and embarrassed. ....... But unluckily for them, the teenagers outran them. ...... From that weekend onwards, the teenagers made a habit of teasing fat Mr. Lim and his dog.

However, Mr. Lim decided that he and Brownie had better pay more attention to their diet as well as increase their exercises. ....... The naughty teenagers, however, did not notice the change in their appearances. Two weeks later, on a Sunday evening, these teenagers ran out as usual and shouted their favourite insults at Mr. Lim and his dog. ...... They ran away laughing, thinking that Mr. Lim and Brownie would not catch them. ....... One of the teenagers suddenly felt Brownie's teeth fasten firmly on to his pants. ...... The other four teenagers stopped running, and turned around in surprise. In the meantime, Mr. Lim ran up calling out to his dog. ...... Finally, the five youngsters escaped. ...... Brownie stood watching them, a large piece of blue cloth in his mouth. He was wagging his tail in great delight. ...... From that day on, the five teenagers were never seen again when Mr. Lim and Brownie were on their walks down the street. The youngsters never tried their trick again.

Final notes
The exercises are not graded, and in fact can be used by both intermediate and advanced level students. The only difference between the two levels will be the quality of the responses expected from the students. These exercises have been successfully tried out in English language classrooms in Malaysian secondary schools and in the university with weak proficiency students. The intellectual and often very creative contributions that the students have to make to the exercises have so far proved to be highly motivating and stimulating. Generally, for the less proficient writers, the exercises would have to be adapted, often in a more simplified form, such as a shorter paragraph with more contextual information.

REWIND, THEN PAUSE

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.3.

    March 1993.

If you're having trouble with your tape recorder, perhaps it's because you need to review your approach to teaching listening skills.  Alison Ridley offers some sound advice.

Have you ever wondered why students switch off before the tape recorder has? If listening lesson are greeted with a groan it's probably time to (a) look at what is behind these negative feeling and (b) improve your own techniques with the tape recorder.

Listening demands

We need to be aware of what is involved in listening to a cassette. It demands recognition of word boundaries, intonation, grammatical features, etc., etc., and above all it is non-interactive. The speaker cannot respond to needs for reformulation or clarification; there's no opportunity to negotiate meaning. The visual dimension, which is lacking, usually provides a wealth of information, from body language and facial expressions to dress codes and physical setting. Ideally of course video would be used much more to provide all this visual information, but the resources available in most  schools suggest that the tape recorder is here to stay.

What students need

Skills

Especially at low levels, students need help in transferring the strategies (e.g. listening for gist) they use in their mother tongue to the target language. In class we should spend more time developing these skills rather than testing comprehension.

Interesting material

Home-made tapes provide variety so why not record dialogues or anecdotes with colleagues? That way you can tailor the material to the level and interests of your class. If you have a contact in an English-speaking country, get them to record adverts for commercial radio stations. These can be a rich listening source since they are short, memorable and often in story form.

Preparation

Reassurance is the key and this comes largely from thorough preparation so that students have a fairly full idea of what is coming before they listen. Pre-listening discussion or reading is essential and, since we rarely listen (in our L1) without responding or commenting, more speak afterwards.

Direction

Students also need plenty of clear direction as to what exactly is expected of them. If they do not know that they should be listening for gist or else for specific information (times, prices, dates) the resulting lack of focus creates considerable anxiety.

Sounds confusing

The tendency for students to `switch off' is probably a combination of tension from trying to understand every word, and lack of motivation. Since failure is demotivating the two are connected.  Where does this come from?

*  It may come from previous frustrating attempts at understanding.

*  There could be overload of unfamiliar lexis and sheer length.

*  There could be lack of exposure to accents other than the teacher's.

*  There may be no clear task: in other words, no reason to listen.

*  Alternatively, the task itself may be too demanding. While the tape is actually playing, ticking grids, labelling or circling true/false responses are quite challenging enough.

*  It may be boring: this usually means it sounds unnatural.

   Never underestimate the difficulty involved in listening to a disembodied voice. In L1 we probably only do it when listening to the radio and then we are not expected to answer detailed questions on what we've taken in.

Essential dos and don'ts

Do:
*  find your place on the tape before class. You may not locate it easily and the delay is bound to make students fidget.

*  use the counter to make repeating smooth.

*  spend time setting the scene, introducing the characters, pre-teaching some vocabulary, encouraging prediction of what's coming. This will all help lighten the load. (Remember that listening involves relating the known to the unknown.)

*  reassure the students. Keep the task clear and within reach, and check that everyone has understood the instructions before you start.

Don't:

*  play the tape in long stretches. Divide it into manageable chunks.

*  ask vague questions such as ~What do you think of what you heard?'

*  expect them to answer immediately. Allow time for them to check in pairs and listen again first. This should give weaker students more confidence.

*  always expect them to share your enthusiasm for authentic material. It won't interest them if it's beyond them.

Tasks

Awareness raising

Try listening to a recording of a language you only have a slight knowledge of. Do it cold (without a clue of what it's about). How much did you understand? How many times did you need it repeated?

Alternatively, try a cold listening with your class and the following day try one with plenty of preparation and prediction. Compare the response and success rate of the two lessons. Discuss the need for preparation with your students (1).

Pre-teaching

Exploit fully any illustrations provided with the listening material. If they're missing, bring in some visual aids or realia of your own and use them to brain-storm ideas about the characters, the setting, and the theme of listening.

A way of combining vocabulary work with predicting is to write key or unknown words on the board in a `word rose', for example:

                         swerve             

              brakes                 overtake

                screech           witness

                          dent

In groups students check the vocabulary and create possible versions of the car accident. The first (gist) listening task is to find out  which group has come closest to the original.

Let the students take control

It can make the exercise less `threatening' if, for example, you hand control over to a student once in a while. His/her classmates can give instructions about when to stop, pause, and repeat.

However, the ultimate way to make listening an active rather than a passive exercise is to record the students' own news broadcasts, descriptions, and advertisements and get them to listen to themselves and each other. Besides a natural interest in what other groups have created you could add an additional task of trying to spot three mistakes in both their own and their classmates' recordings.

This works equally well in a language laboratory... but that's another story.

TO READ OR NOT TO READ

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.8. No.2.

    December 1987.

This is the question for Julia Leigh's classes. When and how should you introduce primary school children to reading in a foreign language?
We have an agreement among the staff at our primary school that reading in the foreign language will not be introduced until the pupils are in their third year (i.e. eight to nine years old) and have a sound grasp of reading in their mother tongue. As a general rule I am convinced of the pedagogical wisdom of this, but it fails to take into account one very important factor--the enthusiasm of the children themselves and their desire to recognise words written in English.

All my classes are of mixed nationality and mixed ability and can number up to 28 children. An average sized class comprises 25 children. Language learning is a strong pillar of the educational system of the European Schools. All children go on to study history, geography and possibly also economics through the medium of their first foreign language by the time they are 13 years old. 

Knowing this, we have to motivate them and ensure that they enjoy EFL from the outset. `Oh,' I hear you say, `but young children learn very quickly.' And I would readily agree with you. The corollary to that statement, however, is that they also forget very quickly! It is the teacher's role to be a catalyst, sparking off new activities, consolidating and revising known words and structures through games, pictures, songs, stories and puzzles, while encouraging the children themselves to be as autonomous and responsible as possible in their own learning processes.

Flash cards

One of my most useful visual aids is a set of flash cards made from Ladybird First Picture Books. The books have a pull-page picture set opposite one word. By buying two of each book and taking them apart, and mounting the picture on one side of a piece of card and the word on the other I acquired a tool far more flexible than the books themselves. Incidentally, I always cover flash cards with self-adhesive plastic as protection against sticky fingers, and my set has now been in use for nine years! I use them to introduce new words and to revise old ones, always working from the pictures. The children use them for sorting (things you eat, things you play with, things indoors, things outdoors), for playing shops and for playing schools.

The progression is from picture recognition of oral response. However, the children know that the words are on the other side of the cards and slowly, without any formal teaching, word recognition begins to happen. They begin to ask questions to confirm their discoveries. Is that (showing me the word, not the picture) swing?' It is much easier to find good illustrations for nouns than for verbs and even the picture dictionaries, to which I shall refer later, have not totally solved that problem.

Word and picture games

I have found some self-corrective word and picture games which include verbs, as well as opposites, adjectives, plurals and prepositions. These games are produced by Philograph Publications, Ltd and, although intended for pupils of English as a mother-tongue, can be use profitably with EFL groups. These activities do need monitoring carefully. Pre-teach the vocabulary so that during the course of the activity the aural pattern of the word is immediately recalled to the child's mind by the picture. The visual pattern of the word is then mapped on to the aural pattern recalled by the picture--the same sort of subconscious word recognition process referred to earlier is at work again.

All the games can be played by individual children or pairs or small groups. Children are both inventive and intuitive about their own abilities. When, for example, they are not confident about words and pictures in a Snap game, they will play Pelmanism (a pair-finding activity) or devise another matching game before progressing to Snap. When children are using these games the teacher's role is one of discreet incidental supervision. It is, in fact, important not to be tempted to interfere too much at this stage.

Picture dictionaries

Children who have been trained to be active in the acquisition of vocabulary become greedy for words. Especially so, once they have lost their inhibitions about expressing themselves in English. It was an attempt to help my top juniors (10-11-year-olds) to work on their own that drove me to the book shop in search of further visual material. Apart from the much-loved Richard Scarry books with their delightful characters and humorous illustrations, a number of picture dictionaries have appeared on the market.

Oxford University Press have produced their own dictionary catalogue which gives a very fair impression of the different formats. Many of the books are thematic and not alphabetic in approach which makes them very much easier for children to use. Two of the books with most extensive vocabularies are the Oxford English Picture Dictionary with over 2000 words and the Usborne Children's Wordfinder with 2700 words. Children will browse contentedly and frequently go back to the Usborne Children's Wordfinder. The pictures are attractive, clear and detailed. Hamlyn's Wordfinder Picture Book adds an extra dimension with short exploratory sentences and open-ended questions to promote discussion as well as having word and picture definitions based on themes.

At this stage children do have problems, because they are seeking out new words and not consolidating known vocabulary. They lack the aural pattern in the word recognition chain. They have difficulty not in finding the word they need, but rather in knowing how to pronounce it having found it. The Oxford English Picture Dictionary and Longman Tadpole Book, In the Picture, both have complete phonetic lists of all the words included in the book in alphabetical order at the end. While this is useful to the teacher it is of no help to the pupil. Teachers need to be ever vigilant of pronunciation difficulties which arise from the instinctive  transfer of mother tongue sound patterns to English words.

Reading for fun

So do I, or do I not teach these children to read? Of course I do. Reading is clearly an important language skill that the older children must take seriously. However, if I am lucky, they will have had the satisfaction of discovering that they can read for fun before reading becomes an aspect of English to be marked and graded.

It only takes one eight-year-old to find a carefully placed, selected book for him/her to dash out of the book corner declaring excitedly, `I can read this book' and to prove it by reading it to the whole class for everyone to take off on their own voyage of discovery.

Julia Leigh teaches at the European School (Brussels) where she is a Chargée de Cours for EFL in the Primary Department.
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A LOUD APPLAUSE

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.3.

    March 1993.

Many teachers regard reading aloud in the EFL classroom as an outmoded--and undesirable-- activity. Terry Tomscha argues that it is, in fact, of immense value to both students and teachers.

One of the clearest memories of my teacher training course is the supervisor standing up in the middle of my lesson and proclaiming in a loud voice, `never read aloud in the classroom'. My face turned bright red, I asked my students to put away their books and I quickly sat down. From that day forward I never asked another student to read aloud.

Expert opinion

I became a teacher trainer and duly instructed my trainees never to read aloud in the classroom. I quoted expert opinion. Murphey (in Tiffen, 1969) wrote: `It is usually not a good idea to have members of the class read the passage unless they are first class readers. If they are not, they will stumble and miss the point of many words and phrases. The comprehension passage should definitely not be used as a  class reading exercise' (1)

Francoise Grellet (1981) agreed. `The first point to be noted when practising reading in the classroom is that it is a silent activity. Therefore silent reading should be encouraged in most classes, though the teacher may sometimes need to read part of the text aloud. The students themselves should not read aloud. It is an extremely difficult exercise, highly specialised (very few people need to read aloud in their profession) and it would tend to give the impression that all texts are to be read at the same speed. Besides, when we read, our eyes do not follow each word of the text one after the other--at least in the case of efficient readers' (2)

Christine Nuttall (1982) also agreed. `There can be few commonly used methods of less value' (3). She did suggest there was some usefulness in the technique, and outlined some of the ways in which it could be a serviceable exercise. She ends, however, by suggesting that `the one who reads aloud does not learn much, if anything, about the meaning of the text from this activity; he shows what he has already learnt'.

A `dramatic' change

Reassured by expert opinion, I asked my students to read silently. That is, until one day something happened to change my mind. I was working with a group of elementary learners. They had a graded reader with a dramatic plot and when I asked them to read, they started reading aloud, in turn. As they read I realised that they understood exactly what they were reading. On-the-spot comprehension questions confirmed my hypothesis. My curiosity was aroused. I used this technique with other classes, different texts, and a variety of approaches. The experiences convinced me that reading aloud is a useful skill when used appropriately.

What do we read aloud?

I had been told in my training courses that we rarely read aloud. I watched my colleagues and friends. This is what they read aloud:

1  Letters or parts of letters from friends or family

2  Sentences/paragraphs from newspapers/magazines/reports

3  Recipes

4  Instructions: assembling equipment, doing exercises, etc.

5  Directions

6  Literature: stories, poems, prose

7  Speeches, anecdotes, quotations

8  TV guides, reviews of TV programmes/films/books (particularly when deciding what to 

     watch/see or read)

9  Minutes, reports, presentations of meetings

10 `Light' reading matter: children read aloud for enjoyment

I was surprised at the amount of reading aloud that went on around me. But the most interesting observation was native speakers reading aloud parts of texts they found difficult to understand!

I hypothesized that if native speakers read aloud, then we should train our students to read aloud for the same reasons. I found other benefits; useful assessment of phonology, improved group dynamics, variety of technique, and learner enjoyment.

Reasons against reading aloud

Why was reading aloud discouraged?

1  Students can't comprehend while reading aloud.

2  Reading aloud is a test of pronunciation, not a reading skill.

3  Students stumble over words, miss the point, and become embarrassed.

4  Reading aloud is a very inefficient way of practising English as only one person speaks at a time.

5  The ability to read aloud is a special skill needed in certain professions such as acting or news reading. It is of little or no use to the average person; efficient silent reading is useful to most.

6  The speech students produce when reading aloud is slower and more carefully articulated and not representative of natural speech and it is not a useful way of practising speaking skills.

7  Reading aloud involves different eye movements.

Although these reasons are valid, they had become general reasons for `never reading aloud in the classroom'. When given an appropriate task, each of these rules is refutable.

Counter arguments

1  From my own experience, I learned that students can comprehend meaning while reading aloud. Their comprehension depends on the type of text used and the ability of the student. Generally, texts with are below the reading ability of the students can be understood while reading aloud.

2  Reading aloud is a test of pronunciation. In my experience this is a good reason for reading aloud. This type of assessment not only indicates phonological needs, but it can in some instances indicate difficult grammatical/lexical areas for students.

3  Students will stumble and become embarrassed when reading aloud, only if they are not properly prepared for the exercise. If students have read and understood the text silently, and new vocabulary is presented, then they can read aloud more successfully and enjoy the experience.

4  Although reading aloud enables only one person to speak, if the text is appropriate, others in the class can learn new sounds, sense phrasing, and inflection. They can also enjoy certain texts more if they are read well.

5  Although most students will not enter broadcasting fields, they will need skills which enable them to read aloud in certain situations. For example, one of my students was a research scientist who read his papers at international conferences. By focusing on good voice projection, pace, sounds, stress, rhythm, and intonation patterns we are giving students useful general speech training.

6  The stress and rhythm used for reading aloud may not be natural for conversations, but it is natural for reading aloud and can provide useful pronunciation practice.

7  Reading aloud requires different eye movements, which is part of the skill of reading aloud.

What can I ask my students to read aloud?

When selecting a text for reading aloud, ensure that you have a specific aim in mind. For example, do you want to assess or practise pronunciation (sounds, stress, intonation)? Do you want to work on skills needed for reading aloud, or do you want the students to read for their own enjoyment or present a reading as a class performance?

One you have decided on an aim, then select the appropriate text. Here are some examples of activities you can use.

1.  Dictations. Use texts that students have already read silently and understand thoroughly. Student A dictates half of the text to Students B and Student B dictates the remaining half to Student A. Choose a text with sounds which need practice. You can also focus on rhythm and stress.

2.  Stories/readers/plays. Assign the characters or parts of a page to different students making sure you include a narrator. The story can be read and practised similarly to a play reading. Focus on stress and intonation.

3.  TV guides/films/reviews. In groups the students try to persuade others to choose their programme or film. This should include the reading of selected information from guides or reviews.

4.  Letters: many assignments which include letter writing are very useful material for reading aloud. Ask selected comprehension questions after each reading to check under-standing.

5.  Speeches, notes: ask students to prepare short speeches or introductions about themselves or famous people and then ask them to read these talks to the class.

6.  Literature: once a piece of literature has been read silently and understood thoroughly, then allow students to read it aloud. Focus on stress and intonation.

7.  Recipes: ask students to write down their favourite recipe. Correct for language errors. Ask them to simulate a phone conversation in which a friend asks for the recipe. Each student must copy down their friend's recipe.

8.  Performance activity: ask each student to bring a favourite piece of prose or poetry to class (it could be a piece translated from their own language). Practise reading aloud in groups or individually. Organise a day in which they read their piece to the class/another class/the school.

9.  Material which the students write themselves. The material which students write for work in class is very interesting and stimulating. Often this material is well-suited to reading aloud.

Conclusion

Although I have changed my mind about reading aloud, I do not ask my students to read aloud in every class. Having come full circle, I now know the reasons why I ask my students to read aloud and each lesson is planned accordingly. In looking back, I wish I had not been so easily convinced that a particular technique was useless. And one final lesson I did learn was never to say `never'.
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ENCOURAGING THE RETICENT READER

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.3.

    March 1993.

By using a technique called `veiling', Clayton MacKenzie describes how reticent readers can be encouraged to read aloud and even enjoy it.
The difficulties of encouraging children, adolescents and adults of a shy disposition to read out aloud in class situations are familiar to most teachers. The reluctance of such students may stem from a variety of sources: poor reading ability, weak linguistic grasp, or even self-consciousness about accent. Unfortunately, open encouragement can often have a reverse effect, since it sometimes succeeds only in exacerbating embarrassment and stiffening the student's resolve not to read.

This is a pity, for practice in different reading styles is an important facet of the student's overall development. Reading out loud presents a valuable opportunity for the individual to focus on intonation and pronunciation, 

without having the immediate worry of sentence construction or the pressure of conversational exchange. In a sense, reading out loud relieves students of the responsibilities of creating conversation, and allows them to concentrate on some of the technical aspects of verbalised language.

A possible solution

Overcoming the problem is not easy. One can, of course, take the individual concerned aside and offer her/him the opportunity to read privately to the teacher. But, while this is an acceptable strategy, it has its drawbacks. Since it is a private exercise, it will not rapidly solve the problem of reading `in public', as it were. And the teacher has only limited time to engage in individual tuition of this sort.

A far better solution is surely one which seeks to accommodate the sensitivities of the shy reader within the wider format of class activities. A technique I have used successfully with a variety of groups of differing abilities is one which could be called `veiling'.

Essentially, this involves creating a reading situation in which the reticent pupil can read out loud with minimal inhibitions.

My most favoured approach is the `News Bulletin' technique. It involves dividing the class into groups of four and presenting them with a four-part news bulletin. Each part of the bulletin requires a different reading style.

The example offered illustrates this point. The first reader requires the congenial style of the continuity announcer. The second reader must assume a more formal tone, befitting the measured role of the serious news announcer. Although the third reader component is still part of the main bulletin, its contents, and therefore its register, are of a lighter disposition in comparison to that of the preceding element. And the fourth reader role demands that blend of exuberance and marketing delivery that befits an advertising style.

Procedure

Stage one

(14 minutes duration) Students are introduced to an idea of a radio news bulletin through listening to a tape recording or an actual radio bulletin. Discussion of reading style required for the various elements of the recorded bulletin then follows. Key words are then noted on the board: broadcasting terms should be introduced (e.g. stand by, on the air, studio one).

Stage two

(12 minutes) The Kingston Broadcasting Corporation bulletin is introduced to the class. There is a read-through followed by discussion of the differing styles required for each of the bulletin's component parts. Emphasis may be placed on pronunciation and intonation.

Stage three

(12 minutes including five minutes practice time) The class is divided into groups and asked to allocate the four parts to each of the four members of the group. The teacher checks, by asking students to raise their hands, that each part has been allocated, and then allows the students to practise whichever part they have chosen for five minutes.

Stage four
(three minutes) The groups are allocated studio numbers (i.e., studio one, studio two, etc.) and advised that they will shortly be going `on the air'. Students are told that the studios will come on the air at different times--studio two may go on the air first, followed by studio five 10 seconds later, and then studio one after that, and so forth.

Stage five
(four minutes) After a pause for silence and the command `Stand by, you are about to go on the air for a live broadcast', the first studio is cued in, followed by the other studios at regular intervals. In each case, the first reader's part is read by the requisite group member, followed by the second reader's part, and then the third and fourth reader's.

Stage six
(10 minutes, including four minutes rehearsal period) Pupils are asked to change their reading parts within groups, and given four minutes to practise their new parts. Again, it is important to ensure, by asking pupils to raise their hands, that a suitable allocation has been achieved. The procedure outlined under stage five is then repeated.

Total duration: 75 minutes, including two repetitions of stage six. This timing does not include any concluding discussion that teachers may deem useful.

Comments
Once the group has completed its reading of the full bulletin its members sit quietly and wait for other groups 

to complete their run-throughs. (This requirement will need endorsement at the outset of the `broadcasting' process.)

In my experience, the first attempt at this fails--breaking down into laughter or confusion or both. This is largely because the hubbub of noise created by different groups coming in at different times is a little distracting and off-putting at first. But persevere! The second attempt is almost always successful and once the procedure is understood, up and running, one appreciates fully that desirable blend of enjoyable activity and valuable pedagogical exercise. The only other difficulty that sometimes arises concerns the first reader of the first studio on the air, and the last reader of the last studio to go on the air. These two readers are exposed to a situation of reading in silence, since, in the former case, the other groups have not yet come in and, in the latter, the preceding groups have completed their full readings. A judicious choice of studio order, placing strong readers at the beginning and end, can generally overcome this difficulty.

Once a run-through of the bulletin readers has been successfully completed, the obvious follow-up is to ask students to change their parts and go through the process again, using the same methodology but changing the broadcasting order of studios. The whole process can be usefully repeated until all students have had experience of reading each of the four parts. The advantages that this reading strategy offers are considerable. All students benefit from a consideration and rehearsal of differing reading registers. But, in particular, students who are reluctant to read out loud in public are afforded the opportunity to read in a partially veiled situation. It is less intimidating to read in a group than in a whole class situation. And it is even less intimidating to read in a group when there is a veil of background noise. This context affords all students the chance to let themselves go without fear of ridicule or embarrassment through wider public revelation.

Follow-up ideas
* Students write their own news bulletins, paying attention to the development of appropriate vocabulary and phraseology for each part.

* Students read and then possibly record their own bulletins.

* The bulletins devised by students are developed into a different media form: say, a newspaper embracing the typical variety of news and advertising inputs.

* There is a focus on one element of the bulletin format  (say, the `serious news' element or the `advertising  element') and students are encouraged to use it as the stimulus for a group project, identifying the characteristics of the element and offering illustrations of it.

* Students are asked to take the lead news item or the second news item and develop a story out of it using the skeletal facts of the bulletin but fleshing them out into a fuller imaginative story.

* Work on register and tone leads into drama activities (e.g., scripting and enactment, emphasising style and tonal variations).

Example: The Kingston Broadcasting Corporation

_________________________________________________________

First reader:  This is the Kingston Broadcasting Corporation. There is just time to tell you before the news that there has been a programme change. At eight o'clock this evening instead of the scheduled programme Calypso Island we will be bringing you a Reggae Special in memory of Bob Marley's last concert at Montego Bay. The programme Calypso Island will now be broadcast next Sunday afternoon. The time is six o'clock, here is the news.

_________________________________________________________
Second reader: Good evening. Kingston police today announced the mysterious death of a 13 year old youth in the old quarter of the city. Giving details of the tragedy, the Police Commissioner, Mr., Joseph James, indicated that police are now following up a tip-off that the death was connected with a black magic ceremony. Black magic, or voodoo, is still widely practised in Jamaica. Anyone with information that may be of use to the police investigation should contact their nearest police station.

_______________________________________________________ _

Third reader: The Kingston Festival and Carnival will begin tomorrow. The Government of the island has made the occasion a public holiday, and it is expected that crowds of more than one hundred thousand will throng the streets of Kingston's city centre. Tourists from other West Indian islands have been arriving on special charter flights from Trinidad and Tonago, and most of them, it seems, are intent on having a thoroughly good time. That is the end of the news.

_________________________________________________________

Fourth reader: Are you run down? Are you sick of sunshine, day in and day out? Do you need a break? What you need is a winter holiday in the United Kingdom! Arrow Tours are organising special package holidays to England and Scotland. Prices are low, and flights are guarantied. Give yourself a treat--with Arrow Tours. They're grrrrrrrrrreat!

_________________________________________________________

Clayton Mackenzie is Head of Education Studies at St Mary's College, Twickenham, England.

INTEGRATED SKILLS: TALKING ABOUT HOUSING

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.6. No.2.

    December 1985.

Mercedes Bernaus gives a detailed account of a series of lessons she taught on `housing'. She incorporates practice in all four skills, and describes how she encouraged her students to produce their own material.

My long teaching experience has shown me that the best means of encouraging learning is to provide a rich linguistic environment for the learners. Otherwise the material in the textbook is too short, incomplete and unattractive and does not look very natural. In order to increase their exposure to the foreign language I try to provide my pupils with as much relevant material as possible. This is how I taught a lesson on `housing' to my second year pupils of English last year.

Introduction

I collected some pictures showing different kinds of housing: a detached house, a semi-detached house, a terrace, a block of flats, a cottage, a farm, a palace, a castle, a hut, a tent, a hotel, a hostel, etc. We put them on the wall with their names underneath and I asked several questions about the pictures as a warm-up. We discussed the differences between the photographs, we talked about the people who would live in these different kinds of housing and then we started to talk about our own houses. The pupils worked in pairs explaining to each other where  they lived and what their own houses or flats were like. 

Follow-up lesson

The following day I gave them a picture showing the inside of a detached house with all its fittings and furniture. I supplied the necessary vocabulary. We imagined that we were at the front door of a detached house which we had recently bought and we wanted to furnish it. We started furnishing the hall and putting in all the necessary fittings. During the hour's lesson we furnished the whole house. Of course, my pupils didn't know the right vocabulary in English for everything but I didn't mind translating for them.

While we were discussing housing, furniture and fittings we had to introduce adjectives of shape, size, colour, etc. I gave them a list of adjectives and I took the opportunity to revise the position of adjectives. Other points of grammar I introduced included prepositions and adverbs of place, for example: in front of, opposite, below, above, under, on, in, beside, next to, up, down, near, etc. To help pupils understand the use of these adverbs and prepositions we used the objects, furniture and people both in the classroom and outside to make examples.

After that I gave them a hand-out showing two rooms which they had to describe and compare as an oral and written exercise. 

This time I read them a long and complete description of a furnished room. They had to draw it and put the fitting and furniture in the correct places. Later they coloured it. In order to do this exercise I had to read the description three times. The first time they only listened to it and then they started to draw and I read it twice more. Finally one of them drew the room on the blackboard and the rest of the class corrected.

The questionnaire

On the same theme they had to fill in this questionnaire:

Find someone who...

