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Unit One

A KIND OF SERMON

FEEB: B AT BRSSP fE B B K AR X f#
wRH

#HFEA: T “Learning English seems to become more dif-
ficult” RIS SR I H RS 8 piX — [l i) 7 s

#H 3% Study of the Text

Introductory Questions and Remarks

Teacher: Before we study the text, I'd like to ask you some

questions.

1. What problems have you encountered in learning English so
far?

2. What is your biggest problem in learning English now?

3. Do you feel that English learning is getting more difficult
for you? Why or why not?

After about ten years of English learning, you have learned
the basic structures and patterns of English. But, do you share
the feeling that the more you learn, the less you know? How
could this happen? And how should we learn English at this ad-
vanced level? Let’s look at the author’s explanations and solu-
tions.

Text and Questions for Discussion
Lines 1-5
It is probably easier for teachers than for students to
J— 1 —



appreciate the reasons why learning English seems to become
increasingly difficult once the basic structures and patterns of
the language have been understood. Students are naturally
surprised and disappointed to discover that a process which
ought to become simpler does not appear to do so.

Questions

1. Why is it easier for teachers to understand the fact that
English learning becomes more difficult?
(They understand better that there’s a long way for the
learners to go after they’ve known the basic grammar and
patterns. They know more about the language and they
probably had the same experience when they were learn-
ing English.)

2. Why are students surprised and disappointed?
(They think they’ve learned a lot about the language and
have become efficient learners. It doesn’t make any sense
to them when they find that English learning has become
more difficult rather than easier. )

3. Have you had the same experience? Were you surprised
and disappointed?

Lines 616
It may not seem much consolation to point out that the
teacher, too, becomes frustrated when his efforts appear to
produce less obvious results. He finds that students who were
easy to teach, because they succeeded in putting everything
they had been taught into practice, hesitate when confronted

J— 2 J—



with the vast untouched area of English vocabulary and usage
which falls outside the scope of basic textbooks. He sees them
struggling because the language they thought they knew now
appears to consist of a bewildering variety of idioms, clichés
and accepted phrases with different meanings in different con-
texts. It is hard to convince them that they are still making
progress towards fluency and that their English is certain to
improve, given time and dedication.

Questions

1. Explain why the teacher becomes frustrated?
(Though the teacher works hard, his students don’t think
they are making progress. )

2. Aren’t the students making progress?
(Yes, the students are making progress, though it may
not be obvious. )

3. Can you explain “... falls outside the scope of basic text-
book”? .
(It has two connotations. One is that these are the words
and usages that they haven’t met in basic textbooks. The
second is that some word usages take on different mean-
ings in different contexts. Also, as they become more flu-
ent speakers, they find that written English is different
from oral English. )

4. Have you had the same experience? Can you give some
examples?

5. What is an idiom? Can you give some examples?
(It is a fixed group of words with a special meaning which

—_ 3 —_



is different from the meanings of the individual words.
For example, “raining cats and dogs” means “raining
hard”; “over the moon” means to be “extremely happy”;
“keep your head above water” means to “prevent yourself
sinking into the water; to be just able to live on your in-
come; to be just able to go on with life, work, etc.”)
6. What is a cliché?
(A cliché is an expression or idea used so often that it has

lost much of its expressive force. )

Lines 17— 25

In such circumstances it is hardly surprising that some
give up in disgust, while others still wait hopefully for the
teacher to give them the same confident guidance he was able
to offer them at first. The teacher, for his part, frequently re-
duced to trying to explain the inexplicable, may take refuge in
quoting proverbs to his colleagues such as: “You can lead a
horse to water but you can’t make him drink,” or, more re-
spectfully if less grammatically: “It ain’t what you say. It’s
the way that you say it.” His students might feel inclined to
counter these with: “The more I learn, the less I know.”

Questions

1. Why do some students give up in disgust? Would you do
the same thing?

2. Do you believe a teacher can give you guidance? Why or
why not?

3. Do teachers deal with the frustration better than stu-
- 4 —_—



dents?
(No, they are probably helpless too. Or, yes, they have
more experience and have been through the same experi-
ence. )

4. What’s the meaning of “You can lead a horse to water but
you can’t make him drink”?
(See Note 3 in Textbook. ) _

5. What’s the meaning of “It ain’t what you say. It's the
way that you say it”? (L. 23)
(See Note 4 in Textbook. )

6. Is it true that the more you learn, the less you know?
(This is called a paradox, a statement that seems to con-
tradict itself. Let’s move on and see what it means. )

Lines 26 - 32

Of course this is not true. What both students and teach-
ers are experiencing is the recognition that the more complex
Structures one encounters in a language are not as vital to
making oneself understood and so have a less immediate field
of application. For the same reason, from the teacher’s point
of view, selecting what should be taught becomes a more diffi-
cult task. It is much easier to get food of any kind than to
choose, the dish you would most like to eat on a given day
from a vast menu.

