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I. Questions about English-Teaching

1. Pm frustrated with reading classes. Always a rather long
reading; then some comprehension questions. Is there any way
to transfer what we have learned from reading into
communication?

[ sympathize with your frustration! The kind of reading you are
describing is a total waste of time: you expend an enormous amount
of effort and energy presenting a reading text through explaining
grammar points and vocabulary, only to end up with a few
comprehension questions which do not do justice to the text. Then
you have to begin the same boring routine all over again with a new
~ reading text. There are two observations to make here
1) We have to distinguish between intensive and extensive reading.

Intensive reading involves the detailed study of a very short text,
followed by a variety of exercises based on the text. This is the
exact reverse of what you have been experiencing. In this
approach, you spend a short time presenting the text (not more
than 10~ 15 minutes) and the rest of the lesson exploiting what
you have presented. The text can therefore be used as the basis
for a conversation lesson or for the development of language study
and writing skills.

2) Reading long texts ( stories, newspaper articles, etc.) for
pleasure or information is extensive reading. Students should be
set extensive reading exercises as homework (for example,
through a class library system in which they exchange simplified

Readers). You may briefly test them orally on what they have
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read, or, far more efficiently, get them to complete

questionnaires you have prepared in advance and which will tell

you at a glance whether your students have completed a reading
assignment.

The reason for your frustration is that you have been attempting
to conduct extensive reading in class, which is about the most boring
and unproductive thing you can do. Choose textbooks with very
short texts for use in the classroom and set longer reading tasks as
home assignments.

Finally, can students transfer what they have learned from
reading into communication? Yes, but indirectly. Reading is not
only a source of pleasure and information ( therefore giving you
topics to talk about), it also consolidates what you know and
constantly enriches your vocabulary. Students who read a lot in
English provide themselves with excellent foundations. They gain
confidence, and ultimately become better at communicating orally

and in writing than students who read very little.

2. Keeping the students in English is a problem. Whenever I try to
do an activity, the students do it in Chinese. I tell them to use
English, but they won’t. Anyway, how can 1 keep them in
English?

The students’ mother tongue should be used for three purposes
only: 1) maintaining class discipline; 2) explaining a tricky point of
grammar and comparing and contrasting it with a structure in
Chinese; 3) when you are explaining the meaning in English of a
difficult vocabulary item, it is always advisable to ask one of your
best students to give you a ‘confirmatory translation’ .

Everything else you do should be entirely in English. Don’t
2



conduct translation exercises with beginners as this encourages them
to think bilingually and invites interference from the mother tongue.
Remember, the best translators are people who are fluent in a
foreign language, not those who have used grammar-translation
methods during their learning careers.

So why do your students insist on using Chinese even though
you tell them not to? One possible reason is that you are setting
them tasks which are too difficult for them, so they resort to
Chinese. For example, you can’t conduct a conversation lesson in
English if your students are barely capable of answering or asking
questions, or of formulating simple statements. In the same way,
you can’t expect your students to write essays in English if they
can’t even write a single sentence correctly. Students need to be
trained in productive skills until they are ready to conduct them.
This means that you give them plenty of structured exercises in
English before giving them open-ended activities. For example, you
train them to speak by providing them with question and answer
practice, re-telling stories in their own words by referring to pictures
or notes. In structured activities of this kind, your students just
won’t be able to avoid using English. A planned lesson begins in a
highly structured way and becomes freer at the end, so students get

used to using English all the time.

3. I have a large class. We are often told that every student should
be motivated under such circumstances. What is the most
effective way to get greater student participation?

The main reason why there is lack of participation in large
classes is that lessons are dominated by one or two students (not

necessarily the best ones), while the rest of the class is neglected
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and consequently becomes bored and even rebellious. So how can we
overcome this? Let’s first ask ourselves what is required to achieve
participation. Where listening comprehension is concerned we want
everybody to participate; where speaking is concerned, we want as
many students as possible to be given the opportunity to speak.