1.  Lives in Tossa (a local area)/

2.  Share his/her bedroom with his/her brother or sister.

3.  Has got fridge in the dining room.

4.  Pays 5.000 ptas. a month for a flat.

5.  Stayed in a hotel for a month.

6.  Lives in a detached house.

7.  Has got a bedroom for himself/herself.

8.  Has got a balcony in the living room.

9.  Has got a washing machine in the kitchen.

10. Has his/her meals in the kitchen.

To do this exercise the pupils had to walk around the classroom. They had to construct questions for their classmates and, of course, it was forbidden to speak in their mother tongue. 

Ads

I then presented the class with small ads which I had cut out from an English newspaper and photocopied so that everyone had some. We tried to guess the meaning of the abbreviations and their level of comprehension surprised me quite a lot. After that the classroom was converted into different estate agencies. Each group made their own ads which they put on the wall. When all the ads were displayed each group chose the ones they liked the most and went to the respective estate agency to ask for information. People who worked in that agency had to convince the customers to buy or rent the house or the flat they were interested in.

Concluding activity

To consolidate this work, as homework, they each drew a plan of their house or their room and made a description of it, using adjectives, prepositions and adverbs.

Summary

I try to make each topic we look at in English as lively, attractive and enjoyable as possible. Pupils must be interested in the subject in order to profit from it. To interest them in English I find it important to:

1. Choose material related to their day-to-day lives;

2. Create an atmosphere in the classroom that encourages communication;

3. Make them conscious that nowadays English is a tool they will need for their future jobs or studies and it will also be necessary on their next holidays if they want to speak to foreign people.

My own experience has proved to me that the advantages of this method of teaching are:

- Pupils are motivated by the material itself;

- Pupils learn by carrying out communicative tasks in groups rather than mechanical rote learning;

- Oral tests I have given show that their language ability greatly improves by the end of a year of these types of activities.

Mercedes Bernaus has been teaching English since 1975.

TELLING TALES

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.14. No.1.

    September 1993.

In a series of four articles, of which this is the first, Andrew Wright talks about his experience of writing and telling stories and of working with students and teachers on story making, writing and telling.

I never expected to meet a traditional story-teller. I assumed that the last men and women who were telling ancient stories they had heard as children would have died in the 1930s. Then I met Duncan Williamson, bursting with life and bursting with stories and ballads all of which he has heard by listening. His wife, Linda, who is a professional folklorist (as well as a beautiful singer of ballads) estimates that Duncan knows over three thousand stories and ballads. Duncan told me that he only has to hear a ballad of twenty verses twice to know it. Not only that but he remembers exactly  how they were told to him and when he retells a story he tells it as it was told to him. For Duncan this is a point of honour; he honours the teller of the story, by telling it just as he heard it from them. On one occasion Linda gave me a number of transcripts of Duncan's stories; I found that two of them were similar; ha! ha! I thought, so he does change the telling sometimes! I phoned him--`Andrew, I know more than ten versions of that story, each told to me by a different person.'

Hunter gatherers

Duncan was brought up in a tent in Scotland. He lived in a tent with Linda until he was 50. Duncan told me that his family have been travellers for six thousand years and were the earliest people in Scotland. He described himself as the last of the `hunter gatherers' in this part of the world. When he told me how he had been brought up to live from the woods, the fields and the seashore, I understood. One of his sons told me that his father is the fastest man around when it comes to pulling a salmon out of the river with his hands. Duncan told me that, as a child, he and his brothers and sisters went to the seashore every morning to look for food. He said that in those days he could live off a quarter of a mile of shore. He has been back to the same shore in recent years and found that everything is dead.

Duncan told me that his people would never eat mushrooms; he said they are the devil's food. Stories passed on the truths of Duncan's people; the way they experienced the world.

Organising

We all need stories for our minds just as much as we need food for our bodies. Stories are not just for children. Every evening millions of adults watch stories on the television. Even the BBC news reader says, `The main story today is...' And they mean it! The newscasters have chosen what they think we would like to hear or what they think we should hear and they have chosen a way of telling us the news which will represent it in the way we would like or the way they would like us to receive it.

Selecting and organising aspects of experience is a key part of story making whether it is for the BBC news or for a story for children or to pass on a culture, like Duncan.

So, whatever else your students want, as they come through the door into the classroom, you know that they want a story--however old and sophisticated they are. And when you also consider that stories are usually offered through words, surely that makes stories an essential part of language learning--for all levels of proficiency?

What stories offer
* An opportunity to build up listening and reading fluency, particularly if the stories contain language the student is not familiar with;

* an opportunity to build up speaking and writing fluency: to build up the student's ability to offer meanings with the language at his or her command and to sustain narration, rather than to create in the mother tongue and then try to translate it;

* an opportunity to build up a feel for the language, for its sounds, and for its sentence constructions, for its play with words;

* an opportunity to encounter language new to the student which might move into his or her productive control at a later time;

* possibly, a reinforcement of particular language forms, but the danger is that the students might see it as not really a story but just an `excuse' to practise a bit of grammar.

Written and told
This series of articles is primarily about the teacher and the students making, writing and telling stories. However, the question of the relative values of telling and listening to stories as opposed to writing and reading them needs answering.

In my opinion they all offer experiences of value to the learner.

* If you tell a story to the students, you can offer it to them as individuals, adapting to their struggle to find meanings and to savour them. You can use gesture, even mime. You can pause, repeat yourself, stop and make comments or ask them questions.

* If you read them a story from a book, you can offer them the richness and precision of the written language but you have less opportunity of adapting it to their needs.

* If the student tells a story he or she experiences the need to sustain a narration using the language he or she has and any other non-verbal language, and to take into account the needs of the listener.

* If the student writes a story he or she experiences the need to sustain a sense of narrative drive through the language available to him or her.

How to tell stories
In the next three articles I shall be concerned principally with ideas for developing the student's ability to write and to tell stories. I would like to devote the remaining part of this article to suggestions for how you, the teacher, might tell stories in case you have not done so already.

Duncan tells the stories which he likes and which are important to him. He chooses which story to tell partly by considering who is listening and what sort of mood he thinks they are in. And he tells it his own way. He has an enviable ability to learn stories orally.

Key points
* Choose stories to tell which you like. Clearly you should feel that the students may like them as well. Choose stories which you are sure they will understand-or understand well enough to enjoy.

* Learn them in your own way. Duncan says his memory is helped by thinking about the characters of the people. Grace Hallworth (another great story-teller) said that she remembers the rhythm of the story. I find that I must remember the key points of the story and write them down as a flowchart. I also remember the pictures in my mind. One of these ways may suit you or you may find that another way is right for you. Most story-tellers seem to shun learning a story literally word for word as an actor might do.

* Prepare the listeners. This is almost as important as telling the story! They must open up to you their natural desire for a story. You might be able to create this story expectation by telling the class some time beforehand that you're going to tell them a story. Some teachers who often tell stories choose a regular time to do so or stand or sit in the same place and never use that place for any other purpose. Others have a story bag which they only have to pick up to trigger in the students' minds a story expectation. You should also change the seating of the students for story-teller; if they have to sit differently they will be open to something different happening. As a general rule, bring them closer to you. It would be a great mistake to underestimate the importance of the simple idea that people need preparing: they need a different frame of mind.

* Tell the story in your own way. If you are a naturally quiet person then you will find a way of telling your story which is low key. On the other hand, we all use the media of words, voice and body movement when we tell a story.

Characteristics
The characteristics of these media are available to us all.

The language: no one expects you to speak like a book. On the other hand art is partly to do with the heightening of experience and it is enriching if some of the language you use is precise and fresh in its imagery.

The voice: can be loud or quiet; soft or harsh; fast or slow. Generally, I think it is important to speak more slowly than you would in general conversation. Savour the words; let the character of each one be heard. Give time for the words and their relationships to be understood, for the meanings to find their resonance in the listener's experience and for the listener to build up internal images of the story.

The body: even small movements of the body can contribute to a heightening of the meaning of the words being spoken. I am very conscious of the contribution my body movements make. I often find myself making my body move to a moment before there is reference to the idea in the words. For example, I might raise my shoulders and eyebrows in surprise, a moment before I say, `He was so surprised!'

Sources of stories

Stories include:

*  traditional stories either from the English-speaking world or from your own culture (other cultures too, of course, if you like the story!);

*  stories from your own experience, for example, you might tell a story of how embarrassed or frightened or puzzled you were in a particular situation;

*  stories from books, for example, Roald Dahl short stories lend themselves to oral telling;

*  modern myths, or urban legends as they are sometimes called. These are stories which are said to be true but which occur all over the world in a very similar form. Students find them engaging...it's not surprising because they are intended to entertain and have only survived because they have entertained an uncountable number of people before they get to you.

Useful information:

Duncan Williamson is a professional story teller and ballad singer. If you are interested in having him in your school or college, then write to him:  Duncan Williamson, Fallfield Bank, Peat Inn, Cupar, Fife, KY15 5LL, Scotland.  Tel: (0334) 844 74

Further reading:

E.Colwell, Story-teller (Thimble Press).

G.Ellis et Al, The Story-teller Handbook for Primary Teachers (Penguin, 1991).

E.Garvie, Story as Vehicle (Multilingual Matters, 1990).

J.Morgan and M. Rinvolucri, Once Upon a Time (Cambridge University Press, 1983).

B.Rosen, And None of it was Nonsense (Mary Glasgow Publications, 1988).

A.Wright, Stories in the Primary Classroom (Oxford University Press, forthcoming).

Andrew Wright is a professional story-teller, writer, illustrator and teacher trainer. His new book, Stories in the Primary Classroom, is due for publication by Oxford University Press. Andrew Wright has also toured widely as a story-teller working in schools and colleges in England, Denmark, Austria, Turkey, Italy and Brazil. Contact him at this address: Andrew Wright, 12 Belfield Road, Manchester M20 OBH.  Tel, and fax (061) 434 7653.

WHAT HAVE THEY LEARNT?

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.2.

    December 1992.

Joc Potter outlines ways in which you can monitor what your students are learning: why not start by asking them how they feel about their learning!
What have they learnt?

Complete beginners are getting younger and younger these days, so some of us are starting to forget the satisfaction of watching a student grow in confidence and competence from one class to the next. Later on in the learning process, progress becomes less obvious. At the same time, exposure to English outside the classroom--television, radio, films, songs and so on--means that formal lessons constitute only one of many influences. The progress of a taciturn group is particularly difficult to evaluate, but more lively students may be demonstrating their ability to use what they have picked up after class, to explore the limits of their mother tongue, or simply to have a good time.

Not that there's anything wrong with unfocused learning or having fun, but a committed, professional teacher wants to be sure that students are learning during classroom hours. They are, of course, although they may be learning more from our casual introductory chat or from instructions used in setting up an activity than from the carefully staged core of the lesson. So for our own peace of mind and job satisfaction, progress checks must be frequent; we can't rely on the occasional formal achievement test, which terrifies students while satisfying the institution by its comprehensive rigour.

Specifying aims: a prerequisite

To be able to answer the question, `Have they learnt what I taught them?", each class and sequence of classes must have clear, specific aims. For example, the grammar thread of our syllabus requires us to introduce the present progressive for future arrangements: She's leaving next week. This may be our main teaching aim, but it is too general to be helpful in either planning or checking. With this particular group, at this particular stage in their learning, do we need to: check the form of the present progressive, including question forms; check the spelling rules for forming present participles? (run-running, move-moving,, etc.); contrast the present progressive with the use of other structures that refer to future time? (going to + infinitive, will/shall + infinitive, etc.); focus on the meaning, use and position of future time markers? (next year, soon, in half an hour, sometime in the future, etc.)?

Once we know exactly what we hope they will learn, we can be clear about ways of checking progress towards these objectives.

Checking concepts

Clear aims, then make it possible to identify precisely what needs to be checked. Checking at the highly controlled presentation stage or diagnostic stage--`Do they already know this?'--usually involves what most of us are trained to call `concept questions'.

To return to our present progressive example, let's assume we have drawn attention to its form and use. Now, within a different context, we are checking the basic concept:

T: ... So Jenny's sold her house and she's leaving next week... When's she leaving?

S1:  Next week.

T:   Not now...?

S2:  No, next week...in the future.

T:   And are we certain she's leaving?

S3:  Yes, it's sure. She's sold her house...

Not a very natural form of dialogue, but it serves its purpose!

Monitoring

When our students show that they can manipulate new language in a controlled text, it's a triumph--but a small one. The clear focus on one language area or skill concentrates the mind wonderfully. If they show that they can use the language creatively in a freer, more communicative context, that brings true satisfaction. While they struggle to find a date for a class picnic--No, I'm visiting my grandmother that weekend. Are you free this Saturday?--we are listening and taking notes not only in relation to today's teaching points, but to last week's, last month's, and to what obviously needs to be introduced soon... So, for example, remedial work is needed on /I/ and /i:/ (hit and heat), and it's time to focus on ways of interrupting a classmate politely. Monitoring looks forward (`What do I need to teach again?') as well as back (`What have they learnt?').

`Testing'

Two of the many activity types which test learning efficiently and effectively are games and homework. Homework may be regarded--by younger learners, at least--as regular punishment for non-specific crimes, but homework successfully completed alone is an indication to student and teacher that learning has taken place... provided that tasks are clearly and closely related to teaching aims.

(Homework completed with a friend may well be a learning process for one or both, and as such it has undeniable value--but it is not a test.).

A game with a particular language focus has the same basic objectives as homework--to consolidate learning while providing feedback. It too must be carefully chosen or devised with those objectives in mind. A mime game which requires students to guess how a classmate is performing and action (You're playing the piano loudly!) is a test of adverb form and position but not of appropriate use; a game that involves choosing either an adjective or an adverb would be more suitable. (A competition to invent the most exciting fishing story, for example:...and there was this huge fish... It fought bravely...)

*  Tasks

Discuss these with other teachers if possible; their ideas may prove very helpful to you.

1a.  Look forward in your syllabus to the next major teaching point. Try to answer these questions:

*  What exactly does it mean to master that skill or language area?

*  What are your students' particular problems likely to be.

1b.  Draw up a short- and long-term schedule. Think about:

*  how and when to introduce the new skill or language

*  how and when to practise it

*  how and when to check that learning has taken place.

2.  Think about the last time you listened to students doing pair- or group-work. What was the purpose of the activity?

*  What did you learn as you monitored the activity?

*  How did you use the information that monitoring gave you?

*  Is there any way that your monitoring could have been more efficient?

3.  Think about the last game you used to check learning.
*  How successful was it?

*  What did it tell you about your students?

*  How would you change the activity if you used it with another group in future?

4.  Think about the last piece of homework that you set with the aim of checking progress.
*  What exactly were you checking?

*  How did you give feedback to individual students?

*  How useful was the information that you and your students got from the activity and the feedback?

5.  Think about the feedback that your students give you.
*  How often do you ask your students what they have learnt or how they feel about their progress?

*  What kind of response do you get?

*  Are there other ways of asking which would give you more useful information?

Asking
Find out what students have learnt by asking them. Whether they have the language to discuss this depends partly on whether we told them our objective before we started the class. A quick check might elicit any of these to the question, So what have you learnt today?
S1: New words about shapes--round, square, oval...

S2: Passive--it is made up of such and such...

S3: [SILENCE]

S4: Guessing meanings of words, but I don't understand why we don't use a dictionary...

Reviewing the content of a lesson helps students to retain it, while allowing them to say that it was too easy or that they need more practice. Students may not always be right, but there is a lot we can learn from their feedback.

Joc Potter is a co-author of The Sourcebook: Intermediate (Longman, 1992) and joint author and presenter of Teaching in Practice, a BBC teacher training series.

NO HOMEWORK?

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.3.

    March 1993.

Karl Preis finds asking pupils to choose their own activities for homework produces interesting and valuable results.
Going from the basic concept that `you must do' is immensely negative (in education certainly), at the beginning of the school year I prefer to ask my pupils (10-year-olds and above) to prepare any exercise they feel like doing for homework--it may be something they are good at--in order to show me they can do it; they may want to try something new--to see whether they succeed; perhaps they only copy something out, which may take them, say, five minutes. However I tell myself and the pupils that five minutes of doing a `minor' job in English is better than doing nothing, or, doing something they don't want to do or hate doing.

Quantity and quality

Only recently, Nadine, a 13-year-old girl, came forward with nine pages of work where she had played around with `if-clauses' (a dreadfully boring subject in many cases!). A result like this proves to me that I am on the right track: I definitely get back more, both in terms of quantity and quality, than through setting homework in a traditional way. Our learners are not `unwilling' or `dumb'--we simply have to give them a chance.

When I began setting homework in this way three years ago--asking my pupils to select what they thought they could do for homework, and receiving their suggestions a couple of minutes before a lesson begins--I had my doubts. And so did the children and their parents--or should I say, the parents as well as the children? But it was after three or four weeks, or even less than that, that everything was under way.

Show me their efforts

Admittedly, I give up most of my breaks when I invite the learners--usually before our English lesson--to approach me in order to show me their efforts. But then, of course, I don't take copy books home.

`Charlie, look! This is what I tried yesterday afternoon. Is it all right?' or, `I didn't have a lot of time (because of...) but I...,' `Can you check if there are any mistakes...' or even, I don't know what you expected but I wrote a dialogue/sentences using...' is heard in each session.

My reaction, in any case, is, `absolutely brilliant', `super work', it doesn't matter how you made this mistake, look, now you know/understand how to use..' `It's necessary to make mistakes'.

Find mistakes

Checking copy books individually with the `producer' present and showing him/her what has gone wrong, pays off 100%. While going through an exercise with me, they find their mistakes sometimes before I do.

I usually mark such a piece of homework with an `excellent' which does not necessarily correspond with the number of mistakes they make, as I simply believe it is better to make mistakes in the foreign language than not use it at all.

Any homework qualifies for an `excellent', if it is nicely written, i.e. legible and understandable, and bears the correct date. (For example, a student write `May 22'. I point to the 22 and ask the student to say the date. More often than not they mutter /`twenti `sekand/, and I ask them to say it again stressing the last part and they burst forth `ah, yes, 'nd', having corrected their mistakes themselves.

Sometimes it does happen, of course, that someone comes up saying `Sorry I have forgotten my homework...' but they know I would not allow such a statement on its own, so they add something like `I will bring it tomorrow/on Monday, OK? and I will do some extra work, as well'.

I have used this method for nearly three years now, with different age groups, and I have found it works beautifully. Bear in mind that even with the traditional setting of homework there is no 100% return. Children are proud to produce something that is meaningful to them and to find my approval. And there is one thing that struck me right from the beginning: when I have finished checking an exercise and hand it back to the pupil there is nearly always a `Thank you'.

Karl Preis  has taught EFL for 20 years. He currently works as an author and teacher trainer in Vienna.

MARKING STUDENTS' TEXTS

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.12. No.4.

    June 1992.

John Norrish outlines practical steps that you can follow in the classroom to ensure that your students focus on the processes of writing as well as the final product.
- Qu‚ hacen los alumnos? (What do learners do?)

- Hacen faltas (They make mistakes) (1)

This is a teachers' saying from Spain. I use it here not because I think that Spanish teachers are stricter than any others, but rather because it neatly exemplifies the expectation that we as teachers have of learners. We spend much of our time in correcting their work and often wonder if it is really worth all the time we spend. What I hope to do in this article is to look again at some of the ways we have of doing this ad try to make the whole process more interesting for the teacher.

My starting point is this: that we as teachers are teaching English essentially as a language to use, rather than as a set of problems to solve. This I would take to be the main aim of what we call `communicative teaching'. The implications for correcting mistakes and marking written work are rather important, so it is worth spelling out. If we are genuinely interested in getting our learners to a state where they are able to use English for their needs with confidence and reasonable speed then we need to ask ourselves what exactly our purpose in marking is. It might be easier to begin with what we do not want to do: to encourage `defensive learning', often seen in classes when visited by a native guest speaker. He or she often sees the tops of the heads of the learners as they suddenly take an interest in their own footwear lest the visitor should actually speak to them!(2) We wish that in this situation, our class should all be willing to answer questions and even to ask some of our visitor, unconcerned about the occasional slip in grammar, and confident that they can get their meaning across in speech or writing. Our marking, therefore, should not in any way discourage our learners from experimenting and stretching their wings in English, but simply inform them without imputing blame, that certain forms of language might interfere with the meanings they wish to convey.

Process versus product

One way that is used by teachers now to involve their students more in their written work, to make less of a chore of it, is to encourage them to focus on the process involved in its production (3) (4). The fact that many schools are still firmly wedded to the product-centred type of test should not affect this change of the learners' focus; by refocusing learners' attention onto the process of writing we will improve the final product, even when produced under test conditions.

Try these ideas

These ideas would all help to play a part in developing an awareness in learners of what they need to do when producing a piece or writing.

Codes 

Codes are a popular way for teachers to tell students that something in the writing is not what the writer intends to write. There are some typical examples: S-Spelling, 

P-Pronunciation, T-Tense, A-Article, W-Wrong Word, WO-Word Order, etc (5). Exactly what symbols you use does not matter all that much; what does matter is that the learners all understand what they mean. They need to be consistent.

They can also be graded in use. At a basic level, indicate the mistake so the learner knows exactly where and what kind it is. At a more advanced level, show the line where the error occurs in the same way. Finally, indicate the kinds of mistake at the end of the paragraph or passage. Vital to all of these is that time needs to be devoted to discussion between the teacher and learners or between learners.

Selective marking

This means marking those mistakes which you particularly wish to focus on. For example, if you have been looking at ways of linking sentences or paragraphs, then ignore other mistakes that may occur. An objection that is often raised is that if learners see incorrect forms not corrected, those forms will be learnt; if this were so, then we would only need to show them correct forms and they would never even make mistakes! Selective marking is less discouraging for the learners because it focuses their attention on the major learning point saving time for all.

Pair correcting/editing

The advantages of this approach are many: it is easier to see others' mistakes than your own: learners discover they can learn from each other; peer comment is generally less threatening than the teacher's; it can lead to a process of writing and rewriting; it can save the teacher's time and enable him/her to monitor and answer particular problems. Teachers sometimes use instructions to help: for example, reading a partner's work; listening to it read aloud, telling a partner what they like about the work; points which the listener/reader would like to know more about; language points, spelling, pronunciation, grammar, etc.

Performance marking

This approach fits well with the idea of `conferencing' time for teachers and learners. The idea is to note systematically the learners' strengths, what he or she is getting right, as well as what still needs attention. This can change dramatically a teacher's view of what a learner can do. By noting positive aspects first, the teacher's view will become more positive and they can place the mistakes in a clearer perspective. The teacher is able to focus on relevant points presented at the end of the passage, say, in tabular form. This approach needs to be discussed with and explained to the learners.

A final point

We all write important things more than once. This article has been re-written several times. By allowing students time to do this we can interest them in the processes of writing. If we award marks for various drafts through which the writing has gone, then we reinforce our aim of getting learners to focus on the processes of writing as well as the final product.
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MAKING THE GRADE
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    December 1992.

This article continues a series which aims to encourage teachers everywhere to talk about their problems and successes. Teacher trainers Gerry Kenny and Bonnie Tsai present another situation for consideration, and four follow-up commentaries.
Teachers who have adopted a communicative approach to teaching are left with the problem of giving grades, especially when a traditional grammar-based test is used. In this issue, a teacher asks, `How can we successfully prepare our pupils for end of year exams while at the same time use a communicative approach?'

_________________________________________________________

In my country a lot of progress has been made towards using a more communicative approach in the English language classroom. Most secondary school teachers know about language games, role plays, group work, and other activities which give pupils the chance to practise and use their English productively. Many of us are beginning to use these in our classes. We have noticed that students speak with more confidence, and perform better than when we just used grammar analysis, repetition and more traditional techniques. Our pupils enjoy class and say that English is fun.

We do, however, have a problem which we don't know how to solve. How can we test communicative competence and give our pupils grades? If we use communicative activities for testing, what do we base the grade on?

The problem is that when we set grammar tests, pupils don't produce English as they do during a communication activity. This is very serious because the end of year exams are the same for all pupils in our country, and they test grammar, not communicative ability. Some parents are also complaining that their children are not really working hard any more, but simply playing.

_________________________________________________________

Simon's view

I think one way of grading communicative competence is to introduce categories relevant to spoken English and give a mark to each category. Students can be asked to talk about a picture or a particular topic and you can evaluate their pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, range of vocabulary and overall effectiveness in communicating a message. A scale of one (poor) to 10 (excellent) can be given for each category. The University of Cambridge use similar criteria for evaluating their candidates' oral competence.

Obviously you are restricted by external obligations so you must be careful to guide given parts of individual lessons towards meeting the needs of the exams you mention. This does not mean that you have to abandon your communicative approach. A structure can be introduced in quite an `academic' and accuracy-based manner and practised later in a more communicative context.

By explaining to parents that most people need to speak a language and that your approach caters for this essential need may win you important allies in your striving to hasten positive change within the correct examination framework.


Simon Marshall, teacher and RSA teacher trainer

Robyn's comment

The problem for me centres around the test. We, as teachers, have the responsibility to see that our pupils have all the chances on their side to succeed. To this end, teachers must prepare the class for the test (1). It would be interesting to use communicative techniques around taking a test. For example, students in groups could write a grammar test to give to each other, or they could prepare a presentation around a grammar point. Of course a communicative-style test should be used and I'd suggest the teacher establish contacts with other teachers in an attempt to bring about a change in this area.


Robyn Martiw, teacher, Amsterdam, Holland
Lucilla's reply

I feel that the situation described here is one of the crucial problems I face in my teaching in the state school system in Italy. I have, however, started questioning myself and I have drawn some conclusions. My conclusions are in the form of questions since I don't believe there are any ready-made solutions to one problem. What is really needed is a different attitude.

*  Shouldn't we, as teachers, try to be more flexible and find a balance? For example, by introducing self-evaluation from the beginning in order to reconcile what we do in class with the school system.

*  Shouldn't we educate our students to experience situations that are totally different from the ones they are used to because, after all, this is what life is about? 

*  Shouldn't we ask ourselves what is the reason for our pupils' failure on grammar tests?

*  And shouldn't we question ourselves about what we actually mean when we talk about `testing' their communicative competence?

*  Finally, shouldn't we ask ourselves how we feel about the communicative approach? Wouldn't the answer be in fact that we are among the first ones not to take it seriously?


Lucilla Lopriore, teacher in a Vocational School, and teacher trainer in the Italian in-service programme.
Laurent's comment

You sound as if you believe that the communicative approach to language teaching can save teaching in your country. This is unlikely, and I feel I should dispel any false images you may have about this approach right away.

Language games, role plays, group work and other activities only give pupils `the chance to practise and use their English productively' when they are introduced as parts of a larger programme which acknowledges the fact that such activities involve new ways of looking, not only at the language, but also at the classroom. Changes of perspective which come from using communicative activities in an unsuspecting classroom include: mainly student-to-student exchanges; language fluency seen as momentarily more important than accuracy; more speaking than writing; little teacher correction.

The above is a lot for pupils to cope with if there is no counterbalance from lessons in which the use of the board, student-to-teacher communication, accuracy and note-taking dominate. Do not reject the familiar altogether. Furthermore, do not get carried away with too much `communicativism'! That state examination tests grammar, so teach grammar. Your contract with those pupils is to get them ready for that exam. Help them to see the language the way the exam sees it. A look at recent grammar publications may help you update your view of the language and improve your chances of teaching clearly and usefully.

Finally, your question on testing communicative competence is a complex one. I would suggest dipping into Images and Options by Earl Stevick (2) for a discussion on this and other matters. It would be a rich source of material for you and your colleagues. One of Stevick's recurring questions is precisely that of how to change and innovate while staying true to our own styles of teaching.


Laurent Messager, teacher, Nice, France.
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IN DEFENCE OF THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH
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Li Xiaoju

The CECL project

In 1979, with China newly emerged from its isolation from the outside world, and EFL teachers in China were just becoming aware of the need to update their teaching, two Canadian teachers and a Chinese teacher1 were brought together at the Guangzhou (Canton) Foreign Languages Institute and given the task of developing a new set of EFL materials for students majoring in English in tertiary education in China. We named the CECL2 (Communicative English for Chinese Learners), because we intended to base  the materials on the communicative approach, and because we wanted to make it clear that the materials are specifically for Chinese learners.

Three years' work in the project has involved us in all sorts of controversies. The approach we are trying to implement makes such a break with accepted EFL practice in China that we never expected our project to run a smooth course. The defence I offer may clarify things and may be of interest to colleagues in similar situations outside China.

