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Unit One General Issues about Teaching and Learning

Unit One

General Issues about Teaching
and Learning

Pre-reading

The process of teaching a foreign language is a complex one, yet in classroom
teaching, it is necessary to break it down into components for purposes of studies.
Unit One discusses the general issues about foreign language teaching:

® the basic qualities a good foreign language teacher possesses: the abilities to
give interesting classes, how to use the full range of teacher’s personality, how to
balance teacher and students talk, ete. ;

® the importance to know one’s learners: good learners’ characteristics, their
levels, teachers’ desire to empathize with students, how to stimulate and keep the
students’ studying motivation, etc. ;

® {0 manage teaching and learning: how to mind teachers’ physical presence,
how to use teaching voices, how to mark the stages of a lesson, etc. ;

® to give clear and well staged instructions and presentations;

® 10 respond flexibly to what happens in the class;

® to organize effective practice;

® to manage large classes;

® to plan lessons;

® to evaluate teaching;

® {0 understand language tests.

In reality, many good learners trying to acquire a foreign language on their
own adopt the mentioned teaching process of effective planning, presenting,
practising and evaluating. In order to learn a foreign language, they try to plan
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Foreign Language Teaching in Theory and Practice

well, they make sure they perceive and understand new language, they make
conscious efforts to practise it thoroughly, and they check their learning by
themselves.

In the classroom, it is the teacher’s job to promote these learning processes by
the use of appropriate teaching acts. Thus, he or she plans thoroughly to organize
his or her teaching and the students’ learning stages; presents and explains new
material in order to make it clear, comprehensible and available for learning;
designs practice activities to consolidate knowledge; and tests to check what has
been mastered and what still needs to be learned or reviewed. These acts may not
always occur in this rigid order, and may sometimes be combined within one
activity; nevertheless, good teachers are usually aware which is their main
objective at any point in a lesson.

Of course, classroom studying is not the only way learners learn a foreign
language. There are other ways for learners to acquire a new language. They can
absorb another language unconsciously or semi-consciously by being exposed to a
special environment, like they acquired their mother tongue; they can learn
autonomously without purposeful teacher teaching. However the leamers’ studying
method may be, a purposeful organized teaching will facilitate their learning.

Then, the following unit provides simplified but comprehensive techniques for
foreign language teachers. They need not follow it rigidly, but can use it as a guide

for teaching, and for being a foreign language teacher with awareness.

1. How to Be a Good Teacher

What makes a good teacher?

In an attempt to find out what people think about teachers and teaching, many
different people were asked the question “ What makes a good teacher?” It is
hoped that the answer might throw some light upon deeply held beliefs about this

fundamental part of human experience. The respondents were teachers of English
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Unit One General Issues about Teaching and Learning

in the UK, in Spain and from Finland. Some of them were teacher trainers and
methodologists. Last—but by no means least—there are also students of different
nationalities studying at private language schools in Britain, and secondary school
students studying at a Cambridge comprehensive school.

The following answers are representative of the many that were given.

— They should make their lessons interesting so you don’t fall asleep in them.

— A teacher must love her job. If she really enjoys her job she’ll make the
lessons more interesting.

—> I like the teacher who has his own personality and doesn’t hide it from the
students so that he is not only a teacher but a person as well—and it comes
through the lesson. ( Students tend to be interested in their teachers—at
least at first. The ones who share their personality with their classes often
have better results than those who don’t. )

— I like a teacher who has lots of knowledge, not only of his subject.

— A good teacher is an entertainer and I mean that in a positive sense, not a
negative sense.

Although, as we can see, the character and personality of the teacher is a
crucial issue in the classroom, by far a great number of responses to the question
“What makes a good teacher?” were not so much about teachers themselves, but
rather about the relationship between the teacher and the students. This is borne
out in the following responses.

—» It’s important that you can talk to the teacher when you have problems and

you don’t get along with the subject.

— A good teacher is . .. somebody who has an affinity with the students that
they’re teaching.

— A good teacher should try and draw out the quiet ones and control the more
talkative ones.

— He should be able to correct people without offending them.

"— A good teacher is. .. someone who helps rather than shouts.

— A good teacher is. .. someone who knows our names.

In a book of research called Making Sense of Teaching, the authors Sally

Brown and Donald Mclntyre selected a group of good teachers, chosen by their
pupils. They wanted to find out how these “good teachers” did their job so they

arh
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Foreign Language Teaching in Theory and Practice

asked them about their teaching. This is what they found out.

The most obvious common feature of the different teachers’ accounts was that in
response to our question about their teaching they almost always talked about what
their pupils were doing.

A simple answer to the question “What makes a good teacher?” therefore, is
that good teachers care more about their students’ learning than they do about their

own teaching.
How should teachers talk to students?

The way that teachers talk to students—the manner in which they interact with
them—is one of the crucial teaching skills, but it does not demand technical
expertise. It does, however, require teachers to empathize with the people they are
talking to.

One group of people who seem to find it fairly natural to adapt their language
to their audience are parents when they talk to their young children. Studies show
that they use more exaggerated tones of voice, and speak with less complex
grammatical structures than they would if they were talking to adults. Their
vocabulary is generally more restricted too and the attempt to make eye contact
(and other forms of physical contact) is greater. They generally do these things
unconsciously.