Questions
1. Can you paraphrase the second sentence using as few
words as possible?

___5._



(What they are learning is so essential for basic commu-
nication and is therefore not used so often. )

2. Do you think it is difficult for -teachers to select teaching
materials? What kinds of materials would you like to
read? Give your suggestions to the teacher.

Lines 33 — 46

Defining the problem is easier than providing the solu-
tion. One can suggest that students should spend two or three
years in an English-speaking country, which amounts to
washing one’s hands of them. Few students have the time or
the money to do that. It is often said that wide reading is the
best alternative course of action but even here it is necessary
to make some kind of selection. It is no use telling students to
go to the library and pick up the first book they come across.
My own advice to them would be: “read what you can under-
stand without having to look up words in a dictionary (but
not what you can understand at a glance); read what interests
you; read what you have time for (magazines and newspapers
rather than novels unless you can read the whole novel in a
week or so); read the English written today, not 200 years
ago; read as much as you can and try to remember the way it
was written rather than individual words that puzzled you.”
And instead of “read”, I could just as well say “listen to”.

Questions

1. What are the functions of sentences one and two?
(Sentence one defines the problem. Sentence two pro-
—_— 6 J—



vides a possible solution to the problem. )

2. Do you think it feasible for you to spend 2 or 3 years in an
English speaking country? If not, what can you do to -
continue improving your English?

3. Which kind of reading materials can help you? Are they
available in your university?

4. What do you think of the author’s suggestions? Can you
add to them?

Lines 47— 55

My advice to teachers would be similar in a way. I would
say “It’s no good thinking that anything will do, or that all
language is useful. It’s no good relying on students to express
themselves without the right tools for expression. It’s still
your duty to choose the best path to follow near the top of the
mountain just as it was to propose a practicable short-cut
away from the beaten track in the foothills. And if the path
you choose is too overgrown to make further progress, the
whole party will have to go back and you will have to choose
another route. You are still the paid guide and expert and
there is a way to the top somewhere.”

Questions
1. What are the “right tools for expression”?
2. What does the “top of the mountain” refer to?
(Proficiency in English. )
3. What doés the “beaten track in the foothills” refer to?
(Basic English structure and patterns. )
—_ 7 J—



. What does the “best path” refer to?
(The most efficient way to achieve proficiency in English
learning. )
What does “too overgrown to make further progress”
mean?
(See Note 5 in your textbook.)

. What does the “whole party” refer to?
(The teacher and the students.)

. What do you think of the author’s advice for English
teachers? Do you have any other advice?

Summary Questions and Concluding Remarks

. Was there anything new for you in the author’s sugges-
tions to students? What was it?

. Summarize the author’s advice for English teachers. Did
you know that teachers also have a difficult time teaching
advanced English learners? Do you think you can help
them in their teaching?

. Discuss how you would study English after you've learned
the article.

The article defines the difficulties many advanced stu-
dents of English encounter and provides some solutions. It
should be helpful for English learners at the advanced level

as well as for their teachers.

Feature Studies

1. What is the style of this article?
J— 8 P



(Exposition. )

. What is exposition?
(An expository paper explains or explores something,
such as the process of doing things, the causes or the solu-
tion of problems. )

. What writing mcthods are involved in writing expository
essays?
(Ilustration, division and classification, comparison/
contrast, cause and effect, and definition are ways of
writing an expository paper. )

. What does this article explain or explore?
(The article explains why English learning becomes in-
creasingly difficult at advanced levels and explores some
solutions to the problem. )

Study of the Words and Phrases

New Words and Old Words

Teacher: When Isay a word or an expression that is familiar
to you, respond with the new one in this text.

Teacher
(Old Words or Expressions)

Students
(New Words or Expressions)

to understand fully, recognize

more and more all the time

comfort during a time of sad-
ness or disappointment

discouraged

meet, to be faced with

range

appreciate
increasingly

consolation

frustrated
confront
scope