Learning through use

That we consider it a primary principle in language teaching to have the students learn the language through using it will very likely go unchallenged anywhere in the world, including China. But here a problem arises: what do you mean by `use'?  To us, use means communication, and communication does not simply mean two people uttering sentences in turn. It takes for granted certain conditions. In a classroom context, there are, I think, three conditions that must be met before any activity can be called `communicative'.

Real situations, real roles3

First, the situation must be real, and the role must be real. In our case, the English-using situations and roles must be `real' to a Chinese foreign language graduate. For example, after graduation, some students will act as interpreters at meetings or negotiations, and others will read and summarize or translate news reports or technical literature. These are situations and roles that are real for our students, and therefore are what we try to simulate or reproduce for them when they are learning English.

Some teachers do not seem to realize there is any difference between a `real' and a `false' situation. So long as their students utter sentences in English, they think it is communication, good practice, and that through it they will acquire the competence to communicate in English. But is it likely that they will? Communicative competence does not mean the ability just to utter words or sentences. It involves the ability to react mentally as well as verbal in communication situations. The mental reaction is the root of the verbal reaction. Keeping the students out of real situations and requiring them merely to produce a verbal reaction is like keeping a plant away from the soil while trying to get it to grow and blossom. False situations do not produce mental reactions--even if they sometimes produce verbal reactions that sound appropriate.

However, far be it from me to disparage lively and colourful language activities such as role play, games, and drama, where the situations and roles are mostly not real in this sense. These activities serve many other purposes. For instance, they may serve to liven up the classroom, boost the students' motivation, develop their imagination, or cultivate their powers of reasoning or literary appreciation. But for the purposes of acquiring a working communicative competence, you still have to rely on down-to-earth communication practice--a great deal of it, too--in real situations and real roles.

Need, purpose, and substance for communication

When people ask questions, it is because they don't know the answer; when they speak or write, it is because they have something to say; and when they listen or read, they do it to get information or ideas. In other words, there is a need and a purpose for communication and something to be communicated. This need, purpose, and substance are what give rise to communication in real life. And therefore they are what we try to provide our students with when we want them to speak, write, listen, or read. We take care not to make students ask such questions as  `Is this a pen?' when everyone can see it is a pen, or to ask each other `What is your name?' when they already know each other's names. For reading or listening, we wouldn't give our students the story of Lei Feng,4 which every schoolgirl in China knows by heart. Nor would we give them a set of pictures and make them say or write: `This is Li Ming. He is going to school. Now he meets his friend Shank Hue', and pretend that our students are `doing very well' in spoken or written English. We don't think this is spoken or written English, because spoken or written English means communicating something through the spoken or written mode of English, and here the students are not communicating anything.

Many teachers constantly worry about their students forming bad language habits. But have they ever asked themselves whether this kind of empty talk might not lead the students to divorce language from communication? In fact this is a fairly common bad habit among Chinese foreign language students: the young interpreter may startle his or her foreign guest every now and then with lumps of memorised language that are completely out of place: a young Chinese postgraduate in a discussion with foreign colleagues may spin out a prefabricated speech, oblivious to what others are talking about.

Freedom and unpredictability

In real life when you ask people a question, they always have the freedom to answer as they choose, so there is also always an element of unpredictability. In many language textbooks, however, when students are called upon to answer questions, they are often instructed to give only affirmative or negative answers, or `full' or `short' answers. In pattern drills, students are often required to give only one form of response, the only `correct' one. Even in so-called `conversation practice', students often simply recite a pre-written dialogue or utter sentences according to so prescribed pattern. There is no freedom, no choice, no unpredictability in this. In our opinion, it is not communication, since communication involves freedom and unpredictability.

This applies not merely to conversation or `interactive' communication. In what is considered purely `receptive' reading and listening there is also freedom and unpredictability. The reader or listener in a sense is free to negotiate and interpret meaning in his or her way, and at the same time is frequently unable to predict what he or she is going to read and hear. Language learners need to learn to handle this freedom and tackle this unpredictability. Yet `traditional' teachers never give them a chance. They deprive learners of freedom by always giving them one `correct' interpretation before they can do any interpreting themselves. They also remove any unpredictability from the text by filtering out whatever is unpredictable. If there are vocabulary or structural items that are not on the students' list of  `learnt items', these teachers will take them out. If there are ideas or concepts that the students are not familiar with, they will explain them beforehand. So the students are always in a protected position, where nothing is unpredictable or undecided. In real life, things are entirely different. Even after years of study and work, whenever you sit down to read or listen to something, say a newspaper article or a broadcast talk, can you ever be sure you won't come across any vocabulary items or structures that you haven't learnt before, or any ideas or concepts that are unfamiliar? In real life, there is no teacher to take such things out of the article or the talk or to explain them to you beforehand. And there is no teacher to give you the `correct' interpretation; you have to manage by yourself.

So, if students are deprived of the chance ever to learn to cope with freedom and unpredictability at school, how can they manage when they are thrown into a real and unpredictable communication situation afterwards?

Form before use?

So far I have tried to establish one point--that learning a language by use  (or communication), if taken seriously, involves some very specific requirements. In view of this, teachers might want to say that after all, language should be learnt first, and put to use afterwards, that students should be made to `learn' bits of the target language by mimicry and memorization (`mim-mem'), and only after they have `learnt' these things begin using them. With learning and using thus separated, people find a justification not to include the use of the language in the learning process. Learning a language come to mean only the mastery of form. I would like to raise the following questions about this view:

1  In learning a language, is it possible to separate form from use? Even if it is possible, is it desirable?

2  Suppose we agree that language form has to be learnt before language use, can it be learnt by `mim-mem'? And, again, even if it can, is `mim-mem' the most desirable way even for learning form?

3  Let's suppose that bits of the form of a language can be learnt by `mim-mem'. After you've learnt them, can you call them up for use when you are communicating? Some research shows that things learnt by `mim-mem' are stored in a certain part of our brains and are retrievable when we are reciting, but very often not when we are actually communicating (cf. Lamendella 1979).

4  Let's furthermore suppose that forms learnt by `mim-mem' can be retrieved for communication. How do you know which is the appropriate form for a particular function in a particular situation and context?

Although learning a form of a language is necessary, it is not to be equated with learning its use. It is at best only a step towards learning use. After all is said and done, learning the use of language has to be achieved through use itself, that is, by communication.

Real language

Making the students learn through use naturally implies that the target language they come into contact with should be real, that is, authentic, appropriate, and `global'. Quite a number of teachers seem to take the term `authentic language' to mean standard native speaker language. In fact, it means language that is actually used in real communication situations, as opposed to language that is artificially made up for purposes other than communication. Specifically to us it means language that is used in communication situations that are relevant to our students. If after graduation our students have to read encyclopaedias, then the language of encyclopaedias is authentic for them. We can give them samples of it to read. If in actual work our students will have opportunities to listen to Africans speaking English, then African English is authentic for them. We will try to give them some samples of it to listen to. Of course, we also give them standard native-speaker English, because standard native-speaker English happens to be in actual use in communication situations that are relevant to our students.

Authentic language naturally entails appropriacy. Appropriacy is part of the authenticity not only of the language used, but also of the situation and the role. What is appropriate for our students is what is appropriate in the situations and roles that are relevant to them. Putting the students in false roles is likely to cause confusion about what is appropriate and inappropriate for them. Teaching the language as mere form, separated from use, situation, and role, is another practice that certainly does not help to sensitize students to appropriacy. It is only through use that appropriacy can be learnt and taught. On the other hand, if language is taught through use and for use, appropriacy is something you cannot ignore.

Another essential feature of authentic language is `globalness'. By `global language' I mean language that is whole and multidimensional, in which all sorts of forms may occur naturally as occasion requires. We believe that distorting language to fit it into a grading framework is not only unnecessary: it actually hinders the development of communicative competence in the learners. In a sense it almost like a parent who is trying to help his or her children to learn about the world, and who is afraid to show them the world in full colour all at once, and decides to present it in monochrome first, adding other colours one by one at proper intervals. No one would claim that children seeing the world in full colour the first time they open their eyes are capable of comprehending everything there and then, but surely delaying revelation of the world's true colours would not help them to learn about it any faster.

Our own experience with the CECL project shows that not only are adult students able to cope with semi-authentic5 and authentic language right from the beginning; in a very short time they even develop a palate for things authentic, so that if you give them any reading or listening text that seems phony, they take one look at it and snort. My advice to teachers who have doubts about their students' ability to cope with authenticity is this: if you give your students a chance, you will find surprising potential in them.

The problem experienced by `structuralists' over this is created by themselves. Since they have set up a rigid system of grading by structures, they have to keep to this system by sacrificing the authenticity, appropriacy, and globalness of the language they teach. From whatever angle you look at the matter, the sacrifice can in no way be justified. On the one hand, grading by structure is purely artificial  and unnecessary; on the other hand, it is authenticity, appropriacy, and globalness all combined that constitute the communicative value of a language, without which the language becomes just a hollow carcass.

Grading

Another related argument has been raised against our approach. People say that because we insist on authentic, global, and appropriate language from the very beginning, there is no way we can grade our materials, and as a result we have simply thrown to the winds the time-honoured pedagogic principle of grading from easy to difficult.

We haven't thrown away the principle, and we naturally also grade our material, it is just that our concept of what constitutes difficulty and easiness does not seem to be quite the same as theirs. People are so used to textbooks concentrating on lexical and structural items that they take it for granted that difficulty or easiness can only mean difficulty or easiness of the vocabulary  and grammar  of the text. In fact, however, there are many other factors that contribute to the difficulty or easiness of a lesson, for instance, the task your require the students to do. That is how the CECL course is graded: by control of the tasks. Simple tasks are given to the students in early stages, and more challenging ones in the later stages. Of course, how challenging a task is depends not solely on  the task, but also on other factors, including performance requirements and the difficulty of the material. This, in turn, depends on conceptual, cultural, and linguistic difficulty. So, in this sense, we also take into consideration the linguistic level of the material.

Sufficient input

The learners must be provided with sufficient exposure to the target language. This again is a principle which nobody will object to theoretically. Yet when you put it into practice, you are sure to meet with resistance. Here I will try to answer two questions which reflect the prevailing attitude in China as regards this principle.

1  Is the principle of `learning sparingly but well' applicable to language learning? The very nature of language and language acquisition contradicts this theory, which arises from a conceptual fallacy. One must remember that language is not knowledge, it is competence. In some ways, learning a language is like boiling a kettle of water. In normal circumstances a certain amount of water has to absorb a certain amount of heat in order to boil. This is a scientific fact and you never ask whether you can make a better job of boiling the water by reducing the heat. The only way to do a better job is to apply more heat, so that it will boil faster. Similarly, in language learning a person has to `take in' a certain amount of language data in order to be able to internalize the system of the language and to acquire communicative competence in it. You cannot get around it by `economizing' on the intake. The only way of doing a better job is to offer more language data and to help the learner deal with it.

There is a counter-argument to this which I would like to mention here. Some say that giving students such a lot of exposure to language is like throwing water over a duck's back. The water runs off and never penetrates. Well, our answer is: if the purpose is to get the duck wet to the skin and a pail of water has failed to achieve it, a sensible person would just add more water or, better still, keep the duck submerged in a pond. Reducing the amount of water to a cupful is just silly.

The crux of the matter lies in different interpretations of the term `learning', as applied to language. In China when people say you have `learnt' an English lesson, they generally mean you have looked up and memorised every single word; and translated and analysed grammatically every sentence in it. If you can't show them your notebook of new words and grammar items, they say you have learnt nothing. However, our materials are not meant to be `learnt' in that way. Or more precisely, language itself is not learnt that way. The very fact that our students have done the tasks required in the lesson means that they have learnt something: they have learnt some of the skills which go to make up overall communicative competence. At the same time, they also learn vocabulary and grammar, not by rote, but by assimilation and internalization. And that goes to make up communicative competence, too. Communicative competence, in fact, and not just how many words and how much grammar, is what we should be thinking of when we talk about learning `sparingly' or `extensively', `well' or `badly'.

2  Can students digest such a great amount of language data?  That depends on what you mean by `digest'. If it means memorization of every word and analysis of every sentence, of course they can't. We admit that our students did at first feel a little panicky when they saw a `lesson' fifty or sixty pages long. Coming from schools where `digestion' of a lesson does mean memorization of every word and analysis of every sentence, the students naturally have difficulty adjusting to a new way of learning. But as soon as they realize what is required of them, they no longer find quantity a problem.

Concern about students' `indigestion' is, in fact, unwarranted. Let's suppose our students were not in China, but were learning English in an English-speaking country. Would we ever worry about whether they were able to `digest' the enormous amount of language data they come into contact with? Would we forbid them to go out into the street or talk to native speakers or watch TV? Actually, what teachers of English in China ought to be worrying about is not giving the students too much, but giving them too little.

Tasks and skills

Traditionally, a language lesson in China consists of a focus text and a list of language points drawn from the text. The language points are about grammar or vocabulary: they concern only the form of the language, since the sole objective of the course is to teach language form. Our objective is communicative competence, which, for pedagogical reasons, is broken down into communicative skills. To acquire these skills, the students are set  tasks. We haven't thrown away grammar and vocabulary. They are just not the major content or objective of our lessons; they are dealt with only as and when the tasks require them.

Thus, what constitutes a lesson in our course is a series of tasks to be performed by the students. For instance, they may be required to read or listen to a report on, say, smoking, for a general impression, specified information, the main message, or the author's/speaker's attitude. They may at the same time be required to take notes, write a summary, transfer the information, or make some evaluation. They may be required to carry on a conversation, a debate, or correspondence with a foreign friend on such topics as the religion problem in China. These tasks, in their turn, involve different skills, such as the ability to skim or scan with the eyes or the ears, to read or listen between the lines, to get round some unfamiliar vocabulary or structural items so as to comprehend or express meaning by relying on the context, to recognize and to make use of various discourse signals, to imply one's own knowledge of the world, or one's reasoning, etc.

What has been the reaction of `traditional' teachers to lessons which depart so dramatically from the familiar pattern? They miss the focus text--their nice, compact text of just the right length and level, in which they can find language points they want to elaborate on, and on which hours can be spent explaining, analysing, paraphrasing, asking questions, practising patterns, reading aloud, retelling, etc., until the students nearly, if not literally, learn every word by heart. They say the CECL materials are all right for extensive reading, but not for intensive reading;6 intensive reading is where students really learn things: extensive reading serves only to help consolidate or supplement what has been learnt in intensive reading.

Our answer to this is, first of all, we did not design a reading course, but an integrated course, in which students are supposed not only to use and develop all four major skills--listening, speaking, reading, writing--but also constantly to combine and integrate them in use, and therefore to develop not four separate skills, but rather composite skills involving sometimes one, sometimes two or more of the conventional four skills.

Also, even if we were discussing only reading and nothing else, I would say there are not just two kinds of reading--intensive and extensive--but many kinds. For example, the way you read a newspaper at breakfast is definitely not the same as the way you read a science thesis for research. And the ways you read a novel for pleasure or an almanac for reference are entirely different again. When you go into a library you can spend just a few minutes going over a dozen books, then you may spend a whole month reading just one of them. Capable readers are always able to shift and vary their speed and mode of reading as the purpose and other circumstances demand. They have at their disposal several different reading skills from which they can at any time select and which can be combined. Therefore in training our students to read, we should help them to acquire this ability to shift, adjust, and combine, rather than turn them into some kind of robot fitted with only two reading programs--one for `intensive' and another for `extensive' reading.

There are teachers who cherish the illusion that, when the students have been taught intensive reading skills, extensive reading skills will take care of themselves. The fact is, extensive reading skills have been taught too, and they are no easier than intensive reading skills. 

The way so-called `intensive reading' is commonly taught in China not only does not help to promote extensive reading skills: it may actually fossilize the reading style of students so they are hindered from ever reading efficiently. To us, intensive reading does not mean a focus on the individual words and sentences. It means getting at the interrelation between the parts of the discourse and its context, and eventually also getting at fuller meaning of the discourse as a whole. 

So far we have been discussing reading only to illustrate a point, which is by analogy also true of listening, and, in a converse way, of writing and speaking. To sum up, the traditional way of teaching the four skills and especially `intensive reading' in fact reflects a superficial, segregative, and formalistic view of language skills and language. We need to find ways to treat language skills integratively within their sociolinguistic and psycho-linguistic context. We believe dealing with them in terms of tasks is one such way.

Student-centredness

A communicative approach presupposes that students take the central role of learning. This idea of student-centredness is first of all embodied in the design of the syllabus. We claim that our communicative syllabus is student-oriented because it gears its objectives to what students actually need after graduation, and it is so designed that the students are given a chance to do the learning themselves, instead of having everything done for them by the teacher.

The traditional text-analysis syllabus cannot be considered a student-oriented syllabus, not simply because the teacher takes up almost all the time in class, but also because the content and design of the course are determined not by the students' needs, but by the `texts' which have been selected solely for their `literary value'. As to the structural syllabus, it is a syllabus designed and based on the analysis of the structure of the target language. We do not deny that the students need structure. The problem with the structural syllabus is that it deals with the structure of the target language as form existing independent of use and therefore as something that has to be taught according to its own internal system, regardless of the needs of the learners. In view of that, we don't think a structural syllabus can be called student-oriented, even if students `speak' and `practise' one hundred per cent of class time. We cannot evaluate the success of a lesson simply by counting how many utterances are made per student in one class hour. A student-oriented lesson may possibly be one where the students do not utter a single sound from beginning to end (for example in a speed-reading or listen-and-write lesson). The important thing is that full reign is given to their initiative and they are actively involved in communicative activities requiring speaking, listening writing, or reading--and thinking. I have visited very impressive classes where the teacher and students perform a very `lively' show. But there is an essential difference between a show and a communicative class. In a show, the actors/students do and say everything thinking, `This is what the director/teacher wants me to do and say now', while in a communicative class there is no director: the students (sometimes with the teacher as just another participant) do what they need to do to carry out the given communicative task.

So the teacher's role in a communicative class is completely different from that in any other type of class. In China, the tradition of the teacher occupying the centre in the classroom is still very much alive, and teachers on our project naturally feel a bit uprooted when they are removed from that position. Some of them are taking it pretty easy though, because now they don't have to prepare a `lecture' for every class, or supply the `correct' answer to every exercise the students do. Other, more conscientious teachers feel somewhat guilty because they `have nothing to do in class' and don't think they are doing their duty. Of course, the communicative teacher's role is neither to give lectures nor to supply correct answers. And if teachers think it is their duty to take over everything from the students, then it would be much better for them to do nothing at all. To learn the language, the students themselves must go through the process of learning. The teacher's job is only to provide the conditions for this process, set it going, observe it, try to understand it, give guidance, help it along, analyse and evaluate it. It is also the teacher's job to help the students themselves understand this process, to turn it from an unconscious, irrational, paternalism process to a conscious, rational and patterned process--patterned in an individual way for each student. That is what makes the communicative teacher's task so demanding. On the other hand, it is also a most rewarding job--a job full of interest, life, creativity, versatility, and possibilities, because the students are released from a passive role, and are now interested, alive, and creative.

Language learning--an active development process

The traditional text-analysis school looks upon language teaching as a `knowledge-imparting' process, and language learning as a `knowledge-receiving' process. The structuralist pattern-drill school, unlike the traditional school, lays down language skills as the objective. But language skills are conceived of as a set of habits, and language learning as a `habit-forming' process. The communicative school, whose objective is communicative competence, regards language learning as an active development process.

Both the traditional and the structuralist schools treat language learners as passive recipients. They don't have to take any initiative. They just wait there to be filled with knowledge or to be trained into habits. The habit-forming process is rather like programming done on a robot: any initiative on the part of the robot is not only superfluous, it may actually get in the way. On the other hand, the communicative approach demands a high degree of initiative from learners. They are active agents throughout the process. Mechanically formed habits are only skin deep, whereas communicative competence is something that involves the creative functioning of the mind. And only one's own active efforts can ensure the development of such a competence.

In addition, neither the traditional nor the structuralist school gives sufficient credit to the learner's intelligence. All that `traditional' teachers require of students is the ability to receive and store in their heads the knowledge handed out to them. That presumably involves understanding what the teacher says. Yet it is a very passive kind of understanding. The structuralist teacher doesn't even require that much. His or her students are supposed to know only the surface meaning of the words they repeat, and even that understanding is not always necessary in order to do a pattern drill. The lessons and the drills seldom include anything that may require learners to stand on their own feet intellectually, let alone make any intellectual leaps. Everything is deliberately designed to require the minimum possible intellectual effort, and therefore also involve the minimum risk of the learner making mistakes and forming bad habits.

I am not claiming that students going through traditional or structural courses do not use their intellect. Most of them do, in spite of the fact that it is not required of them. This is because they can't help using it if they are seriously trying to learn the language. My argument against both these schools is this: since it is a fact that our students are educated intelligent adults, and since they will try to employ their intellect anyhow, why not make full use of it to the advantage of the learning process, instead of ignoring or even suppressing it?

Moreover, we believe that the teacher's duty is not just to exploit the students' intellect, but, even more important, to help develop it. This idea of development again distinguishes the communicative school from the other two schools. Neither of the latter includes in their concept of the language-learning process the idea of development.

The traditional school sees the language-learning process as one of quantitative increase--quantitative increase of knowledge of the target language. This is a view often held, even by teachers who wouldn't admit that they belong to the traditional school. Witness the fact that in English teaching programmes in China, no matter what level they are or what approach they profess to follow, a definite number of words and a definite list of grammar items are invariably laid down as final objectives. In our view, learning a language is a developmental process which must necessarily go beyond quantitative increase to qualitative change. Not that we do not consider quantitative increase necessary, but setting up such increases as final objectives will tend only to make the learners stop at them and never go beyond, and therefore never really learn the language.

The structuralist will also find this idea of development alien. Starting from the assumption that teaching a language means nothing more than training the learners in a set of habits, they naturally set about blocking off any possible diversions that may lead the learner into so-called `bad habits'. Language learners are more or less looked upon as white mice in a maze who have an innate propensity to take the wrong turn when the opportunity arises. For instance, they have tendencies to let their first language `interfere' with the second, to draw analogies between L1 and L2 learning experiences, to rationalize, to ask why, etc., etc. All these have to be kept in check, so that students may keep the one and only correct route. In a word, for the structuralists the whole process of language learning is a disciplining process.

This is quite at odds with the rationale of the communicative approach. Those of us who have adopted this approach believe that learning a language should not mean restricting or thwarting learners. On the contrary, it should help them to grow and to mature. We believe that in every learner there is potential to be developed, and we have our eyes on this, rather than on any `undesirable' tendencies. Learning a language will help the learners to develop this potential, and, in turn, only by developing it can they learn a language. In a narrow sense, communicative competence is developed, and in a broad sense the learner also develops as an intelligent being. We consider that a foreign language course has failed if a learner coming through it has gained nothing beyond the language, or, in other words, hasn't become a fuller person who can play a really useful role in international communication between cultures, which of course goes far beyond mere linguistic exchange.

Those are the  differences between the communicative view and the traditional and structuralist views of the language-learning process. These differences actually go deeper: they have their roots in differences in philosophy of education. The view that language learning is acquiring knowledge comes from the idea that to educate is to impart knowledge; the view that language learning is habit formation is based on the idea that to educate is to discipline; while the view that it is competence development has its origins in the idea that education is development. Since in China the knowledge-imparting plus disciplining theory is still fairly universal accepted, and not only in language teaching, it really is not surprising that a communicative approach to EFL should meet with stubborn and protracted resistance.

A criterion for judging performance

Since the goal for our programme is communicative competence, naturally the criterion for the assessment of the students' performance is effective communication. This may not be so obvious as it sounds. It implies that the performance being assessed must not be recitation, mimicry, copying, or reproducing formulae. If what you require of language students is the ability to use the language in communication, it stands to reason that you should test and judge them as they use the language in communication. You would think a driving test crazy if after a series of lessons it tested candidates, not in driving a car, but in drawing a picture of a car. Yet when students are given a test in English in China, it is often their ability to memorize words, formulae, and texts--not in their ability to communicate--that is tested.

Another argument which sounds almost as obvious is that the communication we judge our students by ought to be relevant. For instance, we shouldn't judge our students' performance in such communication situations as ordering groceries or applying for a job. The reason is simply that it is highly unlikely that they would ever need to do these things in English in real life.

Relevance is also something we have to bear in mind when we measure effectiveness. We cannot talk of a performance being `effective' or `ineffective' without reference to the situation, the role, and the task. The crudest kind of survival English which may be fairly effective for an immigrant applying for a dish-washing job in New York Chinatown restaurant, cannot be considered an effective means of communication for a member of a Chinese official delegation visiting New York State University, for example. In our understanding, effective communication entails two things: linguistic accuracy and sociolinguistic appropriacy. 

Inappropriate performance, even if it is perfectly accurate linguistically, can never be really effective as communication, not only because it doesn't produce the desired effect, but also because it sometimes produces the opposite effect. On the other hand, linguistic inaccuracy also prevents communication being carried on effectively. It follows logically that the requirement we set for accuracy is higher: we demand accuracy in actual communication, while the structuralists ask for accuracy only when form is isolated from use. 

Some people say that students who are taught with our communicative materials make more errors in their English that those taught according to a structuralist approach. Even if there is some truth in this, it does not discredit the approach. Suppose you give students only one page of materials every week, and all they have to do is memorize and recite things from this single page: certainly they won't make many mistakes. But if you give students fifty pages of material per week and ask them to use what they get from them creatively, you are giving them many more chances to use the language, and also many more opportunities to make mistakes. Consequently it is natural that they make more mistakes, at least in the earlier stages. We certainly wouldn't try to cut down the students' errors by cutting down their chances of using the language. On the contrary, we know that it is only through use--plenty of use--that accuracy and appropriacy will come and communicative effectiveness increase. It is communicative competence that we aim at, and therefore it is communicative competence that we should test. It is a deplorable fact that in China, English tests and examinations have not yet gone beyond linguistic form, and learners' performance is still assessed only in terms of linguistic competence. As the saying goes, the examination is the piper that calls the tune. Perhaps the tide will turn only when language testing has changed its focus.

Notes

1    Wendy Allen, Nina Spada, and the author. Among others who worked on the project are: Tim Lockwood, Carol Pomeroy, Caz Philcox, Susan Maingay, and Gail Langley.

2    The project was originally named ECP (English for Communicative Purposes), which was later changed to CECL.

3    `Real' is used here as opposed to `false', in the sense of `relevant to reality'.

4    Lei Feng was an ordinary soldier of the Chinese People's Liberation Army. He did a lot of good deeds and became well known throughout China.

5    This refers to those parts of the materials written or rewritten by the materials writers, where no materials of appropriate length, topic, difficulty, etc., are available. What distinguishes `semi-authentic' language from `simplified' language is that the latter is fabricated to serve the purpose of teaching language forms, while the purposes of the former remains communication, and it therefore preserves the essential features of authentic language.

6    In China, `intensive reading' is actually not a reading course, but the core course in EFL in which everything the teacher wants to teach (grammar, vocabulary, reading aloud, etc.) is taught through a written text.
QUERIES FROM A COMMUNICATIVE TEACHER
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      April 1986.

Péter Medgyes

In Hungary The Communicative Approach is slow in coming. Non-native teachers appear to be over-cautious, if not reluctant, to give it the green light. The reason may be that the Communicative Approach places too heavy a burden on the teacher, both before and during class. In this article the author points out several contradictory  tendencies inherent in the main principles of the Communicative Approach, which ardent protagonists tend to take little or  no notice of. What is required is a number of non-native teachers to act as catalysts in the covert conflict between native English theoreticians and non-native practitioners.

Recently, I gave a lecture on the main principles of the Communicative Approach. The audience consisted of secondary-school teachers of English on an in-service training course in Budapest. After my talk, a colleague asked in a rather aggressive tone whether I would be willing to commit myself in practice to the Communicative Approach if I were to teach a group of, say, 15-year-olds. I quickly answered in the affirmative.

  In retrospect, however, I am not sure.

