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Philosophy of the Learning English

Program

The Learning English program aims to help Chinese
students learn to speak conversational English and to help
Chinese teachers improve their own English and English-
teaching skills.

The program stresses communication and
conversation. It focuses on talk ( listening and
speaking). It gives the students many opportunities to
talk in many different conversational situations: student-
to-student, student-to-group, student-to-teacher and
student-to-class. The students often role play and invent
conversation. All this talk develops the skill to
communicate real meaning. It promotes flexible language
use so that the students can function in a variety of
situations.

The program is holistic and integrative. At
beginning levels, it stresses listening and speaking, but it
also integrates reading and writing. It creates a balance
among all language skills, which is key to language
instruction and crucial to language development.
Language development occurs in step with changes and
growth in consciousness. The four language skills
(reading, writing, speaking and listening ) naturally
reinforce each other in a child’s language development.
Children need to learn English the way they learned their
own language: through listening to people around them
speak words and phrases. In English classes, children
need many opportunities in a wide variety of situations to
explore, construct and convey meaning; to clarify and
reflect on their thoughts, feelings and experiences; and
also to play, experiment and use their imaginations.

The program models the process of children’s
language development. Children master new words as
part of developing ways to make meaning. It takes time.
Different students develop language in different ways and
at different rates, and good teachers adapt their classroom
activities to accommodate individual student needs. Not
everyone will achieve the same fluency at the end of
each teaching unit. For this reason, the program first
exposes the children to new words and then lets them
encounter and use these words again and again in
different contexts throughout the class year.

The program stresses active student-centred

experiences. It frequently involves the students in pair
and small-group activities that require them to create
their own conversations in English. It includes games,
songs and role-playing where the students invent and
interact in English. It emphasizes engaging, motivational
activities that encourage the students to communicate in
English and to respond personally and critically. The
more the students actually talk in English, the faster their
language skills develop.

The Learning English program works best if teachers
encourage the students to talk as much as possible.
Teachers should guide and structure activities,
demonstrate and model conversation, and correct the
students where necessary. The program, however, does
not centre on what the teacher does at the front of the
classroom but on what the students do within it.

The program stresses meaningful learning
situations. The program engages the students in
situations where they need English to cope with authentic
English-speaking contexts: to make a request, to express
a feeling, to accomplish something, to find out essential
information or to complete a task. The students feel more
motivated to learn English in real situations, and they
learn natural language patterns rather than artificial
classroom dialogues.

The program stresses thinking as an essential part of
communication. To communicate, a person must have
something to tell. Often in this program, teachers set up
classroom experiences that allow the students to
formulate a point of view: to think about and share their
own personal experiences; to value others’ ideas and
experiences; and to imagine and create new ideas through
language.

The program stresses language immersion. Each
lesson exposes the students to a lot of English, more than
it expects the students to master or understand
completely. To the extent possible, teachers should strive
to surround the students with English. The classroom
should contain a good range of English-language posters,
picture  dictionaries, newspapers, books, letters,
postcards, signs and magazines. The walls of the
classroom should display vocabulary pictures and words.



Teachers should label items in the classroom with big
cards showing the English words.

The program stresses risk-taking in a supportive
environment. No one can learn a language without
making mistakes. If the students fear failure, they will not
try new words and phrases and they will not progress.
The students need lots of support and assistance
to experiment with new language structures.
They need praise for the content of what they
say rather than constant correction of
pronunciation and vocabulary. Therefore, good
language teachers give their students lots of praise and
encouragement. They help the students use new words
and phrases by providing many models, demonstrations
and clues. Good teachers frequently encourage the
students to invent their own questions, responses and
conversations, and they congratulate the students for
taking risks.

The program stresses a motivational classroom
environment. It provides many opportunities for play,
songs, games and surprises to make English class fun.
The program aims to foster a desire to learn so that the
students will attend to the lesson and feel inspired to
practice English outside of the classroom.

Overall Goals of the
Learning English Program

Each level of the program identifies specific objectives
for mastering vocabulary, grammar, conversation, reading
and writing. Teachers, however, need to treat these
objectives as part of larger, life-long goals, not as isolated
targets. The program aims to support the students as they
continue to learn English throughout their schooling and
throughout the rest of their lives.

Teaching with the
Learning English Program

This program stresses:

+ Interactive conversation, not just lists of
vocabulary words and grammatical structures.

+ Flexible language use in a wide range of
situations, not just memorization and chanting.

* Understanding and expressing overall
meaning, not just leamning isolated parts of
language.

* Authentic real-world situations where, for

example, children play games, ask for and give
information, and express likes and dislikes.