Let’s lock at listening comprehension first. Never ask a class
simply to listen to a text while you read it to them or play a
recording. If you do this you can be sure most of your students will
switch off while you drone your way through the reading text. You
can prevent this from happening by setting your students a listening
objective. Instead of saying ‘ Listen to this please’, you say
something like ‘I'm now going to read you a story about an
accident. After I've finished reading, I'm going to ask you how the
accident happened. Ready?’ Now your students will listen actively
to find out the answer to the question because they will be afraid of
losing face.

Now we want as many students as possible to participate in
speaking. How do we go about it? When you have finished reading,
don’t let one or two students shout out the right answer. Ask
questions like: How many of you think the accident happened
because ...? (The students answer with a show of hands. ) Ask
questions round the class using the ° question, pause, pounce’
technique:

Teacher (addressing a question to the whole class): What
action did the bus driver take?

The question is followed by a pause so the whole class has time
to think about the answer. (You must discipline your students never
to shout out answers without being asked! )

Now you pounce, asking one student, then another to answer
4



the question, asking Student A whether he/she agrees with Student
B, and so on round the class. Your questions should be rapid, using
a scatter-gun technique, but always following the question-pause-
pounce sequence. [ can assure you, if you follow this advice, your

entire class will participate in the lesson!

4. There is so much emphasis on grammar, however, there doesn’t
seem to be much room for communication. It feels like a test. Is
learning grammar really a help for communication?

You put your finger on it when you say ‘it feels like a test’.
What you're referring to is the old grammar-translation method. In
this approach, language learning was concerned entirely with rule-
giving followed by exercises (fill in the blanks, translation, etc. ).
This was how we learnt ancient languages like Greek and Latin, and
it was considered to be the proper way to teach modern languages as
well. The trouble is, we never had to speak Greek and Latin,
whereas in modern language teaching we’'re concerned with the four
primary skills of understanding, speaking, reading and writing.
Clearly, grammar exercises alone are not going to meet the needs of
communication. If that is all we do in class, then you are right it is
just a constant grammar test. In the past, grammar was the master
and communication (if it occurred at all) was the by-product.

Today, the situation has been entirely reversed.

Communication is the master and grammar is the support system.

This doesn’t mean that in communicative teaching grammar is

unnecessary; merely that its role has been re-defined. What we do

today is teach students communicative activities ( conducting
transactions, engaging in interaction, and so on) and then use
grammar as the support system of these activities. After all,
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grammar is the operating system of a language: it tells us how and
why things happen, so we still need it for this purpose. This
means, we teach grammar after conducting communicative
activities, not before or instead of conducting them.

The main reason we teach grammar is that we can’t avoid it.
Students will always want to know how or why things happen in
language. Questions about how things happen refer to form (for
example, how we ask questions in English); questions about why
things happen refer to use (for example, why we can’t say "I
haven’t seen him since six years” ). Language teaching must be
communication-based, but it must also be supported by constant
explanation, clarification and the opportunity to practise difficult
forms: i.e. grammar. You can’t become a skilled performer of a
musical instrument without practising scales, and scales are like

grammar in language acquisition.

5. How can 1 teach more efficiently in a communicative way by
using the class textbook?

I find this question particularly difficult to answer because I
don’t know which textbook you are referring to. For example, is it
a textbook which contains a lot of communication-based exercises,
or is it one that contains hardly any? Anyway, a few comments
might help to clarify the question.

The first thing to remember is that it is impossible to begin to
communicate if we don’t understand what we hear. Therefore
listening comprehension and reading comprehension are the
important receptive skills we need to develop before we can apply the
productive skills of speaking and writing. You need to provide your

students with as much listening comprehension practice as time
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allows before they can develop their speaking skills. In order to

speak a language we have to be able to do four things:

* understand

e ask

* answer

* say

Therefore listening comprehension exercises should be followed
by plenty of practice in asking and answering questions. Students
have to manipulate the whole regular and irregular verb system to be
able to ask and answer fluently, so rapid question and answer
practice should follow every listening comprehension text. Practice
in ‘saying’ can be achieved by getting students to reproduce the
substance of the listening comprehension practice in their own
words. There always has to be a transfer between text-based
exercises and life-based exercises. After students have practised

‘saying’ the text, you should switch to ‘About You’ exercises

where students tell you about their own experiences.