The communicative teacher

The communicative classroom requires a teacher of extra-ordinary abilities: a multidimensional, high-tech, Wizard-of-Oz-like superperson--yet of flesh and blood. He or she must be confident without being conceited, judicious without being judgemental, ingenious without being unbridled, technically skilled without being pedantic, far-sighted without being far-fetched, down-to-earth without being earth-bound, inquiring without being inquisitive--the list is endless. But above all he or she must be learner-centred. The term `learner-centred' is the great gimmick of today; this slogan is tagged on to every single language-teaching approach, method, methodology, procedure, and technique, communicative and non-communicative alike. But the Communicative Approach, since it is far and away the most well-known approach, seems to be brandishing this magic compound with particular vehemence and dedication.

In what follows I shall try to elaborate on certain aspects of the Communicative Approach and the enormous difficulties it presents to the language teacher.

Needs analysis

The Communicative Approach claims that teachers should no longer be encouraged and trained to impose their own view of learners' needs and aspirations. Instead, they should gain a detailed knowledge of 

- who the learners are;

- what they bring to class;

- why they have signed up for the course;

- what expectations they have from the course.

Having established this, teachers face a two-fold job. First they have to cater for the specific needs of the groups as a whole. This is a relatively easy task to perform, provided the group is homogeneous enough in terms of interests, occupation, age, cultural and educational background, linguistic level, intelligence, etc. But generally, this is not the case. TENOR (Teaching English for No Obvious Reasons) is by far the most common category all over the world. As the future needs of most learners cannot be predicted with any degree of certainty, and because of lack of self-motivation, motivation has to be fostered by the teacher alone.

Besides considering the needs of the group, teachers also have to see to it that individual aspirations are given due attention. The group, which used to be regarded as a faceless, monolithic mass, is today seen as an organic unit comprising learners of the most diversive nature. Personal differences in age, motivation, intelligence, linguistic level, proclivity, etc., should not be disregarded. In brief, Communicative Teachers have to cope with problems arising from the dialectic relationship between group coherence and group divergence--a task of immense proportions.

Focus on content

Communicative teachers must pay attention to meaning and form simultaneously. In past methods teachers were not expected to listen so closely to what the learners had to say as to how they said it, i.e. by what linguistic means the message manifested itself.

Audio-Lingual teachers, for instance, were able to conduct a 45-minute period without bothering about the content of the discussion. If after an hour of practising the `what make' construction in sentences like `What make is your car?', a teacher were asked what makes of car the learners had, surely he or she would not remember anything--the questions had not been asked in order to elicit information, but to make sure that the class could adequately apply the structure. By analogy, good typists usually have only a faint idea of the general content of the message being typed, let alone the details. Their efficiency in both speed and correctness is said to increase in inverse proportion to understanding. Similarly, the more teachers focus on what the learners say, the less they are able to check learners' performance in terms of formal adequacy.

It follows from this that the Audio-Lingual-Teachers' job was easier than their communicative colleagues'. The former had only the production of the correctness of structure to consider, whereas the latter attempt to reconcile in their work two opposing elements of linguistic practice: meaning and form.

Real interaction

Prior to the Communicative Approach, English teachers were subject teachers, like maths or history teachers. Their job was to impart knowledge about the English language, as well as to develop the knowledge of the English language as effectively as they could.

Communicative Teachers have a radically different task to face. It is one of the chief tenets of the Communicative Approach that the foreign language can be learnt only in real communicative situations where real messages are exchanged. Since there is no true communication without someone wanting to say or find out something, teachers have to create favourable conditions for such needs to arise and get expressed. They have to initiate and stimulate activities where the learners can participate not only with their `learning' selves, but with their whole selves. Almost the same applies to the teachers. Abandoning the safe position of general language monitor in the class, teachers will supplement their `teaching' self with the role of co-communicator.

Given that real-life conversations embrace, in theory, all human knowledge and experience, Communicative Teachers must be extremely erudite and versatile people. In contrast with the well-defined subject matter of traditional foreign-language teachers, in Communicative Teachers great encyclopaedic learning is accompanied by a desire to share their knowledge with others, while being open and modest enough to gain information from any source, including their own learners.

The humanistic attitude

Although the highly acclaimed Humanistic-Psychological Approach, as interpreted by Moskowitz and others, is in several respects clearly different from the Communicative Approach, `only the most radical would see them as antagonistic and immutably uncombinable' (Roberts 1982:104). In both views learners are seen not so much as full-time linguistic objects at whom language teaching is aimed, but rather as human individuals whose personal dignity and integrity, and the complexity of whose ideas, thoughts, needs, and sentiments, should be respected. By specific means, foreign language teachers must contribute to the self-actualizing process of the individual, by striving to be `humans among the humans' (Littlewood 1981:94), genuinely interested people, involved on both an intellectual and an emotional plane, they do not have to open up, but are open to all the participants in classroom interactions. And what if they aren't? Communicative Teachers just won't get asked this question. They are open, that's all there is to it!

To be fair, all teachers have been psychologists over the centuries, whether or not they realized or accepted this fact. The difference between traditional foreign-language teachers and Communicative Teachers lies, among other things, in the degree of consciousness. The latter should be fully aware of the measure they should take as psychologist-pedagogues in general and as language teachers in particular. The scope and responsibility of Communicative Teachers is, therefore, greatly enhanced.

Communicative Teachers withdraw

Teachers' roles in relation to their students have definitely changed recently. Teachers are judicious enough to realize that they are not the sole repositories of truth, wisdom, and authority, but merely instruments to see that learning takes place. Therefore, they keep a low profile in all their functions: as controllers they relax their grip on the class; as assessors they resort to gentle correction; as organizers they set activities in motion and then stand aside; as prompters they perform with discretion; as participants, they play second-fiddle; as resources, they offer help, but only when requested (Harmer 1983:200-5).

Communicative Teachers are well aware that the success of the learning process is largely dependent on their ability to withdraw. `Withdraw' is a key word in their vocabulary. However painful it might be they should no longer display their own cleverness as conversationalists, but should be ready to radically reduce teacher talking time. In return for their much-reduced role, they will allegedly find plenty of solace and reward in the rapid development of their students.

This retreat, however, should not mean relinquishing control over the class, since it would undermine the learners' most basic need, which is for security. Learner initiative and teacher control do not work in opposite directions, and the success of language teaching is not guarantied by maintaining a balance between them. The idea Stevick suggests is that there must be a way `which will allow the teacher to keep nearly 100 per cent of the "control", while at the same time the learner is exercising nearly 100 per cent of the "initiative"' (Stevick 1980:17).

The learners' place, then, is at the centre of a space which the teacher has structured (Stevick 1980:33). Communicative Teachers are like supporting actors in a play, who have hardly any words to say, yet are the most crucial figures, on whom the whole drama hinges. This with-drawn-and-yet-all-present attitude requires of Communicative Teachers an extremely high degree of personal subtlety and professional sophistication.

`Away with the textbook!'

For quite a long time the textbook was the bible and the teacher's manual the exegesis. Both reflected the decisions which had been made about what learners would learn, how they would learn it, and what sections of the work would receive most emphasis. All teachers were supposed to do was to plod on assiduously from one exercise to the next, from one unit to the next, from Book 1 to Book 2 to Book 3 and so on, until the whole series had been completed. The less devoted and more realistic were often brave enough, of course, to delete, add to, or modify anything in the script as they saw fit (Rivers 1968:368), but the indispensability of the textbook had never been seriously called into question.

But with the advent of the Communicative Approach, the textbook has become suspect. The arguments against it are numerous: it is too general, boring, stuffed with cliché characters; it usually restricts activity to language presentation and controlled practice instead of stimulating real interaction. In consequence, demands to do away with the textbook have become rife. What is advocated as a substitute is a wide stock of flexible and authentic `supplementary' materials.

Lacking the perspective (and the time) to take sides in a theoretical issue of such magnitude, Communicative Teachers are faced with a dilemma: `Shall I let go of the textbook for the well-known reasons or shall I retain it, as it still offers a wealth of information, discipline of structure, and easy access?' This dilemma presents itself with particular force to non-native teachers in non-English speaking countries, for whom the textbook ensures a great deal of linguistic safety.

The attitude of theory makers

Throughout this article, I have restrained myself from scrutinizing the theoretical basis of the Communicative Approach. My intention has been merely to shed light on certain difficulties which the concept of learner-centredness entails.

Oddly enough, theory makers play down these problems, making them appear as trifles in the light of the `strengths' of the theory. Quite often, what requires an unusually high level of craftsmanship is declared to facilitate the teacher's work. `You have to review your whole teaching attitude? A welcome expansion of your hitherto limited scope?' Or the ball is thrown back at the teachers: `You're asking why you should dump your familiar stock of techniques? But you yourself hated drilling, didn't you?' At other times the militancy of teachers is often taken for granted: `What can be more challenging than fighting in the vanguard against those outdated exam requirements?' Or despairing teachers are confronted with the prospect of a rich harvest: `I know you have to make a bit more effort at the moment. But it'll pay off in the long run, don't worry!' And if all these arguments should fail to soothe the teachers' agitated souls, they are openly flattered to their face; allusions are made to their human and professional virtues, to their persistence, dedication, and conscientiousness, to their inventiveness, flexibility, and resourcefulness, and above all, to their excellent sense of humour. After all, on the morning of the battle, what could be more encouraging to the soldier than half a pint of rum?

Nevertheless, teachers' psyches teem with fears and anxieties, which are probably no less intense than those their students experience (Stevick 1976:85-6). The `sickness to teach' is well described by Stevick: `Will my students regard me as superior to them in knowledge, or will I come out looking ignorant? Will they accept me as superior to them in authority, or will I have a "discipline problem"? Will my students admire me, and will my colleagues regard me as competent? Will I continue to have enough students so that I can make a living for myself and my family?' (1980:108). These inherent worries are further aggravated by the incredibly high demands set by the Communicative Approach.

Apparently, communicative methodologists are deaf (or pretend to be deaf) to teachers' inaudible cries, in spite of the fact that they are no longer the ivory-tower scholars detached from everyday practicalities that their predecessors might have been. Some of them even try their hand at teaching. I have great respect for those methodologists who are willing to submit their hypotheses to the test with real learners, and for those materials writers who pilot their new-fangled activities on intensive crash courses.

However, it is impossible to be an active theory maker and an active practising teacher permanently. Teaching must be a full-time job and so must research work. One spends the best of one's time either theorizing, or thinking up the lesson plans for tomorrow. The theoretician's perspective must be totally different from the practising teacher's, whose daily stint averages 4-5 lessons day in, day out. It is precisely these treadmill language teachers whose real problems methodologists and material writers seem to be oblivious and insensitive to. Sparkling ideas and glossy materials are tried out by a handful of teachers, and provided that they fare well with this élite, they are claimed to have passed the acid test.

The selected few

Who exactly these selected teachers are I can only guess. If not the most outstanding, surely they are the ones who, by sheer luck, have fewer lessons to teach, with brighter students, in smaller groups. Hence they are in a position to experiment with and give the green light to an approach as demanding in terms if time and energy as the Communicative Approach. Presumably it is also this élite that has the opportunity to exchange ideas at conferences, only to become inebriated and be carried away with their own well-informedness. On arriving home, they feel obliged to promulgate all the trendy thoughts they have picked up, never doubting that their message is true and will reach the general public.

As a matter of fact, it is not met with open rebuff. Teachers are clever enough to keep a low profile, shunning any overt conflict. This cautious attitude is due to several factors, such as lack of time, modesty, diminished self-confidence, exhaustion, and cynicism. But the main cause seems to be that the philosophy of the Communicative Approach, like that of all dogmas, is invulnerable. Only a fool would dare denounce the axiomatic truths it disseminates: humanism, care and share, equality, ingenuity, relaxation, empathy, self-actualizing, and the rest. Who would admit in public, or even to themselves, that these impeccable principles are mere slogans? How could one claim to be a true pedagogic, while declaring that the burden is far too heavy and that one would fain flush the whole lot down the nearest drain?

Conclusion

Nowadays we are in desperate need of language-teaching experts who would work halfway between the zealot and the weary. Endowed with a good deal of restraint, these mediators could act as filters, letting the moderate ideas through, while blocking the more far-fetched. This function should be performed primarily by non-native teachers of English. For all their goodwill, native speakers are basically unaware of the whole complexity of difficulties that non-native speakers have to tackle. Native-speaking teachers tend to ignore, among other things, the fact that a great proportion of the energy of their non-native colleagues is inevitably used up in the constant struggle for attending to their students' problems. By putting an especially heavy linguistic strain on the teacher, the Communicative Approach further reduces the time non-native teachers have available for their students. Only non-native go-betweens would be capable of seeing these contradictions clearly.

For the moment, however, this halfway house is left unoccupied--in Hungary, at any rate. Hungarian teachers of English remain divided: the initiated few joyfully fiddle with the subtleties of the Communicative Approach, while the vast majority feel frustrated and helpless-but keep quiet about it.
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WHAT? NO PHOTOCOPIER?

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.2.

    December 1992.

Dot Bainbridge shows how teachers can survive even if their nearest photocopier is 50 miles away.
To most newly-trained EFL teachers the following statement in teaching in Czechoslovakia will strike terror into the heart.

According to the Director of the new ILC school in Brno, the nearest photocopier (as of October 1990) is in Vienna. (1)

In our mechanised age, the idea of teaching without that aid of multiple photocopies is becoming alien. However, as the borders of EFL expand into eastern Europe and other less-developed places, and as budgets tighten, perhaps the time has come to look at ways of curing ourselves of our addiction to cutting, pasting, enlarging and re-arranging.

In the following situations you might find yourself minus the teacher's best friend:

1  There isn't a photocopier for 50 miles.

2  It has broken down (again), and the service contract expired last week.

3  You've done 300 copies in the last three days; the Director of Studies has finally put his foot down.

4  Your conscience has been pricked and you don't want to use three trees to improve Class Five's reading skills.

So what is the answer?

Breathe deeply, count to 10, and let the following ideas prompt more of your own.

Cover-ups

We often use photocopies because we only want to use part of a text book, and perhaps add our own questions and `jazz it up', to fit our own concept of the perfect piece of lesson material. Using a mask is a very simple way of getting students to focus on the desired part of the text without removing it from the text book. At the simplest level you just ask the students to use a spare piece of paper to cover the piece of text that you don't want them to look at. This piece of paper is your mask.

If you want to get things more complicated, you can ask students to cut a hole in a piece of scrap paper so that when they put it over the page, only the piece of text that you want them to see if revealed. The act of telling them how to do this, where to put the hole, etc. is, of course, a task-based listening comprehension. Your wonderful, original, superior questions can be written up on the board while the students chop holes in pieces of last week's homework.

Sharing

A rather antiquated concept, this one. However, there is no absolute moral law which militates against students sharing books. In fact, what better way to encourage interaction, co-operation and pair-work!

Another form that sharing can take is giving the whole class one text to share. Each student receives one part of the text and, with it, the responsibility for communicating its content to the rest of the class. Alternatively you can cut up your text, stick it on the walls around the classroom (with the questions written up on the board or OHP) and ask the students to walk around the classroom, looking at the different parts of the text in order to find the answers.

Dictations

One way to provide each member of the class with a written record of a text is to dictate it to them first. The advantages of dictations are increasingly being recognised afresh. Not only can texts be dictated, but also instructions for tasks, and questions for texts the students already have. The act of writing down a text which is being dictated makes students all the more familiar with it before they have to work on it, which can only be a good thing (2).

Listening

A reading text that you really want to use with students, but can't copy, may lend itself to being turned into a listening text instead. Basically you record the text and present it as material to listen to, rather than to read. Questions can once again be written on the board or dictated. This way of treating texts is more successful if you give students the autonomy they would have when reading a text, by giving them control of the tape-recorder and allowing them to listen and make notes as many times as they wish.

The O.H.P.

An overhead projector (assuming your school has one) is very useful for projecting a text so that you don't have to make copies for each member of the class. However, make sure the text is large enough to read without causing eye-strain! Questions and instructions can also be prepared in advance and projected.

The OHP is also invaluable for all those times you wanted to copy a passage and use correction fluid to blank words out for cloze purposes. If you use a non-permanent marker pen to cover the words, you can actually wipe it off during the lesson to reveal the answers, and save the text for another day.

Ideas for `greener' teaching

Here are some ideas for more of you with photocopiers.

1  Make enough copies for half the class.

2  Ask students to share.

3  Ask students to return your copies (Do they really want bulging files to carry around?) and keep them for the next time you do the lesson.

4  Make double-sided copies.

5  Save scrap paper for re-cycling.

6  If students object, make green issues your next topic!
A challenge

Can you teach for a week without making a single copy? try it, if only to see how resourceful you are as a teacher. Your school principal will love you!
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STUDENTS AS A MATERIALS PRODUCING RESOURCE

In: Practical English Teaching. Vol.11. No.3.

    March 1991.

Teachers often ignore the contribution that their students can make to producing materials which are socially and culturally relevant to their teaching situation. David Forman and David Ellis who both work for the Centre For British Teachers as visiting lecturers in the English Language Department of the International Islamic University, Malaysia, describe two activities that might help utilise this valuable resource.
At a recent series of talks in Malaysia, Mario Rinvolucri stresses the relevance of using story-telling techniques in class (1). The suggestions in this article are a development of this approach. The syllabuses of leading E.F.L. and E.S.L. examinations often require students to write descriptive and narrative essays. The following tasks give students valuable practice in developing the necessary skills for such writing as well as providing lower level classes with ready-made and culturally appropriate language learning materials.

The descriptive essay

1    Divide the students into small groups of about four and give each group an OHP transparency and set of erasable marker pens.

2    Ask the students in each group to take turns in composing a picture of a scene which is familiar to them, such as a market, street scene or village.

3    When the scene is completed to their satisfaction, ask the students to help each other to create an oral description of the picture for presentation to the class.

4  Using the overhead projector, the description is delivered to the rest of the class either by an individual or by the group working in turns as a team.

5    As a follow-up activity students can produce a written description or transfer their oral descriptions onto tape.

     For students with similar language and cultural background, this activity can be organised as a project. However, for students with mixed language and cultural backgrounds, group discussions will provide a fertile breeding ground for incidental and valuable practice in the negotiation of meaning where something is unfamiliar to some of the class. This activity, which can be spread over several lessons, will encourage the students to adopt a process-based approach to language production. In other words, they will refine their work in stages moving from brain-storm activities through peer correction and proof reading towards the final polished product.

     During this task, circulate among them and be ready to give help and advice when sought although you should take care, in the beginning, not to spend too much time correcting the students' syntax, grammar and structures. You can deal with these areas in the later stages.

End result

At the end of this activity, you should have a set of: carefully drawn OHP transparencies; well-written compositions; taped descriptions.

Exploiting these materials

These materials can be exploited at elementary or inter-mediate level in a number of ways:

  *  The overhead transparencies can be used for presenting and revising grammatical items, consolidating and expanding vocabulary and developing oral skills.

  *  The descriptive compositions can be used as a basis for developing reading skills.

  *  The taped material can be used as a means of developing listening skills such as the reconstruction of a picture from a taped description.

The narrative essay
One of the techniques John Morgan and Mario Rinvolucri use for prompting students to reconstruct a story is to provide them with a set of comprehension questions based on the original story which remains unseen to the students. This idea certainly develops the students' confidence. However, it does confine them to a particular  narrative theme. Taking up the idea, we came up with a set of more neutral stimulus questions capable of generating any number of themes to allow the students to express their own personal experiences. This type of composition topic is very common in E.F.L./E.S.L. examinations which tend to exploit embarrassing, frightening, humorous experiences.

Procedure

  1  Tell the students that they are going to write a story based on their own personal experiences. Present the following questions to the students. When did it happen? Where were you? What were you doing before it happened? What happened? Who was involved? What did you do after it happened? What happened in the end?

  2  Divide the students into small groups and ask them to relate one of their own personal experiences to each other using the questions as stimulus. The rest of the group listen to the story and ask questions which elicit further information about the feelings and reactions of the narrator.

  3  The students in each group then select the story that interests them most and develop it further on a composite basis through mutual feedback on style and content along with combined editing and proof reading.

  4  The students then tell their story to the rest of the class who are encouraged to ask questions seeking clarification and make suggestions for further improvement. The written draft of each story can also be circulated to the other groups for peer correction and proof reading.

  5  The students write up the final version which may be used as a basis for recording the story on tape.

  6  After the final draft has been written up, get each group to devise a series of comprehension questions based on their own stories.

For students who experience difficulty in generating ideas, this activity helps to stimulate the writing process. The task of selecting the best story helps to make them critically aware of what constitutes an interesting story. It also makes them mindful of the audience they are writing for.

The writing of a series of drafts helps to replicate the real-life writing process. Obviously, the greater the number of drafts the better the quality of the final product. However, you will need to balance this consideration against the onset of boredom.

Advantages of this approach

In preparing their own comprehension questions, students are encouraged to focus on the more personal aspects that they want to bring out in their own stories. In addition, students gain incidental practice in question formulation which the teacher may wish to exploit more fully.

End results

At the end of this activity, you should have: a set of well-written stories as potential reading texts; realistically recorded versions of these stories; an accompanying set of comprehension questions.
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Left, right and VAK
In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.12. No.4.

    June 1992.

Stimulate the right side of the brain and watch your students become more creative and imaginative; Jane Revell shows you how with a few practical activities.
In order to write this article I have just stood on my head for several minutes and gazed awhile at a mandala. Now, with Jacques Loussier's Play Bach on the record player, I am ready to go.

The process of learning about and accepting `new' ideas often comes in the form of striking a chord. You feel: `Yes, I think I already knew that deep down, but I didn't really know I knew until now'. And you may find that some of the things you have been doing in the classroom for years actually reflect the `new' ideas. You may have been doing them for all sorts of reasons, or you may not have been quite sure why you were doing them. You somehow felt intuitively that they were the right things to do. This is  precisely how I felt when I came across the ideas in this article, and you may have a similar experience.

I believe that we should trust and follow our intuitions in the classroom to a large extent--we often learn a great deal by doing so. On the other hand, unless you are aware of the rationale behind a successful technique, it is less easy to use it optimally and to create a range of other techniques to serve the same goal. It is a bit like competence and performance. Unless you have knowledge of how the grammar works in a language, it is difficult to generate new utterances--all you can do is repeat the formulae you know.

Left and right in the title of this article refer not to hands or feet or wings or inners or backs, etc., but to the two sides of the brain, which are responsible for different things. (We'll come on to VAK later.)

Basically, the left hemisphere is the logical hemisphere, and is responsible for the following tasks: verbal, analytical, literal, linear and mathematical. It also controls movements on the right side of the body. The right hemisphere is the intuitive hemisphere, and is responsible for the following tasks: non-verbal, holistic, spatial, musical, metaphoric, imaginative, artistic, emotional, sexual, spiritual, and dreaming. It also controls movements on the left side of the body.

All of the above holds true for right-handed people. With left-handed people the hemispheres are often, but apparently not always, reversed.

Unfortunately, we live in a society which tends to respect and nurture the left brain more than the right. As children get older, our educational systems often teach them that conforming, and remembering facts is more important than being creative and imaginative. Their right brains are appealed to less and less and their left brains more and more. But too much reliance on the left hemisphere leads to the gradual loss of the intuitive powers of the right hemisphere. The major consequences of this are that social relationships become less harmonious (because it is the right side that controls our emotions), that we are unable to solve problems in a holistic way and that our creative potential is seriously impaired. And if one believes, as I do, that creativity is an essential part of learning, then our learning ability is also seriously impaired. So we need to strengthen the right brain, not at the expense of the left, but to work in better balance with it, and so maximise the power of the brain as a whole.

Activities

If a teacher wants to restore the left/right balance in the EFL classroom, in the belief that better learning will ensue, what activities can he/she incorporate into the teaching programme to stimulate the right side of the brain? Activities using pictures, colours, shapes. Activities involving the use of music, poetry, songs, rhymes, chants, raps and so on. Activities with movement, including mime and drama, dance and physical exercises. The use of fantasy and getting students to fantasize. Discussions involving the students' emotions as well as their intellect. Getting students to draw and make things as well as write. Many of these types of activity we are already doing, because they are interesting and relaxing, because they help rapport and because they add variety to our teaching repertoire.

In addition, we might perhaps use from time to time any of the following less usual activities: relaxation and breathing exercises, left-, or opposite- handwriting, staring at a mandala before doing a task requiring a lot of imagination (and having background music for the task itself), guided visualisations, meditations, (including verbal affirmations) and free association exercises. Two further possibilities are evoking childhood memories and remembering/interpreting dreams, although I personally would not ask my students to swim in possibly dangerous waters unless a great deal of trust had been established within the group.

Students should of course feel free to opt out of any activity that would make them uncomfortable, but one hopes that 90 per cent of the class will not be doing this at any given moment!

VAK

And so to `VAK'. Each one of us has a preferred modality: visual, auditory, or kinesthetic. This does not mean that we are only one of these things; we are usually a combination of all three, but one predominates. As learners we respond better in that one modality than in the others: we like to see things, or we like to hear things, or we like to touch things and/or do something physical.

For this reason, all teachers need to make sure that they appeal to all three types of learners. This does not mean that you have to look like a peacock, sound like a nightingale and move like a swan (notice the metaphors!). It does mean that you should provide learners with experiences to satisfy all three modalities, not necessarily all at the same time (which is quite a challenge!), but certainly over the course of a lesson or lessons. Your visual learners will respond well to still pictures, diagrams, video, and having things written down. Your auditory learners will enjoy listening to dialogues, songs, rhymes, music and so on (and repeating out aloud or in their head). Your kinesthetic learners will find it helpful, for example, to feel the object they are describing. They will also welcome activities which get them out of their seats like mime, games involving movement, and simple dances. An excellent way of combining all three is to use an action-song, as we did at the beginning of the session.

I am not suggesting that we go over the top for right-brain and whacky `VAK' activities in the EFL classroom. I believe it is all a question of balance. As teachers of English we are already in the balancing business. Most of us balance language practice activities (accuracy) and communicative activities (fluency), for instance. If we are teaching more general English we tend to balance the four skills, although we may concentrate on one or more of them when teaching ESP or preparing for an exam. We shift our focus from structure to function to vocabulary to pronunciation and back again. Many of us balance learner-centred and teacher-centred activities. And so on. What I am suggesting, is that in our balancing act we include left and right `VAK'.
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CHALLENGE TO REMEMBER

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.13. No.1.

    September 1992

In the last of his series on ways in which teachers can readily adapt or invent activities to suit a variety of student needs, Andrew Wright challenges your students to remember.
In the first article it was suggested that one of the most important abilities of the teacher and materials producer is to interest and engage the student as a whole and in such a way that he/she can take part within their limitations in the foreign language.

We can engage the students in two basic ways: challenging them or inviting and encouraging them. Both ways are valid and rich in potential. This series of articles has focused mainly on ways of challenging the students: challenge to describe; match; group; sequence; order and remember. The essence of this type of challenge was defined in a single sentence. It is through the understanding of this essence that one can adapt or generate new activities.

Under each challenge I have chosen examples firstly to illustrate the generative power of the idea and secondly to show that the idea can be applied to all levels of proficiency.

The challenge

The students can be challenged to remember personal experiences, pictures, spoken or written texts. Challenge to remember was, of course, the central challenge of traditional teaching! In recent years, however, the variety of activities has grown, offering more interest and more personal responsibility rather than the slavish memorising of information of former times. I should note here that this article is not directly concerned with techniques for improving the memory and for remembering information given in my book, How To Improve Your Mind.(1)

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

I can't find my glasses!

Those people who wear glasses will know how easy it is to mislay them! Our families and friends are worn out by our wailing cry, `I can't find my glasses!' If you loose something, one way to find it is to reconstruct your day from the beginning, not omitting any detail. Suddenly you will see in your mind's eye where the `lost' object is. Tell the students that this is an invaluable technique but like all techniques it needs practise!

Challenge the students to note down everything they can possibly remember from the first five minutes of the lesson (or any other limited period which they have all shared together). Give them five minutes to do this by themselves and then a further three minutes to compare their notes with their neighbour's.

Early memories

In pairs or groups of three of four, students try to recall one or two important childhood memories, describing both the physical circumstances (all the senses) and their feelings and thoughts.

