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Preface

This is a book which was inspired by the work of second language
teachers as they attempted to identify and meet the local needs of the
learners in their classrooms. It is consequently not a book which
presents a single view of how language learning takes place, nor does it
promote one global solution for all language teaching problems. Rather,
it offers a range of ideas, techniques, and procedures which, in different
classroom situations, have provided new insights concerning variability
in learner language and the learning process, prompted different types of
teaching activities, and fostered a qualitative change in the classroom
experiences of many learners. The common theme throughout all this
work is a focus on first identifying the local needs of particular groups of
second language learners and then working toward meeting those needs.

We are aware that, at many points in the following pages, practicing
teachers with a busy schedule will wonder where they could find the
time to carry out some of the types of investigations proposed as useful
in identifying learner needs. It is not our intention that this should be a
concern at all. Quite simply, we offer some ideas and some techniques
which we have found to be useful. Take what you think may be useful
for your particular situation. Ignore what you disagree with, or what
you suspect will be too difficult to implement given your current
teaching situation.

Basically, we hope that anyone in the field of second language
teaching who only has enough time to read this book, or sections of it,
will at least gain something: a better understanding of how the process
of identifying learners’ needs can have a beneficial effect on the process
of attempting to meet those needs. We feel that this understanding, in
itself, is valuable.
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PART ONE
Basic issues






Introduction

Why is it that language teachers never seem to be quite satisfied with any
one methodology or any one set of teaching materials? Why, for
example, is it extremely common to observe language teachers spending
a great deal of preparation time patching together lesson material from
various sources, constructing their own readings and exercises, and then
busily working with a photocopier or duplicator? It cannot be claimed
that there are no available textbooks for language teaching. On the
contrary, there is a wealth of commercially produced language teaching
matcrial and yet, even when supplied with the most recent of textbooks
—often chosen after extensive consultation and review by experts—
language teachers are still to be observed busily changing sections or
creating additional material. In fact, one extremely experienced and very
competent teacher of English as a Second Language (ESL) recently told
us: ‘Even if | were using a text | had written myself only last year, [
wouldn’t use it without modification.’

What can account for this seeming perversity? It is our belief that the
answer lies in the fact that no two foreign language classes are ever the
same, and that language teachers recognize this. In order to successfully
teach a second or foreign language to adults, teachers recognize that, at
a very practical level, they must constantly adjust their methods and
materials on the basis of their identification of the local needs of their
students. If those perceived needs differ with each new class, then it
ceases to be surprising that teachers seem to spend extra time preparing
additional materials specifically designed for each new group. In a sense,
then, the source of dissatisfaction among language teachers is their own
intuitive awareness that there is not one fixed methodology which will
work with all students, and that there is no one set of materials which
will guarantee successful learning for all. Indeed, perhaps the most
frustrating experience for many novice teachers on entering the language
teaching profession is the discovery that there simply isn’t a prescribed
set of procedures which they will learn and then implement in the
classroom. What the novices have to learn is that there exists a wide
range of alternatives, both in teaching methods and in types of materials,
and that the way to make their own lessons work effectively with their
own particular students is to develop the ability to select from those
alternatives (or even to create novel approaches) in accordance with
what they perceive to be their students’ needs. The teacher trainer must
somehow impart to the novice a clear understanding of this process.



4 Basic issues

However, this process may also be a source of frustration for many
experienced language teachers. They know that they do in fact work out
ways to provide their students with appropriate lesson material, yet
often they are not quite sure about how they come to achieve this, and
they have great difficulty articulating the processes involved. It is a
frustration which results from having a good intuitive sense of what will
work, but not being able to explain why in any objective sense.

We hope that, in the course of this book, we shall be able to present
arguments and illustrate procedures which will make sense in terms of
language teachers’ intuitions and which will not only provide guidance
to the novice, but will in effect provide experienced teachers with ways
to become more articulate about their own experience in the classroom
so that they can say why they believe their approach worked. We shall
try to show that the processes of identifying what the students need to
know, investigating what the students do and do not know already, and
gaining insight into how the students perceive their own abilities—far
from being the purview of the expert outsider—are at the very heart of
the successful classroom teacher’s activities in second or foreign
language instruction. In so doing, we hope we shall provide novice
language teachers with guidance in a complex field and at the same time
provide experienced language teachers with a number of incentives
toward a greater sense of professionalism and a firmer conviction that
what they do can have a powerful impact on the process of second
language acquisition. In short, we would like to minimize some of the
frustration and dissatisfaction mentioned above by providing language
teachers with:

~ a means to define their own teaching goals by working out the needs
of their students in relatively specific terms

~ practical methods, with accompanying illustrations of materials, to
identify different aspects of their students’ needs

— a sense of personal and professional security in their own ability to
make decisions concerning the methods and materials used with a
particular group of students, and to support these decisions with
relevant data -

- a means of critically assessing the claims of theorists in the field of
second language acquisition by looking at their own data derived
lfrom their own practical experience with their particular group of
earners.

This book, then, is not designed for curriculum developers interested in
doing large-scale needs analysis projects: it is intended for classroom
language teachers interested in improving their ability to analyze the
needs of particular groups of learners in order to make practical
teaching decisions. To this end, we will now look at some aspects of
what is known about the language learning process itself.