+ Everyday language among native English
speakers. Many informal expressions and common
idioms are included in the curriculum, as well as
formal structures demonstrating grammatical patterns.
The program provides:

« An audiotape of North American English speakers.
The students become used to hearing and
understanding a variety of inflections and tones, not
just formal British accents.

* Good-quality literature that lets the students
develop understanding of whole units of meaning, not
just isolated words; that motivates the students’
interest; and that provides moral instruction for
character development. The lessons use translation of
well-known Chinese stories as well as traditional and
modern English stories.

+ Step-by-step instructions for innovative
English-teaching methods for the teachers to use
in the classroom.

* A wide variety of student-centred activities,
including dialogues, role-play, games, story-writing,
small-group activities, TPR( Total Physical Response)
activities and drills.

+ Ways to help Chinese teachers improve their
own English as they prepare for lessons. The
teacher’s guide is very detailed and contains many
tips for teaching English.

What about Phonetics?

Pronunciation forms an important part of any language
program. Young students mimic well. They often learn
pronunciation by listening to, and imitating, good role

models.

Too much emphasis on correct pronunciation,
however, can make the students afraid to speak because
they worry too much about pronunciation errors.
Teachers must gently guide the students to
understandable pronunciation, but never let pronunciation
become more important than meaning and
communication.

This program introduces pronunciation exercises when
new vocabulary has sounds that Chinese children may
find difficult to produce. The beginning level contains a
few phonetic drills. Later levels offer more phonetic
drills, such as minimal pairs. Older students, at later



levels, learn symbols for certain sounds, so they can use a
dictionary to pronounce unfamiliar words. As much as
possible, the program presents these drills in the context
of the meaning of words and phrases.

Teachers, however, need to pronounce words
correctly. Teachers should check their pronunciation
periodically with a tape recorder. Teachers should
practice speaking English outside of the classroom
whenever possible, preferably with a native speaker.
Teachers can tune their ear to correct pronunciation by
watching English television and movies.

We encourage Chinese teachers of English to learn the
[PA so that they understand the distinctions and
similarities among different sounds. The IPA also helps
teachers to focus on individual sounds and examine ways
to produce them. This helps teachers work out the best
way to teach these sounds in their own classrooms.

What about Grammar?

This program introduces grammar naturally and
gradually. At beginning levels, it teaches the students
how to recognize and imitate certain grammatical
structures and patterns, but it does not emphasize
grammar. At more advanced levels, it explicitly presents
points of grammar to help the students understand the
patterns or certain structures.

The students should always learn and practice
grammar rules as part of communicating meaning.
Research has shown that isolated grammar drills and
workbook exercises in which the students apply grammar
rules by rote do not lead to effective language learning.
The students learn the formulas for such exercises
quickly and complete them without much thought. They
often do not transfer the grammar they practice in
isolated exercises to their own conversation or writing.
Without an emphasis on communication, the students do
not link grammar rules to meaning. The program
endorses teaching grammar through methods such as
mini-lessons and games, and helping the students to edit
their own creative writing and to keep diaries of their
own grammar difficulties.

We remind teachers to avoid stressing correct grammar
at the expense of their students’ confidence. Teachers
who idolize correct grammar intimidate the students and
inhibit the willingness of the students to experiment and
take risks with the new language. For example, a good
teacher would never correct the grammar of a student

trying to express meaning. In one notorious story, a
teacher asks a student: “How is your family?”The student
stammers: “I ... grandfa’... die.” The well-meaning but
insensitive teacher instantly replies: “ Oh, your
grandfather died? Now, listen carefully. ‘ My grandfather
died.” Can you repeat that?”

Above all, communication counts, not correctness.
Learning English aims to help the students experience the
joy and comfort of being understood and of
understanding others.

What about Memorization?

Memorization has its place in a foreign-language
program; it is an important way, though not the only
way, to learn new concepts. The students ultimately must
memorize the vocabulary and structures of a foreign
language before they can consistently produce these
structures in conversation and writing. Memorization
occurs through practice and games, recitation, repeated
exposure, memory tools and individual study. The
students also benefit from memorizing songs, chants and
short passages in the new language.

English speakers refer to memorization as learning by
heart. Memorizing should connect something to your
heart and make it deeply part of you. Memorizing
without understanding often leads nowhere. The students
often store information learned by rote as random sets of
meaningless words instead of richly connected personal
experiences, thoughts and feelings.

We advise teachers to always help the students
understand and form personal connections with texts and
words before committing them to memory. Then
memorization becomes an exercise of the heart.

What about Translation?