General knowledge quiz

In pairs student write down five to ten general knowledge questions. They write the answers on a separate sheet. They put their questions to another pair. Alternatively, the students each produce one or two questions for homework and these are then used as the basis of a general knowledge quiz for the class as a whole. (2)

PICTURES, OBJECTS AND SCENES

Remembering objects or pictures

Show eight objects (or pictures) to the students for one minute. Challenge the students to remember all the objects. You can increase the difficulty of the challenge by asking the students to remember the visual appearance of each object. Ask the students to write down what they remember. They should exchange lists with their neighbour who then marks it as you show each of the objects or pictures again.

Variation

Give each student a picture or object. The students take it in turns to describe their picture to the class. Ask students to work with their neighbour trying to recall the object or picture which each student in the class has just described. (3)

Would you make a good witness?

Show the class a large picture of a scene, for example, a street. (Slides are excellent for this purpose. However, I have also used a magazine picture of a street with very large classes.) Let the students see the picture for one minute only and then challenge them to describe it to you in detail. This activity provides a natural use of past tense forms as well as of descriptive language.

Teacher: What did you see in the picture?

Student 1: A street.

Teacher: What did you see in the street?

Student 2: Some people.

Teacher: What were they doing?

Student 3: There was a woman and she was crossing the road, etc.

Pelmanism

Pair or group work. Give the group 10 little pictures (about 3 cm square) and 10 matching word cards. The group should study the pictures and words and then turn them over in a random arrangement.

The students then can take it in turns to point to the back of a card and, trying to remember what is on it, say, for example, This is a carrot. The student turns the card over and if correct may continue, trying to remember which is the matching word or picture card. If he/she can remember and is correct then he/she can claim the two cards. If not it is someone else's turn. The game continues until all the cards have been claimed.

Variations

Instead of picture and word, other pairings might include: word and definition; country and capital; English and American word equivalents; questions and answers; infinitive and past participles. (4)

Where is the lion?

This game is more suitable for young learners than older students. Hide about 10 pictures of animals around the room (in neighbouring rooms, corridors, etc. if this is feasible). Tell the children that all the animals have escaped from the zoo and they must try to find them. The children should hunt for the animals, remember where each one is but must not move it. Ask the children to tell you where they are.

It isn't a tiger

Give each group the same number of pictures as there are students in the group, for example, pictures of animals. They first of all make sure that they can name the animals. The pictures must then be placed face down.

Student 1: (taking a picture) What is it?

Student 2: (taking another picture) It isn't a giraffe.

Student 3: (taking another picture) It isn't a monkey.

Student 4: (taking another picture) It isn't an elephant.

Student 5: (taking another picture) It isn't a zebra. It must be the lion.

Student 1: (showing his or her animal): You're right!

You never even noticed!

Pairs of students stand back-to-back and each one tries to describe their partner's appearance from memory. (5)

WRITTEN TEXTS

Running dictation

Display a text, perhaps a poem or a very short story, at the front of the class or in the corridor.

One student from each pair should study the text (or part of it), return and dictate it to his/her partner. The student dictator should repeat this process until the whole text has been passed on. (6)

Never ending story

You read a text at normal speed starting again the moment you have finished. The students write down what they can, slowly building up their text as you re-read it.

You might suggest that the students work in pairs after about five minutes. They can compare what they have written so far and agree on which parts each should out for.

Once and once only

Show the students a short text either on the OHP or displayed at the front of the class. Tell them that they can study it for three minutes and then must try to write down as much of it as possible.

Organise pyramid grouping in which students work, initially by themselves, then with a partner, and then in a group of four in order to try to reconstruct the text.

Erasing and remembering

You can use any text which is on the blackboard or is written in water-based pen on the OHP. It is of most use, however, if it is a text you would like the students to remember, for example, a poem or grammatical rule.

Ask them to study the text for a moment or two then erase one or two words (at random, or key words, or from the beginning or from the middle or from the end, etc.)

Ask a student to read out the text, supplying the missing words from memory.

SPOKEN TEXTS

Pass the message

Whisper a sentence to a student at the end of a row. This student must whisper what he/she heard to their neighbour and then immediately write down what they whispered. When the sentence has arrived at the last student he/she should tell the class what it is. The first student should then say what he/she passed on. Track down where the changes were made and discuss why mistakes have been made.

Growing list

Each student tries to remember, to repeat and to add to what has been said before. For example,

Student 1: This morning I bought some apples.

Student 2: This morning I bought some apples, and a bottle of milk.

Student 3: This morning I bought some apples, a bottle of milk and some cheese, etc.

Remembering names

There are various ways for remembering names. One of them is for each person to say their names and to add one thing they like doing. Other people try to remember what has been said already and then offer their own names and sentence. For example,

Student 1: I'm Andrew and I like unicycling.

Student 2: You're Andrew and you like unicycling. I am Katy and I like playing the cello.

Student 3: You're Andrew and you like unicycling. You're Katy and you like playing the 


cello. I'm Michael and I like running, etc.

I am a person who...

Pair work--One student speaks for four minutes about themselves while their partner listens. The speaker begins each sentence with: I am a person who...
The listening student tries to remember as much as possible and then attempts to repeat everything which he/she heard but not necessarily in the same order.
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WHAT ABOUT CULTURE?
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Take culture as your content, suggests Alan Maley, but be aware of what it is, who owns it and what it may cost.
What about culture?

In the December 1992 issue I referred to the perennial difficulty ELT has had in finding itself a satisfactory and satisfying content for the language to wrap itself around. One candidate for the position crops up repeatedly in the history of foreign language teaching: `culture'. On the face of it this seems eminently sensible--indeed self-evident.

Languages do not exist in isolation; they are rooted in the societies which use them. By using `culture' as the focus we both solve the problem of content and help students `get inside the language'.

What is culture?

Yet the moment we attempt to define what `culture' is, we are confronted with a series of seemingly intractable problems.

*  Is culture things or patterns of behaviour? Is it the Houses of Parliament and double-decker buses? Or attitudes to food, to ageing parents, to friendship?

More importantly, are we trying to teach `what' a culture is or `how to' behave in it most effectively as a foreign speaker?

*  Which culture do we choose to present? Is it British, American, Australian or Canadian culture? And, if British, is it urban or rural culture, pop or high culture, old or young people's culture, middle or working class culture, male or female culture?

Attempts to identify a common core of cultural features usually founder upon the exceptions, which rapidly come to outnumber the rules. Yet concentration of a national culture excludes too much which is of relevance.

Stereotyping

*  There is too the ever-present problem of cultural stereotyping. The moment we begin to talk in general terms about a group as `the English,' `the Scots,' `the French,' `the Japanese,' we abandon critical discrimination in favour of unreflecting generalisation. On the other hand, stereotypes are a fact of life. They are, like scripts and schemata, a way of filing information about the world in a handy and easily retrievable form. They form the framework of convention into which we fit the disorder of individual and unique experience. From a teaching point of view, stereotypes may prove quite a good launching pad for cultural work, as I hope to show in a future article.

*  The question of cultural `ownership' and degree of identification with established cultural norms also arises. Is British culture `owned' by the original white British population? How is power exercised through cultural assumptions? (1) How do we unravel the complexities of multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-cultural society?

*  Indeed do we regard culture as something fixed or a dynamic, evolving network of patterns? If it is in consistent evolution, what is the validity of snapshots of it taken at a particular moment in time? How soon does a contemporary cultural reality become part of social history?

Common humanity

Apart from the problems already referred to there are two views which dispute the value of cultural content in language programmes.

*  Some people argue that, by teaching cultural content, we risk exaggerating the differences between `us' and `them'. They feel it is more important to emphasize what is shared by people everywhere--their common humanity, and it is this, not cultural differences, we should concentrate on. Yet perhaps we need to raise awareness of our undoubted differences if we are to define our common human qualities?

*  Others would mention that, since English is now a language of international currency, it should be divorced from its original cultural contexts. These people would say that it more appropriate to teach a neutral-culture variety of English. Yet, just as it is difficult to define a satisfactory cultural context, it proves virtually impossible to purge English of its original charge (2).
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HOW AN EXERCISE CAN DEVELOP OVER THE YEARS

Mario Rinvolucri
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Imagine you are in my class. I am going to tell you a simple story: "A man with a pack on his back went into a field and died." You may be intrigued to know why he should have died, that there was in the field, etc., so you ask me a whole series of yes/no questions. A typical session might start like this:

S1:  Why the man died?

T:   did...?

S1:  Why did the man died?

T:   Why did the man die?... well, I can only say yes or no...
S2:  Was there in the pack a knife?

T:   No, no knife in the pack.

S3:  Was the pack heavy?

T:   No, light.

S2:  The pack...was it dangerous?

T:   Usually not, but in this story very dangerous.

Solution:  There was a parachute in the pack--it did not 

open.

With this kind of mystery story the students will usually unearth* the solution after anything between 20 and 40 questions. Puzzle stories are an excellent way of getting the students to manipulate the simple present and simple past interrogative forms while involved in problem solving. Some of the people in the class really want to think their way to the solution. This motivates their use of the language. The teacher can also work technically on mistakes, as shown in the dialogue above.

By now, gentle reader, you will have brought several puzzle stories back to mind. You remember the one about the man who always took the elevator down from his 14th-floor apartment in the morning but who, in the evening, would press the button for the 8th floor and walk on up from there?  Solution:  Being a dwarf, he could not reach above the 8th button.

Here are some more:1 
A man walked into a bar in Texas. He asked for a glass of water. The barman pointed his gun at him. The man said "Thank you" and walked out.

Solution:  The man had hiccups.

The men from the village were drowned because their boats were stranded.

Solution:  The men were out fishing in a shallow bay. An earthquake rolled the sea back, stranding their boats. A few moments later the sea roared back in a wall of water and they were all drowned. (South Chile, May, 1960)

Two men look up round a corner and see something that makes them want to go down.

Solution:  Two submarines see a destroyer through their periscope. They want to dive deeper.

The snags with the exercise

When I first used puzzle stories in elementary classes I was so delighted to have found an interrogative "drill" that really worked I did not notice the limitations of the exercise. A major snag* that gradually became apparent is that in a group of 25 students the thinking and language work is mostly done by a subgroup of half a dozen who like this kind of thinking. The rest of the group mostly listen and wait for the solvers to get on with it. We have found three ways of coping with this group-dynamic defect.

  1.  Allow each student only one oral question. If a particular person has more things they want to ask, they write them on slips* of paper and hand* them to other students to ask aloud. This will often involve student B coping with student A's language mistakes.

  2.  Allow the questioning to develop naturally and then stop the class. Offer them a new bit of useful information, a useful clue, and say: "No more oral questions--each person is to write down a couple of questions they want to ask." The clue will often fire people who had nothing to ask before to want to ask something. The writing phase gives the slower students a chance and means you can go round and help the linguistically weakest people.

After a two- to four-minute writing time ask for questions from people who have not spoken yet.

Both the above modifications democratise the exercise and partly lift it out of the grasping hands of the natural leaders in the group.

  3.  When you have watched several groups solving the same puzzle you notice that there are a number of standard questioning pathways that most groups go down. This realisation gave rise to the following modification of the puzzle-story technique:2
Split* the class into two and get one half facing the other half: one half are the questioners and the other half are the answerers.

Give the sentences of the mystery story to four people in the questioner half of the class. They read them out and their half of the class decides what the best sequence is.

Now tell the questioners that they can solve the mystery by asking the other half of the class yes/no questions.

Give the answerers slips of paper with possible answers on them. If your class is small, each answerer may hold seven or eight slips. If your class is big, each person may have only one or two answers.

The first questioner puts a question to the answer group. The reply may come from anywhere in the group, and occasionally there may be no answer, or there may be conflicting answers. Do not impose any order on the questioning--let it flow spontaneously.

If the questioning flags* after a time, give a gentle written clue on the board.

Here is an example of a puzzle story ready for this kind of treatment:

The mystery story--to be given out to four people in the questioning group.

The phone box was made mainly of glass.

There was a man inside.

The receiver was hanging down off the hook.

Outside there was a black bag.

Possible answers--to be shared among the other half of the class.

The man was dead.

There was blood everywhere in the phone kiosk.

He did not die because of something the other person said.

He was not killed by another person.

He did not want to kill himself.

In fact, he did kill himself.

He was not crazy.

He was not ill.

He was probably not ringing his wife.

He was not ringing a doctor.

He was ringing a friend.

The contents of the black bag are very important.

There was no money in the bag.

There were no jewels in the bag.

He had his arms out through the glass of the phone booth.

There was an animal in the bag.

The animal was not a mammal.

The animal was a reptile.

It was a fish.

The fish was a very large one.

He put his arms through the glass of the phone box.

He cut his wrists on the glass of the kiosk.

He was an excitable sort of person.

He gesticulated* a lot.

He liked to use his arms when he talked.

He didn't ring the police.

He wanted to tell his friend something.

He wanted to tell his friend about the enormous fish.

The man had caught the fish.

The animal was dead.

The fish had been alive before.

He was a fisherman.

His friend was a fisherman, too.

As he explained how enormous the fish was, he flung his arms out wide to show its size.

The glass was broken.

The man had not been shot.

Nobody wanted to kill the man.

The black bag belonged to the man in the kiosk.

There is a strong link between the black bag and the man's death.

The bag was too big to bring into the booth.

Solution:  The man was a fisherman, and he had just caught the most enormous fish he'd ever seen. He rushed to the nearest phone box to tell his friend about it. In so doing, he mimed* the size of the fish, broke the glass in the side of the phone booth, slashed his wrists, and bled to death.

The puzzle story as a limited genre and a way round this

We have seen how you can ensure much broader student participation than in the original way of working with puzzle stories. A further problem is that there are not that many stories of this sort floating around and teachers get bored with using the same old ones over again.

This provoked a further modification of the idea. Do you really need a story with a problem in it? Why not take any reasonably interesting newspaper story, pull out three semi-key words from it, and tell the students they have to question their way to the story from the key words. Here's an example of this way of working:

Semi-key words:

ROOF            MANAGER              EXPLOSION

Story:

A great deal of snow fell one Saturday night and the manager of the local swimming pool  was very worried as to how well his flat roof would bear the load. On Sunday morning he went up on the roof and began shovelling the snow off the roof. His weight brought the roof down, compressing the air over the pool, which blew the windows out.

The influence of Silent Way on puzzle stories

When I first came across Dr. Gattegno's work, I was struck by the idea that the teacher can work neutrally and so not get in the way of the students' thinking and performance. The teacher should leave the students plenty of time to sort out mistakes on their own; he should not hurry in with ready-made answers. From these thoughts arose the idea of running a puzzle-story activity with one's back to the class.3 
Write three words at the top of the board, e.g., explosion, manager, roof. Tell the students these are three key words in a story you have in your head. They are to write yes/no questions on the board, as the exercise is going to be entirely silent.

Sit with your back to the class. Explain that as soon as a student has written a question on the board you will give a "thumbs up" signal if it is grammatically correct and a "thumbs down" signal if it is wrong. If the signal is "thumbs down," the writer of the question and the class have to try and correct the mistake.

Once the sentence on the board is correct, you will either nod your head vigorously to indicate Yes to the question, or shake it from side to side to indicate No.
During the silent, written questioning you may want to give the class another clue--write an extra key word on the board.

When you first do this exercise with students, they are somewhat shocked at working only with your back. They soon get used to it, though, and your back allows you to be much more neutral than you would otherwise be.. You interfere less with their learning process.

This modification of the puzzle-story technique is a major one as the students' focus here shifts to language correctness while the solving of the problem (finding the story) becomes secondary. The real problem is sorting out the grammar. I know of a few techniques in modern language methodology that focus students' mind more powerfully on accuracy. The marriage of Silent Way thinking with the puzzle-story idea provides an exciting new technical tool.

Puzzle stories with almost complete beginners

Over the years I have tried to use this activity, in its various guises,* with lower and lower classes. There comes a point, though, at which people really don't have enough language to cope with the task, and the going gets heavy and plodding.

Just recently I have solved the problem of taking off my direct-method blinkers* and introducing translation into the activity. Here's how it goes:

"Borrow" a couple of upper-level students from one of your colleagues classes.

Tell the group this mystery story in English:

The first person spoke. There was a pause. The second person spoke. Then the third person got up and slapped the first person in the face.

Tell it again in the mother tongue and again in English. 

Explain that the class is to ask you questions to try and find out why number three hit number one on the face. They must ask yes/no questions.

A question can be asked directly in English or in the mother tongue. If it is in the mother tongue, one of the advanced students will silently write it in English on the board. The sake must then repeat the question in English before you give your yes/no answer. The second advanced student jots down* all the questions asked on an overhead-projector transparency or on a sheet of paper.

(The solution to the problem above is that the second person is an interpreter!)

Once the group have questioned their way to the solution, wipe the board clean and ask the second advanced student to dictate the questions asked by the group. This focuses them on English question forms and shows them how they got to the solution.

Done this way, with translation, the puzzle story becomes a major way of presenting the grammar of the question forms and a great deal of new vocabulary to near beginners.

The development of the puzzle-story technique catalogued in this article has taken place over a period of some 15 years. It happens to have taken place in the work of one teacher and in part reflects his development.

Perhaps what we see here is a micro-example of the way EFL methodology has developed over the second half of this century. A tells B about an exercise which B then modifies. It is the modified version that C then sees and once again transforms. This process is a largely oral handing on from one teacher to another, though the spread of ideas is also achieved by magazines like Forum, coursebooks, and teacher resource books.

Maybe you have learnt ideas from colleagues, magazines. books, or sources outside EFL and have modified, improved, and transformed them. If so, why not write a piece for Forum describing the process? It is only by sharing in this way that we carry forward the task of methodological renovation and invention.

GLOSSARY

(words marked by a * in the text)

unearth: discover

snag: an unexpected difficulty or obstacle

slips: small pieces of paper

hand: give, pass, or transmit with the hand

split: divide

flags: becomes spiritless or weak

gesticulated: moved one's hands while speaking

mimed: showed or acted out by using one's hands

guises: appearances; forms

blinkers: blinders; leather flaps used to prevent a racehorse from seeing objects at his side

jots down: writes quickly or hurriedly

_______________________________________________________

1.  Challenge to Think, by Frank et Al. (Oxford University Press, 1982), has a good selection of puzzle stories. Get hold of the Teacher's Edition--it carries the solutions!

2.  The exercise in this article comes from Towards the Creative Teaching of English, by L.Spaventa (Heinemann, 1980).

3.  For more practical, Silent-Way-inspired techniques see Grammar Games, by Mario Rinvolucri (Cambridge University Press, 1985).

Mario Rinvolucri is a consultant to Practical English Teaching  and to the Pilgrims-Longman teachers resource book list. He was worked for the past 15 years as a language teacher trainer for Pilgrims, Canterbury.

ARE YOU BEING DEVELOPED?

In: Practical English Teaching.  Vol.8. No.2.

    December 1987

The preoccupations we have with our students' needs and the daily administrative demands we have to fulfil can easily obscure our own needs as professional teachers. Martyn Ellis suggests that a teacher development programme is what we need.
The term `teacher development' means different things to different people. To some it means no more than improving methodological technique, interpreting a syllabus more creatively, finding or developing better learning materials, or simply getting through the teaching day without the customary exhaustion. To others it means getting work-related academic qualifications or a post of responsibility. To others still it means gaining experience in various types of institutions or teaching situations. Your view of teacher development probably depends on the stage you have reached in your career and the hopes and expectations you have of the future.

No matter how diverse the experience and expectations of a teaching staff may be teachers will be affected by two common factors: the physical environment in which they work and the educational administration under which they teach. These are factors which can severely affect even the most conscientious and progressive of teachers. Class and classroom size and layout, lighting, heating and ventilation, space in which to work and relax are all vitally important aspects of the physical environment. On the educational side, teachers need sympathetic timetabling, easy access to familiar materials and regular information about new publications. They need access to people and facilities for educational guidance.

Taking responsibility

By actively encouraging colleagues to take more responsibility for their own development we may find that not only do we produce more practical ideas for facilitating development, but also that we create a greater sense of purpose and an atmosphere of mutual support within the teaching staff. The necessary process of consultation and involvement is probably best achieved through regular meetings to encourage teachers to identify their individual needs and debate and discuss a wide range of topics relevant to their preoccupations as teachers. But it is one thing to bring teachers together for this purpose, it is quite another to achieve and maintain a level of enthusiasm and degree of momentum which will be sufficient to establish a regular programme of teacher development activities. A number of principles may help:

*  A person or a number of people should take responsibility for publicising and setting up regular meetings.

*  Minutes should be taken, where relevant, and distributed and filed for reference.

*  Agendas, drawn up from participants' suggestions should be circulated in advance.

*  The atmosphere of each session should be positive and open, unthreatening and co-operative.

*  Whatever the format and content of the sessions, they should be regarded as an integral part of teacher development and not merely a vehicle for reaching conclusions.

*  There should be a variety of format. Some sessions will be conducted as plenary discussions; others, depending on the subject, may be more suited to small-group activities.

Suggested content

Teacher development sessions can take many forms. Here are some basic suggestions:

  1.  Talks given by teachers with special interests or by speakers from outside the school.

  2.  Debates on issues affecting your school or on specific pedagogical issues.

  3.  Ideas exchanges on the use of classroom materials or dealing with specific class or student problems.

  4.  Setting up projects within the school, for example peer observation or team-teaching schemes.

  5.  Reporting back sessions on what has been achieved as a result of decisions made at previous sessions;  reports of work in progress.

  6.  Book reviews to give teachers an opportunity to examine material in depth, to provide feedback and to keep up-to-date with developments in publishing.

Teacher development

One of the most important initial aims of teacher staff meeting is to discuss the nature of teacher development and to explore the views of colleagues.

Questions like these are designed to stimulate thought and discussion:

1.  What do you understand by teacher development?

2.  What do you expect to get out of this and subsequent sessions?

3.  How do you think you can help your colleagues and how can they help you?

4.  What do you think the future holds for you as a teacher?

5.  How did you become an English teacher?

6.  Have you improved as a teacher?

The role of observation

Many, perhaps most teachers think of class observation as something of an ordeal. It is usually associated with assessment or judgement and carried out by someone in an authoritative role. But used creatively and without the element of threat which so often accompanies it, it can break down barriers between teachers and help them develop both inside and outside the classroom. To many teachers the classroom is a sanctuary. What happens there is strictly private--for teacher and students only. What is it that discourages us from an `open door' policy? Perhaps it has something to do with what we have to hide, the fear of being `found out'. As a result we compound the myth that `everybody else must be a better teacher than I am'. It is when teachers open their doors to visitors and discuss together what goes on in the classroom that the myth is destroyed. There are a number of ways in which this can be encouraged.

In order to work satisfactorily peer observation or class-sharing requires the possibility of sympathetic timetabling to allow teachers greater freedom and more time to observe their peers. Time is also needed for unsupervised feedback sessions. Observation is more likely to be successful if teachers are allowed to take over a class in order to release a colleague to observe someone else. The scheme can be refined to arrange observation of a class of similar level, using similar materials or practising similar skills. Alternatively, you may choose to observe a more experienced teacher or teachers with skills of a particular kind. Ideally, teachers will soon lose any sense of inadequacy about asking for a visit from a head of department or director of studies in order to get some advice or help on a particular or general problem. Sadly, this does not happen often enough.

Individual efforts
Of course if will not always be possible (or even desirable) to hold large-scale teacher development sessions, so what can the teacher do as an individual in the absence of or in addition to group sessions? Here are a few initial suggestions:

  1.  Bring small groups of teachers together (perhaps from several schools) over a local issue. For example, teachers of Cambridge First Certificate exam classes to discuss the problems of long-term student motivation.

  2.  Teachers with experience in one particular area (e.g. exam classes) can make tapes (audio or video) to present their thoughts, experiences, insights and problems. The tape can be circulated to new teachers about to begin teaching an exam course.

  3.  Book reviews can be done in the same way.

  4.  Encourage colleagues to write up ideas in the form of teachers' room wall displays. Work with colleagues on materials development and submit reports on your project to ELT journals.

  5.  Encourage colleagues to experiment in class, perhaps with materials or techniques you have use successfully in your own teaching.

  6.  Videotape yourself teaching class. A more private side of teacher development.

  7.  Get your school librarian or head of department to subscribe to and display a range of journals.

Getting started

Finally, here are some questions designed to stimulate discussion,  heighten awareness or simply to think about. Consider the following areas. What can you say about each in relation to your personal and professional life? What role do they play and how?

- Guilt

- Exhaustion

- Frustration

- Insecurity and fear

- Your changing role (in and out of the classroom)

Now consider the questions below. Some are connected with the five areas above.

1.  What is a `good lesson'?

2.  What is a `bad lesson'?

3.  How do you feel about latecomers or poor attenders in your class?

4.  How do you occupy yourself while students are carrying out learner-centred activities?

5.  How do you feel about your coursebook?

6.  Do you feel the need to defend what you are doing to your students and colleagues?

7.  Do you have any absolute rules in your professional and personal life?

8.  Do you get tired? How do you channel your energy?

9.  What annoys or frustrates you most about your profession?

10. What do you like/dislike most about the work you do?

Use some of these questions to start a general discussion on the nature of our work and our development within it.

Note:   If you want to find out more about the work of the IATEFL Special Group on Teacher Development, write to: Adrian Underhill, International House, White Rock, Palace Gardens, Hastings, Sussex, England.

Martyn Ellis is a Director of Studies at International House, London. He has taught  in France and Spain, where he also trained teachers and directed a language school.

PART B
LEARNING TO TEACH: A CASE STUDY

from: Teaching to Learn

      Claxton G. 1990 Cassell (from Ch. 1, pp 12-19)

Before entering into the details of the new psychology of learning, I want to introduce it by illustrating some of its main feature: particularly the importance of learning strategies, and the choice that people have, depending on the strategies they possess, to learn in different ways; and the impact on the learning process of the learners' pre-existing implicit theories. I shall use the example of learning to teach. If you are a student teacher, I hope the discussion will sound familiar. If you are not, I hope you will be able to focus on the more general points that I am trying to illustrate.

The first thing that strikes many such students is that learning to teach is surprisingly different from most other kinds of formal learning. The place of intellectual knowledge, understanding and skill, for example, is very different from that in an A-level or an undergraduate course. There the declared outcome is to pass an exam, and what is required to do so is to remember things (facts, theories, formulae, explanations); to have integrated them, as far as possible, into some coherent understanding that enables you to manipulate what you know (create arguments, discuss issues, solve problems); and to have acquired a range of basic skills that allow you to accumulate information (reading, taking notes, doing experiments, using libraries) and to express it (writing, contributing to discussions, drawing graphs, deriving equations).

Now to become a teacher a certain level of proficiency in these general areas is presupposed. They are required in order to take part in a teacher training course, and they are necessary tools too for the practising schoolteacher who has meetings to take part in, report forms to fill out and new curriculum materials to appraise. But during teacher training they are instrumental, not focal. They are not an end in themselves (as they are at school and university) but a contributory means to the greater end of acquiring the art of teaching. And beyond a certain level of resourcefulness, critical ability and fluency, it does not seem to matter how `clever' you are--because other kinds of learning, and other personal qualities, are just as important, if not more so. In particular, learning to teach is a more practical, more personal and often more emotional business than people are used to as undergraduates. So people who come into a teacher training course with strong implicit theories of what learning in an institution is like, derived from their previous education, can be in for a nasty shock when they find out how different it is.

For example, most students' top priority (and anxiety) is `Can I teach? Can I keep order? Can I get on with the kids? Can I get my stuff across to them?' Their goal is definitely practical. What they want is competence. Often the implicit expectation is that this can be acquired through thinking and understanding--that people can learn how to teach by being told. But their experience sooner or later reveals the uncomfortable fact that understanding does not produce competence: it can contribute to it, and guide its growth, but it cannot bring it about. What is learnt in the verbal part of a `minitheory'--in this case the developing minitheory called `How to teach'-- does not necessarily affect what is going on in the practical part. Instruction and understanding dissolve into skill only very slowly, as any sports coach will tell you. This is why, quite rightly, many students feel that the `real' learning gets done on teaching practice. Practical experience in planning lessons during college `methods' courses are seen as helpful rehearsals. But the traditional `educational studies' part of the course (now usually disguised with some more relevant-sounding name like `Problems, topics and issues in education'), where students are invited to `think about education', can be a big disappointment if both tutors and students are not clear about the limited role that intellect can play in the process.

