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From Skill-Specific to Skill-Integrated:
Theme-Based Instruction and Weeksheet
Recycling

Kim Hughes Wilhelm

Southern Illincis University at Carbondale

Introduction

This paper describes how, over the course of the last two years, an ESL program has
moved from a skill-separate to a skill-integrated curriculum model. A theme-based
approach was used, with weekly as well as course themes identified for each of the five
courses described. Teacher awareness of each other’s instructional plan as well as teacher
involvement in course decision-making was encouraged through instructional
“weeksheets.” Samples are provided of the curricular change timeline, course themes,
objectives, and weeksheets. |

For nearly six decades, English language teaching has focused on language form,
resulting in skill separation and curricular models which revolve around four modes of
performance: reading, writing, listening, and speaking (Brown, 1994). Separate skill
courses tend to be considered as more traditional and *bottom up” (Shrum and Glisan,
1994). Instructional foci are on discrete skills and linguistic content, learning/teaching
about language rules, structures, etc. with linguistically graded mput (Brown, 1994).
Many pre-university intensive English programs still use a skills-separate model,
probably due mostly to administrative considerations making it easier to program separate
courses. Specialized courses may be practical and warranted when meeting the needs of
higher proficient learners who need to “balance”™ their skills. However, if communicative,
interactive use of the target language is the goal, skill integration is, according to Brown,
“the only plausible approach to take” (p. 219). In fact, most of us would agree that, even
when teaching in a skills-separate program, good teachers naturally integrate all language
skills when orchestrating learning activities.

Integrated skills models described by Brown as being currently in use mclude content-,
theme-, and task-based teaching, experiential learming, and/or episodically structured
language input (see Table 1 for a summary of the characteristics of each). All use a
“communicative, interactive framework” (p. 219). Shrum and Glisan (1994) also
emphasize skill integration and meaningful communication in their support of
contextualized, theme-based, whole language approaches: “students manipulate language
to communicate thoughts by using higher level skills before attending to discrete language
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structures with the use of lower level skills” (p. 25). Experiential language use is included
in Nunan’s description of content-based syllabuses in which learners are exposed to
language input “which has not been linguistically graded” and which is focused more on
experiential content than linguistic content (1988, p. 38). |

Moving from Skill-specific to Skill-integrated

Throughout the last two years, our English program at SIU-C has been mvolved in
moving trom a predominately skill-specific curricular orientation to a theme-based
curricular model. The old curriculum was for the most part a four-level model, with one-
hour courses each in communicative activities (listening/ speaking), reading, grammar,
and writing. The new curriculum, instituted in the fall of 1994, is a five-level model with
three distinct phases: General English (GE), Advanced English 1 & 2 (AEI, AE2) and
English for Academic Purposes 1 & 2 (EAP1, EAP2). The first phase focuses on receptive
language growth with students tracked into a listening-focus versus a reading-focus course
of study. The second phase continues receptive growth while mtroducing more productive
work and a process approach toward writing. The final pbase teaches academic study
skills while improving English language proficiency with social science and earth science
content (see Appendix A, Three Phase Model, for a more detailed overview).

Elements from each of Brown’s integrated skill models were included in the courses
at each level (see Table 1). The curriculum was based at each level on theme, with a
balance of content and language skills the focus m core classes throughout the curriculum.
Experiential learning was the focus of both the projects and the clinic (language media
center) classes. A task-based approach was inherent especially in the GE phase, with its
focus on life skill English. A task-based orientation to instruction was also an important
part of the writer’s workshop classes and 1s evidenced in instructional objectives at each
level of the program. Mulfi-media and reading materials, in particular, were chosen with
episodic elements to stimulate learmer curiosity, interest, and hypothesis-forming/ testing
capabilities. Community survey projects and research projects were also built 1 as class
activities to further students’ awareness of the scientific inquiry process and to practice
higher-level critical thinking skaills.

Implementation of the new model involved a number of major programmatic
changes. A great effort was made to expose students to both print-based and non-print-
based materials at all levels, with more focused listening and concept development
through a multi-media approach to language learning. Audio- and video-based material
use was greatly expanded, in required texts, supplemental texts, and for remedial and
challenge work. CAELL-based instruction was integrated into the curriculum through
clinic classes to introduce and practice with software at the lower levels and clinic
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glectives at the upper levels. Computer classrooms for writing workshop courses and a
newsletter course were utilized at the upper levels.

[mproved community resource use and experiential learning were other goals, with
structured community immersion built into the curriculum through projects courses.
Project courses emploved elements of a whole language approach to langnage learning by
providing a purpose for communication, requiring the students to negotiate, make plans,
and initiate meaningful interactions in authentic language settings, integrating language
skills, and providing authorship opportunities. Coffechouses, newsletter publishing,
“Travel USA” and “Know Your City” projects were successfully implemented, with
regular end-of-term (EOT) exhibits held for students to display and explam their work.

Scheduling changed from hourly teaching blocks to 2- and 3-hour teaching blocks for
all core and writing workshop classes, necessitating changes in lesson planning. Teachers
were encouraged to plan instructional activities in approximately 20-minute “chunks,”
moving between print and non-print materials as they also integrated language skills and
worked with theme-based content. Organizational patterns also changed. Students now
have a “home room™ teacher, a full-time teacher responsible for their core class who is
considered the primary teacher responsible for that group of students. Leadership roles
changed, as well, as we switched from skill coordinators (reading, grammar, etc.) to
level/area coordinators (GE, AE, EAP). We have also tried to increase student choice and
assist them with specific skill improvement through offering “electives” courses which are
optional and graded “pass/fail” (¢.g., TOEFEL preparation, advanced pronunciation, current
events, conversations with Americans).

