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Preface

Wendy, a Senior 2 graduate from Shenzhen, arrives at London’s Heathrow Airport
to start her new life in England. She is good at English, she thinks. She usually gets
over 90% in her exams. She has studied exam techniques, and as a result she has
achieved the score of 6.5 in IELTS. She knows her English grammar: adverbs of
manner, nouns in apposition, “good — better — best”, “swim — swam — swum”,
and so on.

But in England, she is hit hard by culture shock. The people are speaking English,
but it is not what she learnt. A policeman asks her, “Yoorit, luv?” What does it
mean? Does he love her? She does not understand that he means, “Are you all
right, love?” and that “love” is a common and friendly way of addressing strangers.
Wendy does not know how to reply.

She sees a newspaper headline, “BROWN ON BACK FOOT”. She remembers
that Brown is the name of the Prime Minister, but why is he standing on one foot?
Which foot, left or right? She does not know that this is a sporting metaphor from
cricket, meaning that you are trying to defend yourself from other players.

In her new school, life is difficult at first. The teachers speak so quickly, and use
many expressions she does not understand. Her new classmates are friendly, but

D ASON (HBYGE ) (Oxford English ) F25I8419(E2 Peter Etherton 240 (HEBUIGHE—
RENMFEMGGEHYE ) —BE5HF, AR, Peter Etherton, ZH&=A, THEHEBER, 100
ZATGEZMEWES , I8t SEwE . B & LS/ INET Z R SERTEBERE,
EHERES LB 2 (British Council ) HIBHE L BET,



their talk is full of slang words that she has never heard before. They find it difficult
to understand her accent and her pronunciation. She finds it hard to express herself,
and cannot ask questions about her work or tell her new friends about her deep
emotional feelings. Her IELTS result and her high exam scores are of no use to her

now.

Wendy is typical of many Chinese students who come on our Summer Courses
every year. She is discovering that there are two different kinds of English, and two
ways of learning.

The first kind of English is what we can call “English-for-Exams”. The aim of
studying this kind of English is to get a high number on a piece of paper, or to get
a beautiful certificate. Students often learn by memorisation. They learn words one
by one, without any context. They learn thousands of grammar rules (which native
speakers of English often do not know). They learn exam techniques and tricks, how
to do multiple-choice questions, how to complete sentences, and how to fill in gaps.
Students are forced to study sentences such as:

This washing machine ... 96 different parts.

(a) comprises (b) contains (c) consists (d) connects

[’m sure you have met this kind of sentence in your own learning of English.
How can we teach English in this way? It is a sad truth that the backwash effect
of many tests and exams has forced teachers to use teaching techniques which
are boring, inefficient and damaging.

But there is another kind of English. It is real English, the English used by
people all over the world to communicate with each other. It is the English
we use to chat to our friends and family. It is the English used in international
education, for teaching and writing scientific papers. It is the English in
business, in top-level boardrooms. It is the language of the air and the sea. It is
the English of Hollywood films and Shakespeare’s plays.

We do not learn real English to pass exams. We learn it to express our meanings.
We use it to congratulate a friend on her new job, to apologise for doing
something wrong, to explain the route to a taxi driver, to read a website, to

apply for a scholarship, or to write a novel about our deepest feelings.
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If you want to know real English, you will need to learn in a different way. You
will need to focus on meaning, context and communication. You cannot forget
about grammar. But if you only learn grammar, your English will be like a
skeleton, dry bones without life.

It is important to learn new words within a context. You should not try to learn
lists of words in isolation. You need to know the situations in which native
speakers would normally use the words, and what ideas and connections they
make in our minds. I recently came across an example of this. A Chinese
teacher was writing a reference for a girl student, and he was praising her. He
said that she was “hard-working, thoughtful and broody”. Unfortunately, the
word “broody” was used here in the wrong context. It does have the meaning
“thoughtful™, but it is usually used when we are talking about a woman who
spends all her time thinking and hoping that she can have a baby. As you can
imagine, this was probably not the meaning that the teacher intended!

The best way of learning the context of new words is by reading and listening
to authentic English. If possible, you should start with material that is not too
difficult for you, so that you already understand most of the words. Then, as
you learn new words, think about the context. Is it formal (a job interview) or
informal (friends chatting on the Internet)? What meanings and emotions are the
people trying to convey?

You can also pay attention to the culture and history. The books of Jane Austen,
for example, are not too difficult for intermediate learners, and they are still
popular in the UK. She writes beautifully about relationships between men and
women. You can learn a lot about British culture, manners and social classes
from her books, but remember that she was writing 200 years ago, and things
have changed a lot since then!

So my advice to learners is always to listen to authentic English and to read
widely. Read classic books, but also read modern writing. Read websites,
magazines, newspapers, research journals, and even books for young children.
You will get a better picture of culture and history, social classes and manners,
and you will meet new language in a wide variety of contexts. You should also
try to develop the habit of listening and reading for pleasure and enjoyment.



There is another difference between the two kinds of English I described
above. If your aim is just to pass an exam, then you can stop learning when
you succeed in getting your certificate. But if your aim is to learn real English
for use in your life, then you will never stop. Learning a language is a life-long
task, and it is essential to know the right study habits and strategies to help you
on this journey.

Professor Xu Huohui’s excellent book contains practical suggestions on how to
improve your learning strategies, with the aim of learning real English, which
will help you in your education, your career and your life. With his help and
advice, hundreds of his students have improved their performance, and many
have proceeded to Oxford, Cambridge and other top universities of Britain,
America and China.

Professor Xu’s book will provide you with the tools you need on this journey. It

is my honour to recommend it strongly to all learners of English.

Peter Etherton
June 2007
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