Though teachers and students are not the same as parents and children, this
subconscious ability to “rough-tune” the language is a skill they have in common.
Rough-tuning is the unconscious simplification that both parents and teachers
make. Neither group sets out to get the level of language exactly correct for their
audience. They rely, instead, on a general perception of what is being understood
by the people listening' to them. Their empathy allows them to almost feel whether
the level of language they are using is appropriate for the audience they are
addressing.

Experienced teachers rough-tune the way they speak to students as a matter of
course. Newer teachers need to concentrate their focus on their students’
comprehension as the yardstick by which to measure their own speaking style in the
classroom.

T
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Unit One General Issues about Teaching and Learning

Apart from adapting their language, experienced teachers also use physical
movement ; gestures, expressions, mime. It becomes almost second nature to show
happiness and sadness, movement and time sequences, and concepts (e. g.
“heavy” and “drunk” ) using these techniques. They become part of the language

teachers’ use, especially with students at lower levels.
How should teachers give instructions?

This issue of how to talk to students becomes crucial when teachers are giving their
students instructions. It is a waste of time if the students don’t understand what
they are supposed to do.

There are two general rules for giving instructions: the instructions must be
kept as simple as possible, and they must be logical. Before giving instructions,
therefore, teachers must ask themselves the following questions: What is the
important information I am trying to convey? What must the students know if they
are to complete this activity successfully? Which information do they need first?
Which should come next?

When teachers give instructions, it is important for them to check that the
students have understood what they are being asked to do. This can be achieved
either by asking a student to explain the activity after the teacher has given the
instruction or by getting someone to show the other people in the class how the

exercise works.

Who should talk in class?

There is a continuing debate about the amount of time teachers should spend
talking in class. Trainees’ classes are sometimes criticized because there is too
much TTT (Teacher Talking Time) and not enough STT (Student Talking Time) .

Getting students to speak-—to use the language they are learning—is a vital
part of a teacher’s job. Students are the people who need the practice, in other
words, not the teacher. In general terms, therefore, a good teacher maximizes STT
and minimizes TTT.

Good TTT may have beneficial qualities, however. If teachers know how to
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talk to students—if they know how to rough-tune their language to the students’
level, as we have discussed above—then the students get a chance to hear language
which is certainly above their own productive level, but which they can more or
less understand. Such “comprehensible input” (a term coined by the American
methodologist Stephen Krashen ) —where. students receive rough-tuned input in a
relaxed and unthreatening way—is an important feature in language acquisition.
TTT works !

A classroom where the teacher’s voice drones on and on day after day and
where he hardly ever hears the students say anything is not one that most teachers
and students would approve of, however. TTT can be terribly over-used.
Conversely, a class where the teacher seems reluctant to speak is not very
attractive either.

The best lessons are ones where STT is maximized, but where at appropriate
moments during the lesson the teacher is not afraid to summarize what is
happening, to tell a story, enter into discussion, etc. Good teachers use their

common sense and experience to get the balance right.
What are the best kinds of lesson?

One of the greatest enemies of successful teaching is student boredom. This is often
caused by the deadening predictability of much classroom time. Students frequently
know what is going to happen in class and they know this because it will be the
same as what happened in the last class—and a whole string of classes before that.
Something has to be done to break the chain.

In his monumental book, Breaking Rules, John Fanselow suggests that, both
for the teacher’s sanity and the students’ continuing involvement, teachers need to
violate their own behavior patterns. If a teacher normally teaches in casual clothes,
he should turn up one day wearing a suit. If a teacher normally sits down, she
should stand up. If he or she is normally noisy and energetic as a teacher, he or
she should spend a class behaving calmly and slowly. Each time teachers break
one of their own rules, in other words, they send a ripple through the class. That
ripple is a mixture of surprise and curiosity and it is a perfect starting point for

student involvement.
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The need for surprise and variety within a fifty-minute lesson is also
overwhelming. If, for example, students spend all of that time writing sentences,
they will probably get bored. But if, in that fifty minutes, there are a number of
different tasks with a selection of different topics, the students are much more
likely to remain interested. This can be seen most clearly with children at primary
and secondary levels, but even adults need a varied diet to keep them stimulated.

However, variety is not the same as anarchy. Despite what we have said,
students tend to like a certain amount of predictability: they appreciate a safe
structure that they can rely on. And too much chopping and changing—too much
variety in a fifty-minute lesson—can be destabilizing. Good teachers find a balance

between predictable safety and unexpected variety.
How important is it to follow a pre-arranged plan?

It is one thing to be able to plan lessons which will have variety, but being flexible
when the class is actually taking place is another matter altogether. Once again, a
balance has to be struck between teachers attempting to achieve what they set out
to achieve on the one hand and responding to what students are saying or doing on
the other.