Translating passages into a foreign language helps the
students study that language. Translating reveals
grammatical differences and allows the students to
explore word choices and to practice using different
idioms and structures correctly. Translation, however, is a
difficult and precise art that requires specialized study to
perfect. This program introduces a few translation
exercises at advanced levels, but it does not emphasize
translation for several reasons:

Translation can inhibit the students’ spontaneous use of
a foreign language. The goal is to free the students from



constantly translating their native language so that they
can experiment directly with expressions and thought
constructed in the new language.

Too much translation may also make the students think
that they must understand every word they read. They do
not. They need to grasp chunks of meaning. Focusing too
much on individual words and phrases interferes with the
process of reading.

Too much translation also restricts the students to texts

written by others. Teachers should encourage the students
to create their own texts in the new language in a variety
of forms: letters, short descriptions, little stories, poems,
essays ( at advanced levels) and many others. In such
exercises, the students should redraft and revise their own
writing several times until it is clear, vivid and correct.
The students work harder on their own creative writing,
drawn from their own experiences, rather than on
translating other people’s work.
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Your English Classroom

Make Your Classroom Welcoming

Children need to feel safe. They need to trust that no
one will make them feel stupid or ashamed. They need to
feel like they belong. They like to feel surrounded by
friends. They want to be active and to participate. They
love to laugh and play. They love surprises. They want to
feel special. And most of all, children need to feel cared
for.

When your classroom environment provides for these
needs, children will be motivated to learn and will work
hard.

If you really care about each of your students, you will
teach from your heart. That is the best way to create a
genuinely caring community in your classroom. Here are
some other practical suggestions for creating a
stimulating learning environment:

* Keep a brisk pace throughout the class. Drills and
question-and-answer periods should be very rapid.

+ Allow lots of opportunity for the students to talk and
play in pairs and small groups.

*  Move throughout the classroom. Don’t always stand
at the front of the room! For some review sessions,
stand at the back of the classroom or at the side.
During your question-and-answer drills, walk around
the classroom. When observing the students practice,
be sure to move to different areas. The students
become extremely attentive when the teacher is
standing nearby. In classrooms where space is tight,
why not move the desks against each side wall to
make space for an aisle down the centre of the
classroom? Then you can move easily throughout the
classroom and have closer contact with the students.

* Vary activities frequently: some demonstration, some
oral question-and-answer, some small-group work,
some song and game, some writing. The lessons in
the Learning English program are already designed to
do this.

* Be sensitive when correcting the students. Focus on
praising them for what they do well. Especially
reward the students with praise when they take risks
and try pronouncing words or making sentences that
are unfamiliar. Remember, learning to speak a

language involves lots of courage to take risks and
making many, many mistakes. Mistakes are a natural
and very frequent part of language learning. Help the
students to understand this.

*  When offering correction, focus on one problem at a
time ( otherwise you can overwhelm the students).
Pick the most important error to correct. Do not jump
on every error the students make when speaking or
the students will become self-conscious and afraid to
speak. Make your correction very matter-of-fact, and
do not dwell on the error. And don’t forget to praise
the students for trying: Good try!

« If a student answers a question incorrectly in the
class, get the class to help the student. If you can,
offer correction privately to the student before or after
class. A good opportunity is when the students are
practicing together in pairs. Always be very careful
not to embarrass a student in front of others.

* Display the students’ drawings, posters and words on
the walls. This helps the students feel that the
classroom is theirs, not just yours. It also shows the
students that their own work is very important.

Make Your Classroom a Cultural Island

Many foreign-language teachers try to make their
English classrooms places that surround the students with
English culture. This gives the students a context for
English words and phrases and adds a sense of adventure
to learning English.

Try some of these ideas:

» Display maps and magazine pictures, English-
language picture books, travel brochures, English
magazines and newspapers, advertisements, objects
and photographs showing the culture and lifestyle of
native English-speaking people. You can hang items
from the ceiling, post them on the walls or set up a
table at the back of the room where the students can
examine cultural objects. Many teachers collect these
items through friends who travel or by requesting free
brochures from government tourism departments,
travel agencies or businesses in North America.

«  Write English proverbs on strips of paper and hang
them up. Find short poems to write in large letters and



hang them on the walls.

Play English pop songs on the tape recorder as the
students are coming into the classroom and as they
are leaving.

Encourage the students to help make displays. Many
teachers appoint a few of the students to stay after
class to help make displays for each unit. For
example, on the bulletin board, pin up magazine
pictures of people. Add an empty speech bubble

above each person. Ask the students to write
sentences in the speech bubbles.

Collect baby photographs of the students in the
classroom. The students can write a sentence and put
it beside any one of the photographs.

Put cartoons without the punch lines on the wall. The
students can make up punch lines of their own to
add.
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