In fact most tutors are coming to realize that there is all the difference in the world between being a pundit and being a practitioner, and many have moved towards a more problem-centred and student-centred form of learning, in which students' insight into their own implicit theories about education is seen as more valuable than externally derived scholarly knowledge. But if their attempts to promote this amount to little more than watered-down academic seminars of the `Now, then...what do you all think?' variety, they are likely to fall just as flat. Students conditioned by their undergraduate studies to see seminars as vigorous content-oriented forums for academic debate are bound to see such sessions as `waffle', rather than an effort to promote a different kind of learning.

This example highlights an important general aspect of the responsibility of the teacher or tutor: to set the learning situation up in such a way that learners' approaches to the learning task are channelled into appropriate directions--ones that will deliver the kind of learning that is actually going to be useful--and away from blind alleys. As we have seen, students may arrive from previous courses of study with firmly embedded implicit theories of what `real learning' is like: analogies in terms of which a teacher training course will look `soft' or `ill-defined''. So part of the tutors' role must be to ensure that such unhelpful analogies are made explicit and that people are enabled to see how this experience is different in intention as well as in form.

But the other part is to ensure that the running if the course--the way it is organized and assessed, the way students are treated and so on--is also appropriate to the desired kind of learning. The trap here, which generates the confusion and bad feeling that we noted earlier, is that the theories that the tutors espouse may be at odd with the ones they actually practise. The classic `mixed message' is to encourage students into a reflective, personal way of learning--and then hit them with a three-hour unseen written examination. Recent research has shown that the more `academic' the content, the more formal the learning situation and the more traditional the examination, the more likely students are to adopt learning strategies that deliver rote learning, or a shallow understanding, rather than practical competence. But the same research has also shown that some students arrive with a fixed model of learning which they are remarkably resistant to giving up.

Despite all the pressures and expectations from outside, learners are always left with some freedom to choose how they are going to learn. For example, imagine a pupil in a lesson or a student (yourself perhaps) in a lecture listening to someone explaining something. There are a range of different activities that may be going on in your head, each of which will lead to a different learning outcome. You might be trying to remember as much of what the teacher is saying as possible, and scribbling as fast as you can without really thinking about what she is saying. This attitude produces, at the time, a kind of language-based learning that is really `rote'. Little prior knowledge is brought to bear, and consequently the message is retained, if at all, in a surface form. Of course you may always decide to further work in this raw information at a later date, in order to turn it into something more meaningful.

But you might be trying to do that as you listen, so that your intellectual knowledge of the topic is being deepened and extended `on line'. This involves mobilising an existing minitheory that is reasonably coherent, though unfinished like a part-completed jigsaw puzzle, which you can use to interpret what you are hearing, these interpretations in turn forming sensible additions to the emerging picture.

Alternatively, you might not be interested in getting a deep understanding, or even (at that instant) in grasping enough to pass an exam, but are tuned in just enough to catch any interesting or self-evident or particularly memorable fragments that come along. In this case you are currently relying on your store of general `social knowledge' which is set to pick up brightly coloured bits and pieces without looking for overall coherence. You are just as likely to be wondering about the stain on the lecturer's jacket, thinking about what you are going to do in the evening, or watching the building work going on over the road, as you are, at any moment, to be attending to the content of what is being taught. Teachers are often reminded how many of their audiences are in this mode when they read exam papers that keep referring to a vivid, throwaway analogy that they happened to use, while conspicuously missing the main point they were trying to communicate.

If the content permits it, you might be oriented towards picking up practical information, working knowledge that will enable you to get things done rather than just to understand them. Your attention is set to detect instructions in preference to explanations, and you may therefore be impatient with an `academic' or unrealistic presentation that does not deal with practicalities. You are aiming to improve your skill or performance at some practical task, and are looking for hints and tips that will act as guides for your first-hand explorations.

Again if the content and presentation permit it, there is also the option of seeking personal meaning,  or insight, in what is being said. Here your concern is with your own implicit theories, and the way in which the lecture is putting into words aspects of your own experience that had previously been unconscious or unarticulated. If this is successful, you are responding to what is being said not in terms of its coherence, casual interest or practical value, but as if it `rang true'. At its best such teaching feels as if it is helping you to identify, and to give voice to, things that were latent in your understanding--especially of yourself--but which had never quite risen to the surface before. You may look as if you are miles away, but inside all kinds of connections are being made.

Finally, there are all the options within which the subject matter of the lesson has no place at all. You have quietly (or not so quietly) declined the invitation to engage with what you are being officially offered, and are instead having a whispered conversation with the person next to you, doing the crossword puzzle under the desk or having a nice doze.

So if learning to teach is not primarily an intellectual process, it is not a purely technical one either. A teacher, like an engineer, an architect or a surgeon, has to acquire a complicated array of skills and a subtle appreciation of when and how to apply them. This takes a lot of fallible practice under the guidance of an experienced coach. But the abilities of the teacher are much more personal than those of the engineer; and the learning that goes into them is of a different order and,  potentially at least, more threatening. Teaching is in part about putting together clear, interesting, well-judged lessons, but above all it is about relationships. (One of the shifts in attitude that tends to occur during teacher training course is from `I teach maths' to `I teach people'.) Unless one has a productive working relationship with the class, be they 5 or 16 years old, the best planned lessons or activities are going to achieve little.

So the ability to relate to large groups of young people of widely different temperaments, interests, ages and backgrounds (both individually and collectively) is paramount. This means being resourceful, flexible and tenacious. It means being willing to experiment with each new group until a way of working with it emerges. In today's schools, especially secondary schools, this working relationship may turn out to have a very different quality with different groups. It means having the willingness to keep trying--especially with difficult individuals--and to bounce back from the inevitable run-ins and set-backs. It means very importantly being able to keep, or at least to recover, your sense of humour and perspective.

Additionally, the sense of quality or relationships with colleagues is known to be crucial in determining how much teachers suffer from stress. More generally still, in a profession that is characterized increasingly by conflicting demands and self-questioning, the personal resources to cope with uncertainty are becoming indispensable. In a time of considerable change, teachers themselves need to be good learners, and a central quality of the good learner is to know when to surrender to the need to explore and experiment, and when to hang on to the old methods and routines. In learning to teach, what makes you defensive and how you respond to feeling threatened (or nervous or ashamed or upset or irritated) are very much part of the process. And this involves learning about feelings and gaining insight into your own habits and reactions.

Learning to teach is a personal affair for another reason. The process of the course may challenge students' implicit models of higher education, but the course as a whole is bound to impinge on their implicit theories far more broadly. Whether you like it or not, how you teach and how you learn to teach are bound up with your own personality, philosophy and values. Sometimes inside there is a set of personal standards--whether tacit or articulated, ill-formed or carefully thought out--that determines what shocks you, interests you or angers you about schools, and that serve as the benchmarks which you will use to guide and evaluate your progress as a teacher.

As I indicated at the beginning of this chapter, in order to develop a teaching style, or to change one already established, people will therefore need to become aware of their prior assumptions and to modify them so that they become congruent with, and support, the new style. For if a way of teaching is merely grafted on from the outside and does not take root in a teacher's system of values and beliefs, it is unlikely to be adopted whole-heartedly, and it will be ineffective or lead to a sense of inner dissonance and unauthenticity. Part of learning to be a teacher, therefore, is the process of uncovering your own implicit theories and beliefs about children, discipline, what is `worthwhile' and, as we have seen, learning itself; and assessing whether they truly represent and are compatible with the kind of teacher you want and need to become. You may discover that the implicit theories that have been absorbed without critical reflection from parents, teachers or the general ethos of your own schooling may not meet the needs of a new situation--a different kind of school, with different kinds of young people from those with whom you grew up. It may also turn out that these old habits of thought, when they are unearthed, are incompatible with other values that you have developed for yourself in the meantime.

You may, for example, have spent your school-days with friends who were mostly of the same colour, sex, academic inclinations and interests as yourself, and with teachers who seemed to see their job (how could they have seemed otherwise?) as teaching a world full of young people who were pretty much like you. Out of such limited experience a tacit model of teaching and learning has been distilled that may be quite inadequate to cope with the realities of a teaching practise school. If your schooling took place in a rather traditional country grammar school, you will not have much of a feel for the varied and unprecedented demands of a multiethnic, inner-city school. Alternatively, if you grew up as a first-generation Asian girl in a tough comprehensive, you may not be prepared for the conservatism intolerance and academic single-mindedness of adolescent boys in the top stream of the single-sex grammar school that still exists down the road.

Becoming aware of the assumptions that one has unwittingly made, especially those based on hearsay and prejudice, about young people from other cultures, or who talk with `posh' or `common' accents, is an uncomfortable but a very important part of the process of learning to be a teacher. One's own implicit theories give one ways of interpreting other people's behaviour that may work well for strangers of one's own class, sex and culture, but which give less trustworthy readings when applied to different kinds of people. Think for instance of the misunderstandings that can arise from the avoidance of eye-contact by pupils of different cultures. Part of the student teacher's job is to become aware of such assumptions so that they can be put to the test of first-hand experience and therefore come to be supplanted by other, hopefully more accurate theories.

I hope that this rather general discussion of the process of learning to teach will have given favour of the approach as a whole. If I have managed to communicate the idea that intellectual learning is only one of the several kinds; that people use different strategies to learn in different ways; that the tacit decision about how to go about learning is based on implicit theories and beliefs, as well as on the `objective' nature of the learning situation; and that people's beliefs about themselves constitute a particularly influential subset of these implicit theories--then I shall have achieved enough for the moment. 

1  OBSERVATION AS A LEARNING TOOL

from:  Ruth Wajnryb

       Classroom Observation Tasks

       CUP 1992

Observation for learning

This book is about observation as a learning tool. It is about being an observer in the language learning classroom and learning from the observation of classroom processes.

Being in the classroom as an observer opens up a range of experiences and processes which can become part of the raw material of a teacher's professional growth. This book is designed to show teachers how to use these experiences to learn more about their own teaching. It aims therefore to make observation in the classroom a learning experience. This is done by providing a bank of tasks which guides teachers through the process of observing, reflecting and drawing conclusions.

Observation is a multi-faceted tool for learning. The experience of observing comprises more than the time actually spent in the classroom. It also includes preparation for the period in the classroom, and follow-up from the time spent there. The preparation can include the selection of a focus and purpose and a method of data collection, as well as collaboration with others involved. The follow-up includes analysis, discussion and interpretation of the data and experiences acquired in the classroom, and reflection on the whole experience.

It is important to say at this point that observation is a skill that can be learned and can improve with practice. It is often assumed, somewhat naively, that the ability to learn through observing classroom events is fairly intuitive. In fact, while few would deny the role of intuition in the preparation of teachers, the ability to see with acuity, to select, identify and prioritise among a myriad of co-occurring experiences is something that can be guided, practised, learned and improved. It is a major aim of this book to encourage these types of learning processes among beginning and practising teachers.

Let us see the wealth of learning that observation affords by considering: (1) who observes; and (2) for what purpose.

Who observes?

Observation can serve a number of people in a number of contexts towards a number of different ends. This book is addressed mainly to classroom teachers engaged in observation as part of their professional development. The observation may be initiated either by the teachers themselves or by the school, as part of a school-based support programme for teaching staff, or beginning teachers, or newly-employed teachers engaged in an induction period. Other observers include:

- trainee teachers who observe teachers, other trainees and trainers as an important part of their own initial training process;

- teacher trainers who observe trainees teaching;

- teacher developers who observe teachers as part of a school-based support system;

- trainee trainers who observe teachers and trainee teachers.

For what purpose?

There are a number of different purposes for observation. However, the primary one considered here is teachers' professional growth and development. Our aim is to give some guidance or structure to the process of observation.

Observation for assessment, such as that which takes place in pre-service teacher training courses or during probation periods or for employment-related matters, is not dealt with here. As it is actually value-based, directive, externally imposed, and coloured by factors not necessarily related to learning, it does not fall within our central notion of observation as a learning tool. Also, as this was the traditional, and often sole, reason for observing teachers and classrooms in action, it is as area that has previously received a lot of attention. Observation as a learning tool, on the other hand, is quite a recent development in the literature of teacher preparation and education.

The teacher

This book is addressed primarily to the teacher. The person we have in mind is someone who has completed an initial, pre-service training programme and is now working in a language teaching context. This might be English language teaching (`second' or `foreign') or modern language teaching; with children or adults; in private schools or government institutions. It may be taking place in a target language speaking context (such as teaching English in an English-speaking country) or in a context where the target language is not spoken outside the classroom (such as teaching English in Japan, or French in England). In fact, neither the context of teaching nor the amount of teaching experience that the teacher has had is a constraint to users of the book. What is important is that teachers involved are interested in teaching (particularly their own) and in the various processes that occur and co-occur in language classrooms, and are motivated to engage in some structured tasks that will allow them to explore teaching in the areas of their interest and choice.

The teacher may wish to engage in some informal or semi-formal observations. These may be initiated and implemented by teachers in a collaborative effort. Alternatively, they might be structured in some way by the support offered by the school. Another situation may involve a teacher engaged in a course of in-service study, a component of which involves a programme of peer observation.

Classroom Observation Tasks seeks to provide stimulus and ideas for ways of exploring one's own teaching by observing other teachers and classrooms in action,  or by having one's own teaching/classroom observed for the purpose of continued learning and exploration.

The trainee teacher

Some trainees begin a pre-service teacher training course with some experience of the classroom, perhaps as a teacher of another language or perhaps as a primary-school teacher. Others have never before stepped into a classroom in the shoes of a teacher. Whatever the teaching background of the trainee, all have had educational experience in classrooms and hence they come to training with some expectations. These might be conscious or subconscious, or a blend of the two; they might be positive or negative; they might imbue the trainee with courage and optimism or with nervous apprehension or dread. Whatever the cargo of experiences and expectations that a trainee brings to a training course, one thing is certain--that the classroom has a primacy of place in the learning and teaching experiences that lie ahead. It is important that these experiences are used in the process of learning to become a teacher.

Classrooms, however, are complex arenas where many processes co-occur and overlap. It takes a skilled and trained eye to perceive, understand and benefit from observing the proceedings of learning teaching. This book is intended both to provide training in the skills of observing and to help trainees to understand and learn from their observations by making the experience of observing personally meaningful. The tasks in this book can be used for observing fellow trainees, experienced teachers or teacher trainers.

Why a book on observation?

Why observe?

When we teach. we are often so absorbed in the purpose, procedure and logistics of our lesson that we are not able to observe processes of learning and interaction as they occur through a lesson. Being an observer in the classroom, rather than the teacher, releases us from these concerns and affords us the freedom to look at the lesson from a range of different perspectives outside that of the actual lesson plan of the teacher.

For the trainee teacher, this freedom is particularly important. In a way, this stage in training is akin to the `silent phase' of a beginning language learner who listens, looks, observes, considers, analyses, reflects, but, significantly, is not required to produce (Dulay, Burt and Krashen 1982). Communication of this kind gives the learner a very particular role: they listen, read, are exposed to the target language but do not have to respond. Communication is one-way: directed to, not generated from the learner.

A `silent phase' can influence learning. If we consider that the pressure to produce something channels all energies in one direction (performance), then the removal of this pressure releases a certain freedom: freedom to observe, absorb and reflect. A trainee teacher with the freedom to observe teaching is allowed time and space to become familiar with the culture of the classroom--its agendas of customs, rituals, expectations, patterns and more--before having to try on any active aspects of the teacher's role (Wajnryb 1991). This book's observation tasks will structure and guide a silent phase of the trainee teachers course of study.

Developing the skill of observing serves a dual purpose: it helps teachers gain a better understanding of their own teaching, while at the same time it refines their ability to observe, analyse and interpret, an ability which can also be used to improve their own teaching. It is an underlying premise of this book that the development of the skills of observing is integral to the processes of professional decision-making in which teachers are constantly involved.

What are observation tasks?

An observation task is a focused activity to work on while observing a lesson in progress. It focuses on one or a small number of aspects of teaching or learning and requires the observer to collect data or information from the actual lesson, such as the language a teacher uses when giving instructions, or the patterns of interaction that emerge in a lesson. An observer may watch a lesson alone or with others; a number of observers may watch different lessons for the same reason, or in the case of a videoed or demonstration lesson, many observers may be involved simultaneously. The data collected may later be collated for purposes of analysis and interpretation.

Why tasks?

Because such a lot happens in the language learning classroom there is a lot to observe: teaching behaviour and learning behaviour, patterns of interaction, different learning styles, concentration spans, patterns of group dynamics, to name some. Sometimes what is happening is very overt, such as when a student asks a question and a teacher responds directly. Sometimes it is far more covert, such as when one student generalises from another's utterance and echoes an error. Often the connection between cause and effect is not immediately visible or retrievable.

Using an observation task helps the observer in two important ways:

1.   It limits the scope of what one is observing and allows one to focus on one or two particular aspects, such as listening only to a certain type of question, or charting one student's concentration for a ten-minute span, or recording non-verbal signals.

2.   It provides a convenient means of collecting data that frees the observer from forming an opinion or making an on-the-spot evaluation during the lesson. The judgemental and interpretive side comes later, after the lesson, and will be based on the complete data that has been collected.

The tasks in this book are designed to give teachers:

- a `way in' to discovering the classroom from a perspective other than that of a person actually teaching;

- a way of observing that provides both focus and clarity;

- a means of collecting classroom-based data and information about teaching;

- a meta-language: a language to talk about classrooms and the various processes related to teaching and learning;

- a raised awareness of classroom realities and a reservoir of information and experience that will serve them in discussing and reflecting on the classroom;

- a greater understanding of teaching and learning to enable their own classroom decision-making to be more informed and systematic;

- increased skill in interpreting and understanding data;

- an understanding of the relationship between theory and practice and a means of forging personally meaningful links between theoretical knowledge about teaching and experience of the classroom. Sometimes this involves the top-down application of theory to the classroom; more often perhaps, it is the bottom-up recognition of theory emanating from practice (Lindstromberg 1990);

- a means towards building relationships with colleagues based on mutual respect and support;

- a respect for the classroom as the laboratory of language learning; a respect for data-driven, principled approaches to teaching; a healthy scepticism about unsupported claims.

A theoretical framework

Classroom Observation Tasks offers practical materials to help make observation a learning too by which teachers may learn and develop. Underlying these materials there is a theoretical framework, which might best be expressed as a number of guiding principles or tenets. These are detailed below under five headings:

1.  A model of teacher development

2.  The nature of help

3.  The importance of the classroom

4.  The `trainability' of observation skills

5.  The importance of task-based experience

1  A MODEL OF TEACHER DEVELOPMENT

The model that guides the thinking and design of tasks in this book is that of the reflective practitioner (Schön 1983; Richards and Nunan 1990; Bartlett 1990), that is, a teacher who is discovering more about their own teaching by seeking to understand the process of teaching and learning in their own and others' classrooms. This model has a number of key features which are worthy of description.

a)   The model is built on an `asset' rather than a `deficit' premise: teachers bring to their own development a whole host of skills and experiences that will serve them. Likewise, the process of learning is an active not a passive one: the teacher is actively reflecting and exploring, not, as it were, `being developed' by someone else whose job might be to provide assessment and answers (Richards 1989).

b)   Related to this concept of active engagement, is the concept of learning of the construction of personal meaning. In this view of learning the teacher does not learn solely by acquiring new information or knowledge about teaching (such as new procedures or techniques), but through thinking about new ideas in the light of past experience, fitting new ideas into her or his thinking, and reappraising old assumptions in the light of new information. New information is therefore absorbed in a way that is creative, dynamic and personal and that will mean something different to each person receiving the information. The way a teacher learns, therefore, cannot be pre-ordained by the trainer. Freeman (1989) argues that in order to be effective, instruction has to offer the trainee the opportunity to engage with he material in an individual basis and assess (herself/himself) as a learner in the process' (Freeman 1989).

c)   Following on from this notion of the personal construction of meaning is the point that teachers themselves are the primary initiators of their own development. The spirit of inquiry, the wish to reflect on one's own teaching, perhaps to explore other paths, comes from within the practitioner; it cannot be imposed from outside and then measured by some objective assessment tool. Likewise, the teacher is the one to determine and define their own end-point or expected outcome. Essentially all adult learning is voluntary; the motivation that steers and nourishes learning comes from within the learner, in our case, the teacher-learner.

d)   The broad goals, therefore, or teacher education, must respect the agenda of the individual and must aim towards teacher autonomy, not independence. By the very nature, therefore, of this model of teacher development, teacher educators cannot offer formulaic, top-down prescriptions. Not only do these tend to close off the pathways to autonomy for the teacher, as well as invest responsibility for change in the educator (instead of shifting it to the teacher), but they simply cannot provide answers for anything other than low-inference--readily learnable--skills (Richards 1990).

The more we have discovered about the classroom, the more we have come to respect the fact that the preparation of teachers involves teaching both low-inference skills, such as giving instructions or eliciting language, as well as higher-level decision-making (e.g. skills, such as interpreting learner error as `local' or `global', or knowing when and when not to correct). The latter are less readily learnable, being more abstract, more conceptual and more complex. Richards (1990) perceives this as a dilemma that is a challenge to teacher educators: how to deal with the fact that the aggregation of low-inference teaching skills does not necessarily result in good teaching. he calls for an approach to teacher training  that accommodates both holistic and atomistic approaches; what he calls the macro-perspectives.

This book aims to follow this model of teacher development, and through the tasks to guide the teacher to observe, reflect on their observation, and take control of their own learning.

2  THE NATURE OF HELP

The second promise that underpins this book has to do with the nature of help, as the relationship between teacher trainer/developer and teacher is most often perceived as a helping one.

As already stated, it is inappropriate to see the role of teacher as deficient, passive and subordinate and trainer/developer as all-knowing, active and interventionist. This more traditional role relationship exists in many contexts. Conventionally the beginning teacher, and certainly the trainee, is the recipient of the wisdom of classroom `veteran' practitioners. In other contexts, it may be that the teacher is on the receiving end of the latest findings of research into teaching and learning. Either way, we have an information transfer that is one-way.

Discussing the role relationship inevitably gives rise to questions about `the nature of help'. Earlier I mentioned that providing formulaic answers, top-down, tends to give the responsibility for change to the educator, not the teacher and that this closes off pathways to autonomy. It does so by encouraging in the developing teacher a certain `learned helplessness' (Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale 1978).

Fanselow (1990:183) sees `helpful prescriptions' as `stop[ping] exploration, since the receiver as someone in an inferior position being given orders by someone in a superior position, may easily develop the "ours is not to wonder why" syndrome'. Trainers/educators need to become more aware of the options available to them in interacting with trainees and teachers.

Providing people with pre-fabricated parcels of information is, as Freire (1970) has suggested, essentially oppressive for it fails to take into account the fact that learning involves the personalised construction of meaning. Indeed it may be that there is a certain contradiction in the role of the learner and the helper which has to be overcome if the learning process is to be successful.

In the place of the more traditional role of `helper' and `recipient', we are seeking a role relationship that is collaborative and consultative. The teacher is considered a co-investigator or co-explorer in the language classroom. The initiation for action and spirit of inquiry comes from the teacher. The role of the helper is to facilitate and guide learning; perhaps to assist, where asked, in the identification of priorities or the provision of learning resources; essentially to respond rather than to initiate or steer.

An important part of this response from the helper assumes the capacity to accommodate and respect the learning style of the teacher in question. Just as, increasingly, language teachers are becoming sensitive to the need to recognise and accommodate the learning styles of language learners, so too the teacher educators must be sensitive to the learning styles of teachers. Gebhard (1990) describes various choices of styles. The educator needs to choose wisely and judiciously, ever aware of how damaging prescriptiveness can be.

The collaborative relationship is not always easy to achieve. Sometimes this is because helpers are unwilling to let go of their traditionally dominant role. Sometimes, too, teachers are unprepared for taking on a more assertive and independent role as learners. For some there is a certain comfort in the very constraints of dependence. For many, previous educational contexts tend to set up expectations (albeit often subconscious) about how learning `should happen'. If teacher educators have been reluctant to acknowledge different learning styles this is perhaps because the entire concept of learning styles is unknown to many teachers.

The collaborative model is consistent, too, with principles of mainstream adult education where a key feature is the voluntary nature of the learning experience. The overriding principle is that the learner needs to own responsibility for the learning processes and outcomes.

The discovery-oriented and inquiry based spirit of this book aims to set in motion a means of teacher development where the initiation and motivation are essentially `bottom-up'. Observing others teaching for the purpose of professional self-growth sidesteps, quite neatly, the traditional power bases of people involved in teacher education. Teachers can make their own choices about what they wish to focus on rather than subscribing to externally-imposed decisions about the direction of their professional development.

Fanselow (1990:184) has a beautiful image of classroom observation as a journey towards discovery and self-knowledge. It places the teacher-as-learner as the centre of the experience and has little scope for external help in the conventional, dependent sense:

     Here I am with my lens to look at you and your actions. But as I look at you with my lens, I consider you a mirror. I hope to see myself in you and through my teaching. When I see myself, I find it hard to get distance from my teaching. I hear my voice, I see my face and clothes, and fail to see my teaching. Seeing you allows me to see myself differently and to explore the variables we both use.

In analysing the nature of help in the process of teacher development, if is valuable to bear in mind what the long-term aims of this development might be. Essentially the process is one that should foster the growth of independent teachers capable of making independent decisions. In Richard's view, (1990) it is the high-inference skills that allow teachers to make these decisions and to respond effectively to the needs and demands in their classroom, many of which cannot be predicted in the here and now.

In the consideration of the short- and long-term goals of professional development, Prabhu's concepts of `equipping' and `enabling' (1987a) may be pertinent. `Equipping' is concerned with providing the teacher with the skills and knowledge needed for immediate use; `enabling' is concerned with developing the teacher's ability to meet and respond to future professional demands. Linking Prabhu's metaphor, then, to Richard's hierarchy of teacher skills (1990), if `equipping' is an apt metaphor for the low-inference teacher skills, `enabling' serves comparably for the high-inference ones. Certainly, investigating, exploring and seeking to understand classroom processes, as intended by this book, is an important step in the long-term `enabling' process to which we are committed.

3   THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CLASSROOM

The third tenet that underlies this book is the primacy of the classroom in any programme of teacher preparation of development. The view taken is that the teacher--not the trainer or developer--is the principal agent of change in language teaching and that the natural habitat of the teacher, of course, is the classroom: this is where their experience is based and this is where their growth will take effect. The language classroom is the primary source of information out of which teachers will develop their own personal philosophy of what makes effective teaching and learning. It is also the domain where they find out about their professional roles and responsibilities. The tasks in this book are firmly anchored in the classroom context and aim to make the classroom a familiar, comfortable and secure environment for teachers. It is here that they will derive both the experience and the theory that will be personally meaningful for them.

4   THE `TRAINABILITY' OF OBSERVATION SKILLS

A major assumption of this book is that the skills of observation are not wholly intuitive but can be learnt. This book seeks to structure and focus this learning process through a set of focused classroom tasks which engage the observer. By broadening, deepening and refining the powers of observation, these tasks are designed to guide the growth of the teacher's critical abilities. This is seen as firm ground on which to build the skills of analysis, interpretation and self-evaluation. These skills are clearly linked with teachers' ability to analyse what goes on in their own classrooms so as to help them make better professional decisions.

Different people, of course, bring different backgrounds with them to the classroom. We are all, from this point of view, the sum total of our life already led. So a teacher brings to the language classroom many expectations derived from teaching and learning experiences both recent and past. Some researchers claim that much of one's teaching is derived from one's own experience of learning, and that these `ghosts behind the blackboard' must be identified if they are to be exorcised (see Weintraub 1989; Tyler 1989). 

Confronting hidden assumptions as well as verbalising teachers' expectations is part of what happens when one begins to take on the skills of observation. A teacher, for example, may assume that her or his manner of organising group work, or handling correction is successful and effective; she or he may confront these unstated assumptions by observing other teachers doing similar or different things in the classroom. This is consistent with observation as a `mirroring' tool, as described by Fanselow (1990).

Very often the crucial thrust of teacher development is asking questions of behaviours that are (or have become) ritualised (Maingay 1988). Maingay defines ritual teaching behaviour as

     teaching that is unthinking; that is....divorced from the principles that lie behind it; it is... either purely imitative or... set into patterns that no longer reveal awareness on the teacher's part of why he or she should be teaching in that particular way.