We need to concentrate on three main areas when developing
communicative conversational skills. These are:

* transactions: that is, ‘doing business’ in a foreign language:
e.g. ordering a meal in a restaurant, changing money in a bank,
etc. Transactions always follow predictable patterns and the
pafticipants fulfil particular roles; e.g. ticket-seller and
customer; nurse and patient, etc.

* interaction involving the exchange of information: you tell me
about your troubles and I'll tell you about my troubles and so on.

* interaction involving opinions and argument: you tell me what
you think about something and I’ll agree or disagree with you

and tell you what I think.



These are just a few ideas to help you enrich your textbook or

get more out of it.

6. How can I decide on when and how I correct students’ mistakes?
Spoken language

If you are listening to a student speaking and your main
objective is to develop fluent speech, don't interrupt. Wait till the
student finishes speaking or reaches a convenient pause. Then
correct only those mistakes that interfere with the student’s ability
to communicate. So just pick up one or two big mistakes and correct
them lightly, asking the student to repeat the correct version after
you. Your main aim in this situation is to build up your students’
confidence and to develop fluency.

Dirills are concerned with form, so if you are conducting a drill
(e.g. to train students to add -s to the third person singular of the
simple present), correct a student immediately if he/she says *He
go” instead of He goes. Your main aim here is to develop accuracy,
so you don’t allow any mistake to go uncorrected. A student repeats
the correct version after you until he/she really gets it right.
Written language

Use codes when correcting written work; e. g. sp for spelling;
gr for grammar; voc for vocabulary. Periodically, pool the main
mistakes in your students’ written work and deal with them
collectively on the blackboard, inviting the students themselves a) to

identify errors and b) to suggest corrections.



7. As a Chinese teacher, how can I raise my students’ interest so
that they learn English on their own initiative?

Students are always more motivated when they regard English
as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself. Compare the
attitudes of young pupils who are told repeatedly that English will be
extremely important to them in their lives, and the attitudes of
students who find they need English for a particular purpose (say to
study medicine or law). The former are quickly bored; the latter are
highly-motivated. The way to raise motivation among young pupils
is to set them project work, where English is 2 means to an end.
For example, if you set pupils the task of finding out about the
history of Hong Kong, this will be their prime objective and English
will be a by-product of the process.

8. How should I teach students grammar in my teaching?

Modern textbooks concentrate on teaching communication ( =
how to do things in a foreign language). Grammar is the natural by-
product of this undertaking. This means, you teach grammar not as
an end in itself, but as a support system to communication. Most of
the questions students have about English concern grammar ( when
to use some or any, when to use to or at and so on). Deal with
these as they arise. When dealing with grammar, extract as much
information as you can from your students and then set them
exercises to raise their awareness of particular grammatical points,
but always do this after you have trained them in communicative
skills like listening comprehension, using language for a purpose,

etc.



9. Speaking good English is not the same as being a good English
teacher. Can you give me some suggestions to be a good English
teacher?

I agree absolutely that speaking good English is not the same as
being a good teacher of English. It goes without saying that good
native speakers of English are not necessarily also good teachers: in
fact their command of English may make them insensitive to
problems of learners. However, in your case, as a non-native
speaker it is important for you to be as fluent as possible so that you
feel confident in class, so you should avoid using Chinese and make
sure you constantly use your English. Additionally, however, you
have to master skills which are connected with language teaching.
The best way to do this is to use textbooks with a dependable graded
syllabus and with sound methods, which you then follow. You will
then be trained in:

* conducting exercises that develop listening comprehension

* conducting exercises that develop conversational skills ( oral
fluency)

* conducting exercises that develop reading comprehension

* conducting exercises that develop writing skills

Each of these is a major topic, too big to go into here. Look at
the textbooks you are using and ask yourself how well they are
training you in these skills. To sum up: Use your English as much
as possible to maintain fluency, then master the skills that

specifically relate to language-teaching and language-learning
methodology.
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