Suppose that the teacher has planned that the students should prepare a
dialogue and then act it out, after which there is a reading text and some exercises
for them to get through. The teacher has allowed twenty minutes for dialogue
preparation and acting out. But when the students start working on this activity, it
is obvious that they need more time. The teacher then discovers that they would
like to spend at least half the lesson on just the acting-out phase where they are
finding helpful and enjoyable. At that moment, he or she has to decide whether to
abandon the original plan and go along with the students’ wishes or whether it is
better to press ahead regardless.

Another scenario is also possible; all the students are still working on a
dialogue preparation except for two pairs who have already finished. The teacher
then has to decide whether to tell them to wait for the others to catch up (which
might make them bored and resentful) or whether to stop the rest of the class to
prevent this. Then the other students might end up feeling frustrated because they

7Y
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didn’t have a chance to finish.

There are other crises too: the tape recorder suddenly doesn’t work; the
teacher has forgotten to bring the material they were relying on; the students look
at the planned reading text and say “We've done that before”.

Good teachers are flexible enough to cope with these situations. Because they
are focusing on the students and what they need, they are able to react quickly to
the unplanned event. Perhaps, in the case of the pairs who finish early, for
example, they have a couple of quick useful tasks “up their sleeves” which they
can ask the pairs to do while they’re waiting. Good teachers recognize that their
plans are only prototypes and they may have to abandon some or all of them if

things are going too fast or too slow. Good teachers are flexible.
Post-reading work

(1)Recall your school life, and list, the more the better, some of the qualities
your good school teachers possess, and some of the weak points other teachers
have.

(2) Has your interest in study ever been evoked by any of your teachers? How and
why?

(3)Did you ever dislike one of your teachers? Why? And did it affect your study?

(4) Are some teachers better at encouraging students than others? Why?

2. Know Your Students

Different levels of learners

Teachers of English generally make three basic level distinctions: beginner,
intermediate and advanced (though exactly what these terms mean often depends
where you work and what textbook (if any) you are using). Broadly, however,

beginners are those who don’t know any English and advanced students are those
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whose level of English is competent, allowing them to read unsimplified fact and
fiction and communicate fluently with native spt;akers. Between these two
extremes, intermediate suggests a basic competence in speaking and writing and an
ability to comprehend fairly straightforward listening and reading.

Between these levels, other descriptive terms are used too. A distinction is
made between beginners and false beginners to reflect the fact that some adults start
a beginners’ course having heard virtually no English, whereas many others can’t
really use any English but actually know quite a lot that can be quickly activated ;
they’re not real beginners. Elementary students are no longer beginners and are
able to communicate in a basic way. They can string some sentences together,
construct a simple story or take part in predictable spoken interactions. However,
they have not yet achieved intermediate competence which involves greater fluency
and general comprehension of some general authentic English: there are still areas
of knowledge—tense structures, noun phrase construction, vocabulary use, etc. —
which elementary students have not come across. Upper intermediate students, on
the other hand, have the competence of intermediate students plus an extended
knowledge of grammatical construction and skill use. However, they may not have
achieved the accuracy or depth of knowledge that their advanced colleagues have
acquired. The following diagram shows the labels that are frequently used to
describe different levels.

Although each student is an individual, it is nevertheless possible to make

some broad generalizations about the different levels.

beginners intermediate advanced
false  elementary lower upper
beginners intermediate  intermediate

Terms for student levels
Beginners: Success is easy to see at this level, and easy for the teacher to
arrange. But then so is failure! Some adult beginners find that language leamning is
more stressful than they expected and reluctantly give up. However, if things are
going well, teaching beginners can be incredibly stimulating—and great fun. It

may be restricting for the teacher, but the pleasure of being able to see his part in
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his students’ success is invigorating.

Intermediate students: Success is not so easy to perceive here. Intermediate
students have already achieved a lot. Gone are the days when they could observe
their progress almost daily. Sometimes, it may seem to them, they don’t improve
that much or that fast anymore. This is- often called the plateau effect, and the
teacher has to make strenuous attempts to show students what they still need to
learn without being discouraged. One of the ways of doing this is to make the tasks
the teacher gives them more challenging and to get them to analyze language more
thoroughly. Teachers need to help them to set clear goals for themselves so that
they have something to measure their achievement by.

Advanced students: They already know a lot of English. There is still the
danger of the plateau effect (even if the plateau itself is higher up) so teachers
have to create a classroom culture where learning is not seen as learning a language
little-bit-by-little-bit. At the advanced level, teachers need to be able to show
students what still has to be done and need to provide good clear evidence of
progress. Teachers can do this through a concentration not so much on grammatical
accuracy, but on style and perceptions of appropriateness, connotation and
inference, helping students to use language with more subtlety. It is at this level,
especially, that teachers have to encourage students to take more and more

responsibility for their own learning.

How should teachers teach the different levels?

Although many activities can clearly be used at more than one level ( designing
newspaper front pages, writing radio commercials, etc. ), there are some which
are obviously more appropriate for beginners, for example, pronunciation practice
of /a/, simple introduction dialogues, while there are others which are more
appropriate for advanced students, such as discursive essay writing or formal
debating.

One obvious difference in the way to teach different levels is language.
Beginners need to be exposed to fairly simple language that they can understand.
In their language work, they may get pleasure (and good learning) from

concentrating on straightforward questions like “ What’s your name?” “What’s your