                                           (1988: 118-19)

This is contrasted with `principled teaching behaviour' which is defined as `teaching that is informed by principles that the teacher is aware of'

(ibid.: 119).

Very often these rituals are learned at the pre-service level, when, in short intensive courses, the combination of pressure of time and pressure to perform sometimes compels trainees to adopt short-cut learning strategies such as learning a ritual without fully understanding its rationale (Gower 1988). As well, there is the urgency to `perform' before much exposure to input has occurred. Rituals are comforting in the sense that they provide a certain security at a time when a teacher is looking for survival skills and strategies. The danger is that the principles behind the techniques are not understood, resulting in techniques being enacted and re-enacted as lip-service ritual.

The other advantage of rituals is that they release the teacher to think about other aspects of the lesson. Once the strategy is mastered at the level of ritual, a certain freedom is generated to enable the teacher to consider elements outside of immediate survival. The teacher who has a repertoire of reflex behaviours or rituals, in a sense is not burdened by the myriad of little, apparently trivial decisions that are called for in the classroom.

It often happens, too, that what was once learned as principled, thinking behaviour `degenerates' over time into ritual through the force of habit and repetition and over use.

Thus while some ritual is inevitable, there is still a need for re-appraisal to prevent rituals becoming fossilised into pre-fabricated patterns of teaching behaviour. A key means towards this end is peer observation: `It is...one of the observer's roles to alert a teacher to such behaviour and its consequences and to make him or her aware of the need for regular examination of what has become ritual' (ibid.: 127).

One reason why trainer training serves as an excellent means of staff development is that it compels teachers to reflect on and re-vitalise their thinking about teaching, and thereby inevitably subject their own teaching behaviour to scrutiny.

The process of reflecting and re-appraising is the stuff of which teacher development is made. The willingness to reflect and confront hardened assumptions must, of course, be totally voluntary and must come from within, not be imposed from outside. It will only happen in a risk-free and supportive professional context. One challenge of the teacher educator is to ensure that the context in which self-discovery takes place is a safe one.

5   THE IMPORTANCE OF TASK-BASED EXPERIENCE

The fifth premise of this books is the role of experience in the preparation and development of teachers. Few today would argue with this notion that people learn best when they are actively engaged in the learning process. Active engagement can take many forms: doing, thinking, reacting,

absorbing, observing, reflecting, preparing, considering, applying, analysing, listing, selecting, prioritising, ranking, interpreting, completing, comparing, re-arranging, evaluation--among others (Ellis 1990).

The task is viewed in this book as a key way of achieving active involvement. A number of features of task-based learning deserve mention:

a) Tasks allow the observation process to become personalised. The tasks allows the observer the opportunity to engage with the experience on an individual basis. The `injection of self' into the process allows the observer to reflect and explore both their own teaching as well as the teaching being observed (Freeman 1989).

b)   Tasks allow learning to be generative: that is, `the instructional process [is] productive in a mathematical sense such that it teaches both content and a way of thinking which can continue to generate solutions beyond that specific context...' (Freeman 1989). This is important because it means that the teacher's development is becoming autonomous" `he [sic] can then apply the way of thinking to derive other content independent of the trainer or instructional setting' (Freeman 1989:37)

c)  The task is also essentially inquiry-based, discovery-oriented, inductive and potentially problem-solving. As such, it allows teachers to come to their own understanding of the classroom based on their own experience instead of giving pre-packaged solutions. Instead then of directing answers, a task leads logically to discussion and debate among teachers.

d)   Lastly, the task allows teachers to build up experience and understanding that will serve them as a resource base for their own teaching and classroom decision-making. This view of teacher development is one that sees development as an ongoing process initiated by the teacher's own inquiries and nourished by the experiences gained by that teacher in seeking solutions to classroom problems. Thus even teacher trainees with no teaching experience are provided, through the programme of peer observation in their practicum, with a personally meaningful data base.

The context of teacher development

THE TEACHER

 A few typical scenarios in which the teacher might use the tasks in this book are outlined below.

SCENARIO 1

You are keen to explore your teaching and generally wish to find out more about how you teach. You invite a colleague into your classroom and ask them to collect data about a particular aspect of your teaching, for example, the way you use your questions, the spread of your attention through the class, your use of the board, of the patterns of interaction through your lesson. Your observer will, at an agreed time, observe you in the classroom from the agreed perspective. Following this, the two of you will confer and the data collected will serve you to discover more about what happens when you teach.

In this situation it is important that the teacher being observed defines exactly what will be observed so that she or he retains ownership of the experience.

SCENARIO 2

A group of teachers wishes to initiate and engage in a programme of action research investigating a particular form or classroom activity, for example, patterns of interaction in multi-lingual classes; the spread of teacher attention in co-educational classes; the effect of question-type on student response. You each choose to observe a number of lessons by different teachers using an agreed means of collecting and recording data. Apart from the actual observation of lessons, such a programme requires preliminary meetings to establish commonalities of purpose, allocate tasks, set guidelines and time frames; and follow-up meetings to de-brief, pool data, analyse and interpret findings. It may be that as a group you will look to someone outside the group--perhaps someone involved in school-based teacher support--to help manage and steer the working group.

SCENARIO 3

Two teachers decide to observe each other to look at a particular aspect of their teaching. This again would lead to a post-lesson conference where the teachers would exchange opinions and ideas on the areas of concern.

These three scenarios may indicate the range of different purposes that exist for observing teaching. However some guiding principles are common to all and they are worth bearing in mind.

SOME GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR OBSERVING

1.   Observers need to maintain a sensitive awareness of the potential for vulnerability that inevitably accompanies any observation of teaching. When a teacher opens the classroom door and extends a welcome to a visitor, a basic trust in motive and professional ethic accompanies that welcome. This must be respected.

2.   The presence of a visitor inevitably affects the classroom dynamics. Observers should take care to minimise the intrusion and allow for this factor in drawing conclusions from the data.

3.   Observers need to realise that the samples of data brought from the classroom are inevitably limited, and that sweeping generalisations should be avoided. We need to talk about what happened in the lesson (a particular observed lesson), and refrain from making the unwarranted leap to what happens in lessons (generally).

4.   Sometimes the task will entail some preliminary collaboration and co-operation with the teacher who is going to be observed. For example, Task 5.4, Giving instructions, you will need to see in advance the lesson plan that the teacher intends to follow. At other times, it will be necessary not to alert the teacher to the central point of the observation for fear of `contaminating' the data. For example, if a teacher knows in advance that their `echoes' are going to be recorded or that their questions will be under scrutiny, this knowledge may affect their language through the lesson. This element of concealment has to do with research method, and care should be taken that such matters are handled with discretion and professionalism.

5.   While the above precautions are necessary for methodological validity, it is as important on the human and professional side, to be sure to share with the observed teacher any follow-up discussions about the lesson. The question of `ownership' of the experience' is an important one and requires sensitive awareness. We need to remember that the experience has to be meaningful, rewarding and non-threatening to all involved: teacher, observer, learners, colleague, tutors, etc.

THE TRAINEE TEACHER

How you use the book will, to a large extent, depend on you training/teaching contexts. Here are a number of possible scenarios.

SCENARIO 1

As a forerunner to the practical module of your training course, you are asked to observe a number of lessons over a certain period of time. This `silent phase' or warm-up period, is designed to introduce you to the culture of the classroom in a gentle and non-threatening manner so that you will begin to feel comfortable in what it to become your natural habitat! This book will give you the structure and guidance that you need to help make sense of what initially may be very unfamiliar terrain. Your trainers or support teachers will guide you in the selection and management of tasks.

You may follow up these observation in a number of ways: through a meeting with the observed teacher; a meeting of co-trainees pooling experiences and data; or in a tutorial group steered by a trainer.

SCENARIO 2

The observation tasks are closely integrated into your training programme and a trainer or co-operating teacher selects a particular theme or skill for a set of lessons to be observed.

SCENARIO 3

The choice of task is left open to you or to a group of trainees working in a micro-group, a teaching practice group or a tutorial context. You will need to consider which aspects of the classroom you would like to know more about.

The inspiration for the task you choose may derive from a lecture or workshop in which you have participated. For example, in conjunction with a session on eliciting skills, you may wish to observe a lesson for this purpose. In this case you will find `eliciting' in 5. Teaching skills and strategies, or directly (under E) in the Task index at the back of the book.

It may be that after the observation trainees then meet for a tutorial where they discuss the data they have collected.

SCENARIO 4

As a consequence of having your own teaching observed, you have become more aware of, say, the potential uses of classroom space and teacher movement. So you seek out a task related to this area (or you ask a trainer to recommend one for you). Then you observe a more experienced teacher and collect data about this particular aspect of teaching

A word of caution

Teaching and learning are meant to converge in the classroom and very often they do. A key element in the various patterns if the classroom is the human factor--the individual teacher, learner, observer. Together, with and through each other, there is a great potential for collaboration and learning.

Sensitivity is needed to issues such as cross-cultural factors, territoriality, `face' and vulnerability. When we allow in a visitor to and established learning community or when we ourselves enter the formerly closed territory of a group of learners, we have an effect on the dynamics and the ambience of the group.

Many questions are precipitated but not necessarily asked: Do the students know who the observers are and why they are there? Is the teacher secretly harbouring anxieties about being judged? Do the students, for example, suspect that the teacher's teaching is under suspicion? Will this detract from their respect for the teacher? Do the students think they are being (secretly) tested? These questions and many like them testify to the great bonds of trust that we invoke and place in jeopardy when we take on observation as a learning tool.

This does not mean that we should avoid it, but simply that we should not underestimate its fragility. Proper attention to sensitive and delicate areas like these can help make the experience of observation very worthwhile for all involved.

PROBLEM FORMATION

From: D.Hopkins "A Teacher's Guide to Classroom Research"

      Open University Press, 1985 (Chapter 5)

Engaging in classroom research is initially often an unnerving and occasionally threatening experience. Trying anything new involves uncertainty and this is particularly true of teacher research, especially when the school environment is not supportive of professional development.  It is important that the fourth criterion mentioned in the previous chapter--that of identifying and being committed to a topic for classroom research which is stated in workable terms-- is adhered to. In this chapter, I will review some ways in which teachers can formulate problems for classroom research, establish hypotheses and engage in theorizing. In short, this chapter deals with how to get started on classroom research.

Problem identification

This subheading is somewhat misleading for, as Kemmis and McTaggart (1981, 18) point out in The Action Research Planner:
     You do not have to begin with a `problem'. All you need is a general idea that something might be improved. Your general idea may stem from a promising idea or the recognition that existing practice falls short of aspiration. In either case you must centre attention on:

     * What is happening now?

     * In what sense is this problematic?

     * What can I do abut it?

         General starting points will look like -

     * I would like to improve the ...

     * Some people are unhappy about ...

     * What can I do to change the situation?

     * I am perplexed by ...

     * ... is a source of irritation. What can I do about it?

     * I have an idea I would like to try out in my class.

     * How can the experience of ... be applied to ...?

     * Just what do I do with respect to ...?

As you read the extract, no doubt certain ideas or topics for classroom research come to mind. It is worth taking a few minutes to jot down these ideas; don't worry about how well they are informed, at this stage it is more important to generate a list of topic from which one can work. Having produced a list, the next step is to evaluate the usefulness, viability and/or importance of the individual topic. There are a number of guidelines that you can use here.

First, do not tackle issues that you cannot do anything about. For example, it may be impossible in the short or medium term, to alter the banding or streaming system in your school or to change the textbook that you are using. Because you cannot do anything about it, either avoid the issue or rephrase it in a more solvable form. So, although you cannot change the textbook, it may be possible to experiment with different ways the text could be used as evidence in your classes.

Second, only take on, at least initially, small scale and relatively limited topics. There are several reasons for this. It is important to build on success, and a small scale project satisfactorily completed in a short space of time is reinforcing and encouraging. It is also very easy to underestimate the scale and amount of time a project will take. It is very discouraging to have found after the initial flush of enthusiasm that you have bitten off more than you can chew.

Third, choose a topic that is important to you or your students, or one that you have to be involved with anyway in the course of your normal school activities. The topic that your focus on needs to  be intrinsically motivating. If not, then again after the initial flush of enthusiasm and when the difficulties begin to build up, you will find that motivation will begin to evaporate.

In summary, then, when choosing a topic for classroom research make certain, at least initially, that it is viable, discrete and intrinsically interesting.

Performance Gap

A growing body of research suggests, 1. there is often incongruence between a teacher's publicly declared philosophy or beliefs about education and how he or she behaves in the classroom, 2. there is often incongruence between the teacher's declared goals and objectives and the way in which the lesson is actually taught, and 3. there is often a discrepancy between a teacher's perceptions or account of a lesson, and the perceptions or account of other participants (e.g. pupils or observers) in the classroom (vide, Elbaz, 1983). All of these discrepancies reflect a gap between behaviour and intention and are a source for classroom research problems. The Ford Teaching Project, for example, monitored the performance gap between teacher's aspirations and their practice.

Dave Ebbutt (1983) writes about the `performance gap' as follows:

     It is via the notion of a performance gap--a gap between espoused theory and theory in action--by which advocates of action research locate its niche as an appropriate mode of research in schools and classrooms. For instance, Kemmis in his Planner uses this illustrative example:

                There is a gap between the idea and the reality of inquiry teaching in 

                 my own classroom. Recognising this gap, I must develop a strategy 

                of action if improvements in this kind of questioning are to be achieved...

If you now return to the list of possible classroom research topics that you have just generated, there is probably implicit in each of the topics a description of what is currently happening (that provides a basis for reflection) and an indication of some new action connected to the existing behaviour that will lead to improvement. So, for example, in the case studies in chapter two, the teachers identified an existing teaching behaviour and at the same time thought of ways in which this aspect of their teaching could be improved. It is this gap between what is and what could be that is an important source of motivation in classroom research by teachers.

Ebbutt (1983) also illustrates the notion of the performance gap by reference to the Open University course Curriculum in Action. Here the course team are concerned with demonstrating the gap between the curriculum in action and the curriculum as intention. They do this by posing six simple questions:

   1.  What did the pupils actually do?

   2.  What were they learning?

   3.  How worthwhile was it?

   4.  What did I do?

   5.  What did I learn?

   6.  What do I intend to do now?

The concept of the performance gap is useful in refining your list of topics for classroom research. The identification of a gap between what is and what could be provides motivation for change and indicates a direction for improvement. Action leads out of existing behaviours towards a new articulated goal.

Open and Closed Problems

Implicit in much of what I have written so far is the idea that problems emerge out of a teacher's critical reflection on classroom experience, and then are explored through the use of the classroom research procedures. In other words, both problem formation and problem resolution are grounded in teacher experience.

Problem formation occurs within an open or closed context. Open problems take as their starting point a teacher's critical reflection on his or her teaching: this reflection culminates in a decision to utilize classroom research techniques to understand more fully and then improve his or her teaching (using the techniques discussed in the following three chapters). Sandra, in the first of the original examples, started from an open position and developed hypotheses about her teaching by using classroom research procedures. Having identified a problem, Sandra then developed a plan for action. The open approach then is one where the teacher engages in classroom research as a reflective activity and derives from it a hypothesis that can be tested and provides a basis for action.

The closed approach deviates from the open in that many teachers have already identified a specific problem or hypothesis before engaging in classroom research. In this instance, their classroom research begins with the testing of an hypothesis. So with the example of Ann in chapter two, having heard about a new teaching method that applied to her subject area, she used classroom research to investigate the effectiveness of the approach.

The difference between open and closed reflects the derivation of the problem. In the first instance the hypothesis emerges as a result of critical reflection; in the second it is a given--it is extant, and the teacher having refined it, proceeds to testing. Both approaches reflect classroom research as it is defined in this book, because in both instances, the research is controlled by the teacher for the purpose of improving practice.

The contrast between open and closed problems can be represented in diagrammatic form as in Figure 5.1.

            Type             Hypothesis

          ________________________________

            Open             Generating

            Closed           Testing

           ________________________________

                   FIGURE 5.1.

Dillon (1983) has produced a similar (if rather more academic) schema for conceptualizing problem formation.  He writes:

  Three existential levels of problem and three corresponding psychological activities can be identified as forming part of those events which may be appropriately designated as problem finding. In existential terms, a problem can be existent, emergent or potential. An existent problem has fully-developed being and appearance in the phenomenological field of events facing the observer. In psychological terms, the problem is evident and the observer perceives, recognizes, identifies it. At a second, less developed level an emergent problem exists which is implicit rather than evident. After probing the data--nosing about in the field of events, so to speak--the observer discovers or `finds it' At a still less developed level, a potential problem exists. No problem in an ontological sense exists qua problem, but constituent elements are present, striking the observer as an inchoate problem. By combining these and other elements in some way, the observer creates, produces or invents a problem. 

My purpose of going into detail about problem formation is simply to legitimize the position of teachers who want to get into classroom research just to find out about their teaching. Classroom research is not solely about exploring specific problems or testing explicit hypotheses. It is appropriate for teachers to use class-room research as a means of critically reflecting on their teaching and developing hypotheses about it.

Formulating Hypotheses

Whether or not teachers are initially involved in open or closed problems, they will have to formulate hypotheses at some stage. 

As I suggested in chapter four, the teacher-researcher needs clearly to define his or her problem, for it is this definition that determines what data is collected and analysed. It is inevitable that our observations tend to be theory laden, so consequently it is important to formulate as explicitly as one can the hypotheses that are being tested. If, for example, a teacher is concerned about the problem of initiating classroom discussion, he or she may first hypothesize that asking more open-ended questions would encourage freer responses; a number of different hypotheses could be developed and tested around this contingency. The hypotheses, however, need to be extremely clear and precise. Because there are so many variables in the complex art of teaching, even a carefully worded hypothesis can sometimes only be reported as tentative and provisional. Pring (1978) give some examples of classroom research hypotheses taken from the Ford Teaching project:

     In order to cut out `the guessing game' and move from a formal to an informal pattern, teachers may have to refrain from the following acts:

     1.  Changing Topic

     Hypothesis. When teachers change the topic under discussion, they may prevent pupils from expressing and developing their own ideas, since pupils tend to interpret such interventions as attempts to get conformity to a particular line of reasoning.

     2.  Positive Reinforcers

     Hypothesis. Utterances like `good', `interesting', `right', in response to ideas expressed can prevent the expression and discussion of alternative ideas, since pupils tend to interpret them as attempts to legitimate the development of some ideas rather than others.

Following Popper's answer to the problem of induction (vide Magee 1973, Chap. 2), it is more appropriate to formulate hypotheses as unambiguously as we can, so as to expose them as clearly as possible to refutation. For as Popper pointed out, although empirical generalizations are in principle not verifiable they are falsifiable and, consequently, they can be tested by systematic attempts to refute them.

Theory and Theorizing

Now a word about theory. So far, I have used the word in two distinct senses. The first refers to a set of personal assumptions, beliefs or presuppositions that individuals hold. Our view of the world, our individual construction of reality is at one level essentially theoretical. The second use of the word is in the more traditional or `grand' sense, where theory refers to a coherent set of assumptions which purport to explain, predict and be used as a guide to practice. This is the sense in which the word was used when Ann, in the case study in chapter two, turned to theory in order to inform her classroom research problem.

Unfortunately, as I have hinted before and as has been clearly demonstrated by Pring (1978) and Stenhouse (1979), all too often educational theory in this second sense is not all that useful in telling us in a practical way how to behave in the classroom. In many instances, the gap between theory and practice is so large that it prevents any useful connection. This occurs because our theories are often not specific enough, or the propositions they contain are not easily generalized to individual situations. This, of course, is an unsatisfactory situation, and one that argues for a different approach to educational theory.

A viable alternative is to theorize about practice, and theorizing is a third way in which we can understand theory. Theorizing approaches theory through practice (the reverse of grand theory which goes from theory to practice), much in the same way as the hypotheses, assumptions and constructs we develop from classroom research procedures emerge from data gathered from actual classroom experiences The discussion of grounded theory in chapter eight illustrates how theory can be generated from data gathered in a substantive situation. When we are engaged in classroom research we can be said to be engaged in educational theorizing because we are reflecting systematically and critically on practice. As Richard Pring (1978, 244-5) writes:

    Such systematic and critical examination will involve philosophizing, appealing to evidence, reference to... theories. But there is no reason for saying that it will add up to a theory. (Classroom research is about) helping the practitioner to theorize i.e. think more systematically, critically and intelligently about his or her practice.

You will remember that Stenhouse (1975) in his discussion of the teacher-researcher illustrates this attitude when he suggested that the teacher, instead of accepting uncritically what a particular theory claims, implements it in the form of a working hypothesis or curriculum proposal. This thought captures two of the fundamental aspects of the autonomous professional teacher. First, they stand in control of knowledge rather than being subservient to it. Second, by doing this they are engaged in the process of theorizing and achieving self know-ledge.

The idea of `self knowledge' is an important one in this context. It refers to the individual internalization of ideas that empowers the person. It refers to those moments of clarity and power that occur when we under-stand a concept and see how we can use it in our personal or professional lives. It is an exciting and exhilarating  moment and one which, for teachers and pupils alike, is too rare in our schools. This, as I understand it, is the basis of Polyani's (1962) writing on Personal Knowledge. Personal knowledge is that which is mediated through subjective experience and subsequently owned by the individual. Walt Whitman (1855) captures this thought in an evocative passage in Leaves of Grass:
Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems,

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun...

there are millions of suns left,

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand ...

nor look through the eyes of the dead... 

nor feed on the spectres in books,

You shall not look through my eyes neither, nor take things from me,

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself.

There is now a burgeoning literature on praxis which is practical, critically reflective action and is similar to the term theorizing defined earlier. This is not the place to review this work, but it is important to mention it, as it reflects an extremely important theme in con-temporary educational philosophy. Kemmis has recently written at length about praxis (Carr and Kemmis, 1983) and linked the idea to action research. It is appropriate  then to conclude the chapter by quoting from Kemmis' (1983) article on action research:

     Practice, as it is understood by action researchers, is informed, committed action: praxis. Praxis as its roots in the commitment of the practitioner to wise and prudent action in a practical (concrete historical) situation. It is action which is informed by a `practical theory', and which may, in its turn, inform and transform the theory which informed it. Practice is not to be understood as mere behaviour, but as strategic action undertaken with commitment in response to a present, immediate and problematic action context. Practical action is always risky; it requires wise judgement by the practitioner. As one theorist of practical action remarks, `practical problems are problems about what to do... their solution is only found in doing something'. In this sense the significance of practices can only be established in context: only under the `compulsion'  to act in a real historical situation can a commitment have force for the practitioner, on the one hand, and definite historical consequences for actors and the situation, on the other. Action is thus both a `test' of commitment and the means by which practitioners can determine the adequacy of their understandings and of the solutions in which practice occurs.

     Since only the practitioner has access to the commitments and practical theories which inform praxis, only the practitioner can study praxis. Action research, as the study of praxis, must thus be research into one's own practice. The action researcher will embark in a course of action strategically (deliberately experimenting with practice while aiming simultaneously for improvement in the practice, understanding of the practice and the situation in which the practice occurs); monitor the action, the circumstances under which it occurs and its consequences; and then retrospectively reconstruct an interpretation of the action in context as a basis for future action. Knowledge achieved in this way informs and refines both specific planning in relation to the practice being considered and the practitioner's general practical theory.

Commentary

In this chapter, I have discussed the formation of problems for classroom research by teachers. I have been at pains to point out that these problems can be either open or closed in so far as the teacher is engaged in hypothesis generation or testing. I have also pointed to some ways in which classroom research problems can be clarified and made more specific, and linked the whole discussion to a notion of theorizing, self knowledge and praxis. The underlying theme is that this is an important way for teachers to gain more control over their professional lives. Earlier in the chapter, I asked you to write down a list of topics for possible classroom research. Are you clearer now about the nature of the problem you wish to investigate? Do you understand how this process of understanding contributes to your professional judgement? How do you now view yourself in relation to knowledge and theory? In the next two chapters, we look very practically at the ways in which data for classroom research is collected by teachers.

Further Reading

For a discussion of hypothesis generation, it is useful to look at some of the Ford Teaching Project materials (e.g. Elliott, 1976). The article by Dillon (1983) on problem finding is very informative. Bryan Magee's (1973) monograph on Popper is a paragon of clarity and summarizes neatly Popper's solution to the problem of induction. Wilf Carr and Stephen Kemmis' (1983) book Becoming Critical contains a useful discussion on praxis and gives an introduction to the work of Habermas and critical theory. Finally, anyone interested in how praxis connects with social action and educational emancipation should read Paulo Freire's (1972) Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
DATA GATHERING

From: D.Hopkins "A Teacher's Guide to Classroom Research"

      Open University Press

In this and the following chapter, I will discuss a variety of techniques that teachers can use to gather information about their teaching. This chapter is concerned with the more open ended approaches and the following chapter focuses on a variety of observation techniques. Although the distinction between the two chapters is somewhat arbitrary, it loosely reflects the open-closed distinction drawn in the previous chapter.

I will observe a similar format in discussing each of the approaches: the technique will be briefly described, advantages and disadvantages will be considered, and appropriate uses will be stated. At the end of the chapter, I will present a taxonomy of teacher research methods.

The Ford Teaching Project (Eliott & Adelman, 1976) in general, and the booklet Ways of Doing Research in One's Own Classroom (Bowen et al n.d.) in particular, provided the inspiration for this chapter. The idea for the boxes illustrating the advantages/disadvantages of the data collection methods came from the appendix to Ways of Doing Research in One's Own Classroom and a number of the points made there are reproduced here verbatim. Also, all  the methods of data collection mentioned below, with the exception of sociometry, were used by the Ford Teaching Project. Once again I am very grateful to the Ford Teaching Project for allowing me to use their material in this chapter.

Before describing these methods in more detail, two caveats have to be entered. The first is that describing the techniques individually may give a false impression of orderliness and discreteness. In practice, these techniques are more often than not used eclectically and in combination. Second, we need to remember the criteria established earlier which cautioned that the method employed should not be too demanding on the teacher's time.

Field Notes

Keeping field notes is a way of reporting observations, reflections, and reactions to classroom problems. Ideally, they should be written as soon as possible after a lesson, but can be based on impressionistic jottings made during the lesson. The greater the time-lapse between the event and recording it, the more difficult it becomes to reconstruct problems and responses accurately and retain conscious awareness of one's own original thinking. Many teachers I know keep a notebook open on their desk or keep a space in their day-book for jotting down notes as the lesson and the day progresses. Keeping a record in this way is not very time consuming and provides surprisingly frank information that is built up over time.

Field notes can be of a number of different types. They can be `issue-oriented' in so far as the observations focus on a particular aspect of one's teaching or class-room behaviour and constitute an ongoing record. On the other hand, they can reflect general impressions of the classroom, its climate or incidental events. Field notes can also be used to provide case study material of a particular child. This information should be descriptive rather than speculative so that a broad picture amenable to interpretation can be built up.

The main advantages and disadvantages of field notes are listed in point form in Box 6.1.

Three uses of field notes in classroom research are:

* they can focus on a particular issue or teaching behaviour over a period of time

* they can reflect general impressions of the classroom and its climate

* they can provide an ongoing description of an individual child that is amenable to interpretation and use in case study.

BOX 6.1

ADVANTAGES                         DISADVANTAGES

* very simple to keep; no      * need to fall back on

  outsider needed                aids such as question

                                 analysis sheets, tapes

                                 and transcripts for 

                                 specific information

* provide good on-going        * conversation impossible

  record; used as a diary        to record by field 

  they give good continuity      notes

* first hand information can   * notebook works with 

  be studied conveniently in     small groups but not

  teacher's own time             with a full class

* acts as an aide-memoire      * initially time-consuming

* helps to relate incidents,   * can be highly subjective

  explore emerging trends

* very useful if teacher in-

  tends to write a case study

Audio Tape Recording

Audio tape recording is one of the most popular teacher research methods. Transcripts are excellent for those situations were teachers require a very specific and accurate record of a limited aspect of their teaching, or of a particular interaction, say between a specific teacher and child or between two children. Also, simply playing back tapes of one's own teaching can be very illuminating and provide useful starting points for further investigation. Having a tape deck in one's car is a great asset for doing this.

Playing back tapes or making transcripts can be very time consuming and expensive, however, unless the method is used judiciously. The Ford Teaching Project teachers and staff were very enthusiastic about this method, but they did have secretarial support for making transcripts. Most teachers do not, and for that reason, I advise against it as a broad spectrum diagnostic tool.

On the practical side, the use of the tape recorder requires some technical knowledge so make certain you can use it before taking it into class. It is important when recording to ensure that the microphone is picking up what is intended, and this also may require practice. Pupils often find the presence of a tape recorder in the class disturbing, and have to be introduced to the technique over time. Always check with pupils and other teachers or adults that they do not mind you recording the conversation or discussion.

The main advantages and disadvantages of the audio tape recorder are listed in point form in Box 6.2.

BOX 6.2

ADVANTAGES                      DISADVANTAGES

* very successfully monitors    * nothing visual--does 

  all conversations within        not record silent

  range of the recorder           activities

* provides ample material       * transcription largely

  with great ease                 prohibitive because of

                                  expense and time 

                                  involved

* versatility--can be trans-    * masses of material may

  ported or left with a group     provide little relevant

                                  information

* records personality           * can disturb pupils 

  developments                    because of its novelty;

                                  can be inhibiting

* can trace development of a    * continuity can be dis-

  group's activities              turbed by the practical

                                  problems of operating

Two uses of the tape recorder in classroom research are:

* as a general diagnostic tool for identifying aspects of  one's teaching

* for providing detailed evidence on specific aspects of teaching through the use of transcripts.

Pupil Diaries

It is common practice in many schools for pupils to keep a daily log. This is also a quick way of obtaining information, as teachers normally check pupil diaries as a matter of course. Also, pupil diaries provide an interesting contrast to the field notes kept by the teacher on the same topic. Once the pupils have been taken into the teacher's confidence and are aware of the teacher's concern to research his or her teaching then these diaries are an excellent way of obtaining honest feedback, particularly when the pupils retain the right to decide whether the teacher has access to the diary. The teacher can use pupil diaries as feedback on a particular episode, or to gain an indication of the general class climate, or to assess the progress of an individual pupil.

The main advantages and disadvantages of pupil diaries are listed in point form in Box 6.3.

Three uses of pupil diaries in classroom research are:

* they provide a pupil perspective on a teaching episode

* they provide data on the general climate of the class-room

* they provide information for triangulation

BOX 6.3

ADVANTAGES                    DISADVANTAGES

* provides feedback from      * may not be an established

  pupil's perspective           practice in the school

* can be either focused on    * difficult for younger

  a specific teaching epi-      children to record their

  sode or related to the        thoughts and feelings

  general classroom climate

* can be part of a lesson     * pupils be inhibited in

                                discussing their feelings

                                with the teacher

* can help in identifying     * pupil's accounts are

  individual pupil problems     obviously subjective

* involves pupil in improv-

  ing the quality of the 

  class

* provides a basis for 

  triangulation

Interviews

Interviewing in classroom research can take four forms: it can occur between teacher/pupil, observer/pupil, pupil/pupil and occasionally teacher/observer. This latter activity, however, normally occurs as a con-sequence of peer observation (see chapter seven). Because teacher/pupil interviews are very time consuming, it may be more profitable to devote that time to general classroom meetings, and only talk individually with pupils (for research purposes) when a specific instance warrants it. On the other hand, individual interviews are often very productive sources of information for a participant observer who wants to verify observations he or she has previously made. Pupil-pupil interviews can provide rich sources of data, particularly if the pupil interviewer keeps to an interview schedule prepared by the teacher. It is a good idea to tape record these individual interviews for future reference, particularly if the encounters are relatively short.

Walker and Adelman (1975, 140) make a number of points about effective interviewing:

1. be a sympathetic, interested and attentive listener, without taking an active conservative role; this is a way of conveying that you value and appreciate the child's opinion

2. be neutral with respect to subject matter. Do not express your own opinions either on the subjects being discussed by the children or on the children's ideas about these subjects, and be especially careful not to betray feelings of surprise or disapproval at what the child knows

3. your sense of ease is also important. If you feel hesitant or hurried, the students will sense this feeling and behave accordingly. The students may also be fearful that they will expose an attitude or idea that you don't think is correct.

   Reassure along the lines of `Your opinions are important to me. All I want to know is what you think--this isn't a test and there isn't any one answer to the questions I want to ask you'

5. specifically, we suggest that you:

   * phrase questions similarly each time

   * keep the outline of interview questions before you

   * be prepared to reword a question if it is not understood or if the answer is vague and too general. Sometimes it is hard not to give an `answer' to the question in the process of rewording it.

The main advantages and disadvantages of interviewing are listed in point form in BOX 6.4.i, ii and iii.

Three uses of the interview in classroom research are:

*  to focus on a specific aspect of teaching or classroom life in detail

*  teacher/pupil classroom discussion can provide general diagnostic information

*  to improve classroom climate.

BOX 6.4 i

Teacher/pupil

ADVANTAGES                      DISADVANTAGES

* teacher in direct contact     * time consuming

  with pupil

* pupil familiar with           * may be carried out 

  teacher, therefore              with some form of re-

  more at ease                    cording equipment, with

                                  attendant disadvantages

* teacher able to seek infor-   * frequently difficult to

  mation s/he wants directly      get younger children to

  and not through a ream of       to explain their 

  irrelevant information          thoughts and feelings

* can be done in lesson time

  or outside the class

* can follow up problems

  immediately when they arise

  and get information while

  minds are still fresh

BOX 6.4 ii

Observer/Pupil

ADVANTAGES                      DISADVANTAGES

* leaves teacher free as the    * pupil unfamiliar with

  interviewer discovers           observer may be reluc-

  initial information from        tant to divulge rele-

  the pupil                       vant information

* pupil frequently more candid  * mutual uncertainty

  with the outsider than with

  class teacher or teacher

  from within the school

* outsider is likely to be     * if the teacher is the 

  more objective                 primary agent in the 

                                 research, then s/he will

                                 get his information 

                                 second hand and subject 

                                 to the biases of the

                                 interviewer

* outsider can focus infor-    * the whole set up is time

  mation the child provides      consuming as information

  along predetermined lines      goes from pupil to in-

  of investigation               terviewer to teacher

                               * difficult to obtain a

                                 skilled outsider.

BOX 6.4 iii

Pupil/Pupil

ADVANTAGES                      DISADVANTAGES

* pupils may be more candid    * pupils may find the

  with each other                activity too unfamiliar

* leaves teacher free          * may encourage disruption

* can occur during lesson      * has to be recorded and

  time                           played to the teacher

* may produce unanticipated/   

  unusual perspectives

Video Tape Recorder

The video tape recorder is increasingly being used by teachers as a means of gathering general information about their teaching. It allows the teacher to observe many facets of his or her teaching quickly, and provides heuristic and accurate information for diagnosis. After this, the teacher may wish to use a different method to examine specific aspects of his or her teaching.

Many of the teacher/researchers I know use the video on an intermittent but regular basis to enable them to keep in touch with their teaching. If an observer or student can be used to operate the video recorder, then more attention can be paid to specific teaching episodes (identified beforehand) or the reaction of particular students.

Two concerns related to the video tape recorder are cost and its disruptive influence (because of its novelty) on classroom behaviour patterns. The first objection, cost, is slowly being overcome. Increasingly, many schools have a video recorder at their disposal, and because few teachers actually research their teaching, video machines are often available. Second, the novelty value of the equipment rapidly disappears with use. I advise teachers to introduce the equipment to the pupils first, demonstrate how it works and then leave it standing in the classroom for some time before actually taping. This allows both pupils and teachers to become accustomed to its presence. Another tip is to keep the monitor switched off except during demonstration sessions.

The main advantages/disadvantages of the video tape recorder are listed in point form in Box 6.5.

BOX 6.5

ADVANTAGES                       DISADVANTAGES

* enables all situations to     * expensive to obtain

  be constantly reviewed

* origin of problems can be     * can be very conspicuous

  diagnosed                       and distracting

* behavioural patterns of       * if camera is directed

  teacher and pupil can be        by operator it will 

  seen                            only record that which

                                  s/he deems to be of 

                                  importance; operator

                                  acts as editor

* patterns of progress over

  long periods can be clearly

  charted

Three uses of video recorders in classroom research are:

* in obtaining visual material of the total teaching situation

* in acting as an aid to diagnosis

* as means of examining in detail a specific teaching episode.

Questionnaires

Questionnaires that ask specific questions about aspects of the classroom, curriculum, or teaching method are a quick and simple way of obtaining broad and rich information from pupils. It is important, however, particularly  in the primary grades, to be relatively unsophisticated in the structuring of the questions. Condense the usual five point scale to two or three responses, keep the questions simple, and use the basic `what did you like best'. `what did you like least', `what would you do differently' type of open ended question.

With younger (and older) pupils it is often more profitable to use a happy face as the criterion response to questions. More imaginatively cartoon pictures can be used; the possibilities are endless!

Figure 6.1: A Sample Inquiry/Discovery follow-up questionnaire

Please put a ring round the answer you wish to give to each question. If you are not sure ring the nearest to what you think.

1.  How much of the lesson    All of it/Some of it/None

    did you enjoy?

2.  How much do you think     Nothing/Something/A lot

    you learnt?

3.  How much did you          Most of it/Some of it/

    understand?               Nothing

4.  Could you find the        None/Some of it/Most of it

    books, information,

    equipment you needed?

5.  Did other people help     A lot/A little/Not at all

    you?

6.  Did other people stop     A lot/Sometimes/Not at all

    you working?

7.  Did the teacher help you?  Enough/Not enough

8.  Did the lesson last       Long enough/Too long/Not

                              long enough

9.  Was the lesson            Boring/Interesting

10. Did you need anything     Yes/No

    you could not find?

11. Where did you get         Teacher/Group/Someone else

    help from?

12. Did you find this work    Easy/Hard/Just about right

13. Write down anything which made it hard for you to 

    learn.

14. Write down anything you particularly enjoyed about 

    this lesson.

[Questionnaire designed by Roger Pols in Bowen et al (n.d): reprinted with permission.]

The main advantages and disadvantages of the questionnaire are listed in point form in Box 6.6

The main use of the questionnaire in classroom research is to obtain quantitative responses to specific pre-determined questions.

BOX 6.6

ADVANTAGES                     DISADVANTAGES

* easy to administer;        * analysis is time consuming

  quick to fill in

* easy to follow up          * extensive preparation to

                               get clear and relevant

                               questions

                             * difficult to get questions

                               that explore in depth

* provides direct compari-   * effectiveness depends very

  son of groups and indivi-    much on reading ability 

  duals                        and comprehension of the 

                               child

* provides feedback on:      * children may be fearful

   attitudes                   of answering candidly

   adequacy of resources     * children will try to 

   adequacy of teacher         produce `right' answers

   help

   preparation for next

   session

   conclusions at end of

   term

* data is quantifiable

Documentary Evidence

Documents (memos, letters, positions papers, examination papers, newspaper clippings, etc.) surrounding a curriculum or other educational concern can illuminate rationale and purpose in interesting ways. The use of such material can provide background information and understanding of issues that would not otherwise be available.

The main advantages and disadvantages of documentary evidence are listed in point form in Box 6.8.

The main use of documents in classroom research is that they provide a context for understanding a particular curriculum or teaching method.

BOX 6.8

ADVANTAGES                     DISADVANTAGES

* illuminate issues surroun-   * obtaining documents can 

  ding a curriculum or teach-    be time consuming

  ing method

* provide context, background  * certain documents may be

  and understanding              difficult to obtain

* provide an easy way of       * certain persons may be

  obtaining other people's       unwilling to share 

  perceptions                    `confidential' documents

Slide/Tape Photography

Photographs and slides with or without audio tape commentary are a useful way of recording critical incidents in classrooms or of illustrating particular teaching episodes. They can also be used to support other forms of data gathering (e.g. interviews or field notes) or as a means for providing reference points for interviews or discussions. This approach is increasingly being super-ceded by video.

The main advantages and disadvantages of slide/tape photography are listed in point form in Box 6.9.

The main use of photographic slides in classroom research is as means of illustrating critical incidents, and of provoking discussion.

Rob Walker and Clem Adelman's (1975) "A Guide to Classroom Observation" contains advice on and examples of the use of photography in classroom research.

BOX 6.9

ADVANTAGES                    DISADVANTAGES

* advantage may be obtained  * shows isolated situations;

  by looking at photographs    difficulty of being in the

  of kids working, or at       right place at the right

  end products of their        time; concentrates on 

  work, and as a stimulus      small groups and indiv-

  for discussion               duals; not classes; records

                               nothing in depth

* as an instrument which     * slides may not truly de-

  helps you get obser-         pict activities of the 

  vation and comment from      children, if photographer

  other teachers who were      is selective

  not present at the time

                             * can be a great distraction

                             * shows nothing oral

                             * film processing time can 

                               result in lengthy period

                               between session being 

                               recorded and feedback 

                               requires photographer

Case Study

The case study is a relatively formal analysis of an aspect of classroom life. One way of producing a teacher research case study is described in the first section of chapter nine of this book. Helen Simon's (1980) Towards a Science of the Singular contains more detailed advice on producing educational case studies. Some teachers may wish to produce case studies for a university course they are taking or as research towards a higher degree. These situations apart, it is unlikely that teachers will devote time to producing a formal case report of their teacher-researcher efforts every time they undertake a project.

The main advantages and disadvantages of the case study are listed in point form in Box 6.10.

The main use of the case study in classroom research is that it provides a relatively formal and fairly definitive analysis of a specific aspect of teaching behaviour or classroom life.

BOX 6.10

ADVANTAGES                     DISADVANTAGES

* a relatively simple way    * in order for the case 

  of plotting the progress     study to be of value it 

  of a course or a pupil's     must be fairly exhaustive;

  or group's reaction to       this means that it will be

  teaching methods             time consuming in its pre-

                               paration and its writing

* information yielded by      * feedback available to

  case studies will tend        teacher only after con-

  to give a more accurate       siderable lapse of time

  and representative picture

  than will any one of the

  research methods detailed

  above; case studies draw

  on data gathered by many

  methods

Commentary

In this chapter I have described a variety of ways in which data can be gathered for the purposes of classroom research. The techniques described in this chapter are basically open ended in so far as they are used most effectively for diagnostic purposes. Although I have described these techniques individually, it is important to realize that they can and are most often used eclectically and in combination. But each has a specific purpose and is best suited to a particular situation.

Further reading (See REFERENCE LIST for details)

Additional information about the techniques of classroom research can be found in the publications associated with the Ford Teaching Project (see Appendix A). Elliott and Adelman's (1976) case study of the Ford Teaching Project in the Open University curriculum course Innovation at the Classroom Level is informative and useful, as is the Ford Teaching Project booklet Ways of Doing Research in One's Own Classroom (Bowen et al n.d.). Walker and Adelman's (1975) book A Guide to Classroom Observation contains much practical advice. An American book on clinical supervision (Acheson and Gall, 1980) also provides information on many of the techniques described in this chapter.

OBSERVATION IN CLASSROOM RESEARCH

From: D.Hopkins "A Teacher's Guide to Classroom Research"

      Open University Press

In this chapter I consider a series of data gathering techniques that utilize observation as their modus operandi. In the previous chapter, I outlined ten relatively open-ended methods of gathering data that are generally diagnostic and controlled by the teacher. The approaches described in this chapter are more structured, require more external help, and are more suited to the testing of hypotheses and to the closed type of problems discussed in chapter five. The four approaches to observation described in this chapter are peer observation, clinical supervision, structured observation and interaction schedules. The sections on peer observation and clinical supervision outline different approaches to classroom observation and those on structured observation and interaction schedules discuss more specific techniques.

Peer Observation

Peer observation refers to the observation of one's teaching by another (usually a friendly colleague). Sometimes called participant observation, this method provides the teacher-researcher with a flexible source of data and also a means of support. I try to encourage teachers to engage in classroom research in pairs or small groups for a number of reasons. Among them is the emotional support they gain from each other, particularly as this activity is initially threatening. It is now fairly well established that teachers learn best from other teachers, and take criticism most easily from this source. It is ideal if teachers in peer-groups can act as observers for each other, and this mutual exchange of roles quickly breaks down barriers which would be monolithic to outside researchers.

The participant observer can also play any number of differing roles. They can observe a lesson in general, focus on specific aspects of the teaching and talk to pupils all during one observation period. This lightens the teacher's problem of analysis and tends to increase the objectivity of the data gathered. In addition, the observer may also be able to note incidents that the teacher would ordinarily miss.

The major advantages of peer observation are that is lightens the teacher's problem of analysis and ensures through the use of an observer, more unbiased and objective gathering. Although it may sometimes be difficult to obtain the services of an observer, their ability to be flexible and to focus on a wide variety of teaching situations outweighs that disadvantage.

Clinical supervision

Clinical supervision is a technique that has enjoyed much popularity in North America, where it was developed as a method of supervising student teachers, but it is also suited for use in the classroom research situations. It is a more structured form of peer observation that focuses on a teacher's instructional performance utilizing a three phase approach to the observation of teaching events.

The three essential phases of the clinical supervision process are a planning conference, classroom observation, and a feedback conference. The planning conference provides the observer and teacher with an opportunity to reflect on the proposed lesson, and this leads to a mutual decision to collect observational data on an aspect of the teacher's teaching. During the classroom observation phase, the observer observes the teacher teach and collects objective data on that aspect of teaching they agreed upon earlier. It is in the feedback conference that the observer and teacher share the information, decide on remedial action (if necessary), and often plan to collect further observational data. Variations on this process are suggested by different writers on the topic, but all follow the same basic pattern. It is important, however, to realize that to be effective all three phases of the process need to be gone through systematically.

There are a number of principles that are important to consider in clinical supervision. First, the climate of interaction between teacher and observer needs to be non-threatening, helping and one of mutual trust. Second, the focus of activity should be on improving instruction and the reinforcing of successful patterns, rather than on criticism of unsuccessful patterns, or changing the teacher's personality. Third, the process depends on the collection and use of objective and observational data, not unsubstantiated value judgements. Fourth, teachers are encouraged to make inferences about their teaching from the data, and to use the data to construct hypotheses that can be tested out in the future. Fifth, each cycle of supervision is part of an ongoing process that builds on the other. Sixth, both observer and teacher are engaged in mutual interaction that can lead to improvement in teaching and observational skills for both.

Structured Observation

In the previous sections, I discussed two approaches to classroom observation, one that was ad hoc and informal and the other where the process was structured. What was not discussed in these sections was how the observer gathered information about the other's teaching. In this and the following section I want to look at two ways of doing that. Below, I discuss simple observation checklists that are tailored by the teacher to fit a particular situation. In the following section, I deal with more specific interaction scales.

When teachers observe each other teaching, all they often require are the simplest ways of gathering information on basic topics, such as questioning techniques, on-task and off-task behaviours and classroom management. It is usually preferable for teachers to devise their own observation schedules, to `invent' them for a particular purpose. By doing this, the teacher develops more ownership over the investigation and there is probably a better `fit' between the object of the observation and the data gathering method.

Before devising the observation checklist, it is useful to ask some organising questions in order to ascertain the purpose of the observation. These questions are illustrative:

1. What is the purpose of the observation?

2. What teacher behaviours are worth observing?

3. What is focus of the observation?

4. What data gathering methods will best serve the purpose?

5. How will the data be used?

Interaction Checklists and Coding Scales

Although it may be preferable to teacher-researchers to devise their own observation scales, sometimes they may not have the time, or they may already be familiar with a coding scale previously invented that fits their purpose. In this section I will discuss a variety of coding scales that can be utilized in specific situations by teachers, and give a more detailed illustration of one interaction scale--the Flanders Interaction Analysis Categories.

The impetus for coding scales and checklists has come from North America where there is and has been a concern for `scientific' approaches to teaching (Gage, 1978). This `scientific' approach is manifest in an emphasis on competency based teaching, behavioural objectives in curriculum planning and systematic instruction. It is unsurprising therefore to find that most coding scales available are American in origin. As Galton (1978) comments:

     The obvious starting point for any classification of interaction analysis system must be Mirrors for Behaviour (Simon and Boyer, 1975). The current edition of this analogy contains some 200 observation schedules. Most are American and only two are British. In their collection the observation instruments are classified under eight main headings:

      1. the subject of observation (teacher, pupil)

      2. the setting under which the instrument is used (subject area)

      3. the number of targets observed

      4. the coding unit used

      5. the collecting method employed

      6. the number of observers required

      7. the dimensions of the system (affective, cognitive)

      8. the uses reported by the author.

One of the problems with many of American scales are that they are overly concerned with the formal teaching situation.

More recently, British researchers have been developing their own coding scales which, in general, stand in contrast to the American models. Galton (1978) comments again:

     A feature of British research has been the wide variety of different organisational contexts within which classroom observation has been carried out. Much criticism has been directed at American systems because they often seem appropriate only to the more formal type of teaching situation. One of the most interesting features of the British research is the emphasis on observation in informal settings at one extreme and the variety of schedules suitable for use in the microteaching setting for the purpose of evaluating performance in questioning and lecturing skills at the other.

These quotations from Galton (1978) are taken from his book British Mirrors, which is a collection of 41 classroom observation systems that are British in origin. The majority of these instruments are junior and secondary school oriented but some are specifically designed for infant or higher education settings. Their target is almost exclusively teachers and pupils, most require only one observer and they are almost exclusively concerned with descriptions of classroom practice. The four major foci of the instruments are: classroom climate, organizational learning, the management and control of routine activities, and knowledge content. In general they are applicable across all curriculum areas.

One of the earliest coding systems is the Flanders Interaction Analysis Categories (FIAC). Although it may not necessarily be the most effective of the systems available, it is probably the best known. It is widely used and has influenced the design of many other category systems.

FIAC is based in ten analytical categories that reflects Flander's conceptualization of teacher-pupil verbal interaction (see Figure 7.1). Each of the categories has a number, but no scale is implied.

In his book Analyzing Teaching Behaviour, Flanders (1970) 

described the ten categories in detail, but for our purposes the descriptions given in the illustration are sufficient. In order to help memorize the categories and make coding easier, one can shorten the descriptions of the categories as seen in Figure 7.2.

The procedures for using the Flanders system are quite straightforward (more detail in the use of FIAC is found in the Open University (1976) course E 201 on which this discussion is based). Observers are first trained until they show a high level of agreement with other trained observers. Once they have been trained, they watch a lesson and apply the technique as follows using a printed coding sheet.

Figure 7.1. Flanders Interaction Analysis Categories
Teacher talk / Indirect influence
1.   Accepts feeling: accepts and clarifies the feeling tone of the student in a non-threatening manner. Feelings may be positive or negative. Predicting and recalling feelings are included.

2.   Praises or encourages: praises or encourages student action or behaviour. Jokes that release tension, not at the expense of another individual, nodding head or saying `uh huh?' or `go on' are included.

3.   Accepts or uses ideas of student: clarifying, building, or developing ideas or suggestions by a student. As teacher brings more of his own ideas into play, shift to category five.

4.   Ask questions: asking a question about content or procedure with the intent that a student answer.

_________________________________________________________

5.   Lectures: giving facts or opinions about content or procedures, expressing his own idea; asking rhetorical questions.

_________________________________________________________

Student talk / Direct influence

6.   Gives directions: directions, commands, or orders with which a student is expected to comply.

7. Criticizes or justifies authority: statements, intended to change student behaviour from non-acceptable to acceptable pattern; bawling someone out; stating why the teacher is doing what he is doing, extreme self-reference.

_________________________________________________________

8.   Student talk-response: talk by students in response to teacher. Teacher initiates the contact or solicits student statement.

9.   Student talk-initiation: talk by students, which they initiate. If `calling on' student is only to indicate who may talk next, observer must decide whether student wanted to talk. If he did, use this category.

_________________________________________________________

10.  Silence or confusion: pauses, short periods of silence, and periods of confusion in which communication cannot be understood by the observer.

_________________________________________________________

     FIGURE 7.2  Flanders interaction analysis categories

                       (short form)

Teacher talk    1.  accepts feelings

                2.  praise

                3.  accepts ideas

                4.  question

                5.  lecture

                6.  command

                7.  criticism

______________________________________________

Pupil talk      8.  solicited

                9.  unsolicited

_______________________________________________

               10.  silence

________________________________________________

1.  Every three seconds the observer records the category best describing the verbal behaviour of the teacher and class, by writing the appropriate number (1-10) into a square on a printed data-sheet.

2.  The numbers are written in sequence across the data sheet.

3.  Each line of the data sheet contains twenty squares, thus representing approximately 


one minute of time.

4.  Separate `episodes' can be identified by scribbled margin notes, and a new line 


commenced for a new `episode'.

5.  In a research project the observer would have a pocket timer designed to give a signal 


every three seconds, thus reminding him or her to record a tally (a stop-watch or 


the second hand of a wrist-watch can be used).

Two main advantages of the Flanders system are that it is fairly easy to learn and apply, and that the ten categories describe a number of behaviours which many would agree are important, such as the teacher's use of praise and criticism and the pupil's solicited and unsolicited talk. In addition, the tallying of events every three seconds enables considerable information to be collected and analysed. There is usually a high agreement between trained observers.

On the other hand much information is lost, especially non-verbal aspects of communication. In particular, some categories are too broad, (e.g. category 4), and others discriminate insufficiently. For example, category 5 does not discriminate between giving information which is correct and that which is incorrect. Category 10 can represent both the silence achieved by an autocrat and the chaos which occurs when a teacher has lost control. Also, there are too few pupil categories, and it is difficult to use in informal classrooms, where two or more members may be talking at once.

For our purposes, FIAC is most appropriately used as a means for gathering classroom data that can then be used as a basis for action. So, for example, if after using FIAC a teacher discovered that s/he was talking too much then that becomes an identifiable problem upon which action can be taken and monitored by classroom research procedures.

A single example illustrates the first few seconds of an exchange occurring in the twelfth minute of a lesson.

     The teacher tells children to look at a map on page 60 of their books and asks the name of the country coloured green. There is a short pause and then a child replied. The text of this exchange and the data sheet would look like that shown in Box 7.3.

BOX 7.3

                                     Category number

                                     tallied by observer

Teacher: `Look at the map            6 (command)

         on page 60.'

Teacher: `What is the country        

         coloured green:'            4 (question)

         three-second pause         10 (silence)

Pupil:   `I think it's Finland, but

         I'm not sure.'              8 (solicited

                                         pupil talk)

Commentary

This chapter has been concerned with a variety of approaches to classroom observation. I have described them in sequence ranging from the most ad hoc (peer observation) to the most structured and specific (interaction schedules). These approaches contrast with those described  in the previous chapter in two important ways. First, they require the presence of an observer in the classroom. Second, they are more focused in so far as they are concerned with specific aspects of a teacher's behaviour rather than a general diagnostic exploration of one's own teaching.

There are some potential problems in the use of these approaches, particularly the interaction scales. The first is that each scale represents the author's concept of a situation. One is looking at classrooms through someone else's eyes, and their purposes and perceptions could be very different from our own. It is easy, therefore, to get trapped within the intentions of the researcher who designed the scale. Consequently, it is important for the teacher-researcher to match his/her needs closely to the intent and focus of the scale. In that way the teacher-researcher can maintain control over the situation. The second problem is that most scales were not designed for use by teachers. Their original intent was mainly as research tools for analysing classrooms. Within the context of this book, however, it is important to stress that they are tools teachers can use to improve practice. The teacher-researchers' orientation is always action.

Further reading

The two collections of classroom observation schedules by Simon and Boyer (1975) and Galton (1978) are primary sources for teacher-researchers wanting detail of coding scales. Good & Brophy's Looking in Classrooms (1978), contains many schedules for measuring classroom behaviour: this book is an important resource for teacher-researchers as it presents much recent material on teaching skills and provides ways of assessing it in practical situations. Chanan and Delamont (1975) give a useful account of British work in the area. The Open University (1976) course E 201 Personality and Learning (Block II) contains a very thorough review of the Flanders System. The most useful resource on clinical supervision for our purposes is Acheson and Gall's Techniques in the Clinical Supervision of Teachers (1980). The classic texts on clinical supervision are by Goldhammer et al. (1980) and Cogan (1973). Walker and Adelman (1975) also contains useful information on classroom observation.
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