Obviously, the new curriculum involved a great deal of change; ongoing attention and
concern has been given (o developing communication patterns and establishing teacher
ownership and control over the mstructional plan. Attention {0 communication patterns
and the flow of information was essential, with effort given to foster bottom-up
communication patterns and to involve individual teachers in instructional decision-
making and curricular evaluation. Omne important move to promote teacher
communication was to make Wednesdays a “light” teaching day, with no core classes
meeting that day. This ensured that all full-time teachers (and most part-time teachers)
would be available for teachers’ meetings and instructional planning. It also gave teachers
a day midway through the week for student conferences, lesson planning, materials and
test development, and grading. This scheduling plan allows students to attend optional
elective courses and has encouraged student free-time use of the language media center.
Wednesdays are also used for extended field trips and projects work which would
otherwise conflict with regular classes.
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While we are still involved in formative evaluation and revision of the new curriculum
and continue to problem-solve as we try out this drastically different curricular model,
some tools employed in implementing the new model have been very useful and may be
of benefit to others. Organization of courses by themes has been helpful both in selecting
matenals and in keeping students and teachers oriented to the integrated skills model.
Weeksheets have been important i allowing teachers to see the instructional plan “a week
at a glance,” have fostered awareness and reinforcement of instructional objectives, and
have proven to be an important tool for bottom-up, ongoing formative evatuation and
revision of the curriculum throughout the year,

Theme-based Instruction

The use of themes for each course has been very helpful in orienting both teachers and
students to course content. Level-appropriate themes and content-based materials were
chosen for the various levels, according to mstructional objectives and iearner needs
analysis (see sample themes in Appendix B). For example, learners in the GEL (General
English—Listening focus) course tend to be our lowest proficient learners and are
typically new arrivals to the U.S.A. All GEL classes use content related to the theme,
“Leaving home and family, coming to a new community.” Students learn life skills and
the use of community resources while being mvolved i a “Know your City project.”
Selected print-based texts focus on a functional-notional approach, with life skills
extended in community-based activities. Students also work with CAEILL-based materials
and participate in a grammar class, but those materials also reflect a life skill approach and
the theme of the course.

Learners at the next proficiency level deal with materials related to the regions of the
U.S.A. Across all classes at that level (core class, CAELL-based clinic class, projects
class, culture class, and grammar class) the texts and materials have a “U.S.A.: People,
Places, Institutions” theme. Regions of the U.S.A. are explored with audio-visual
materials, through interaction with short stories, history lessons, introductions to regional
music and cultures, a look at historical figures, famous sites and recreational activities,
occupations and lifestyles of the people in the region, and so on.

Learners at the middle proficiency levels are involved in issues-focused classes, with
Advanced English 1 dealing with “personal 1ssues” (¢€.g., personal values, cultural values,
friendships and relationships, goals and aspirations) and Advanced English 2 working with
“societal issues” (¢.g., gender roles, educational differences, genetic engineering,
urban/rural lifestyles, influences of the media). The highest proficiency levels then move
into a focus on English Tor Academic Purposes (EAP), with EAP1 learning English
through social science content and EAP2 leaming English and academic skills and
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strategies through earth science content. Exposure to lectures by university professors,
formal and informal classroom presentations, library research techniques, and a
combination of skill-based and content-based testing helps our EAP students in their
transition to university coursework.,

Weeksheets

The movement from skill-specific to skill-integrated instruction involved not only a
drastic change in scheduling and instructional strategies but also hinged upon teacher
awareness of each other’s instructional purposes, use of materials, and schedules.
Teachers needed to commumicate effectively with each other to plan and carry out
instruction so as to avoid student overload, repetition of content or materials, and to better
reinforce instructional objectives. Part-time teachers (TAs) and full-time teachers had to
match busy schedules so as to plan mstruction and to deal more effectively with individual
learmers. Teachers were asked to work closely with their core teacher 1 order to identify
students who may be “at risk” as well as those who would benefit from challenge
activities. Teachers and Level/Area Coordinators (i.e., General English coordinator,
Advanced English coordinator, EAP coordinator) were also expected to function together
as instructional decision-makers as they adjusted and mmproved the weekly plan of
instruction.

During weekly meetings with teachers, area coordinators would solicit feedback
regarding the instructional plan as presented in the weekly plan, or “weeksheet” (see
samples in Appendix D). Teachers were encouraged to edit the weeksheets as they
progressed through the eight-week term so that area coordinators could then recycle the
plan for the following semester. Teachers and coordinators also met to critigue texts and
materials used, to identify material needs (for purchase or development), and to suggest
mstructional improvements. While themes remained constant from one term to another,
texts and materials changed so that term 1 materials were different than teri 2 materials.
This was done so that stundents who needed to repeat a particular level would not be
exposed to the exact same texts. Student and teacher responses to texts and materials were
solicited at the end of the term to assist in text selection the following semester.

This schedule of development, tryout, critique, revision, and recycling of term 1 and
term 2 materials and weeksheets (see mstructional development tunetable in Appendix ()
gave the teachers and coordinators a chance to reevaluate and select materials according
to teacher and learner response, revise the instructional plan, and distribute the recycled
plan in time for the following eight week session.

Long-term curricular change cannot take place until instructional details are sinoothly
managed and teachers feel a sense of “ownership” of the curriculum., The weeksheets
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were a very effective tool for successful implementation of the new curricular plan.
Developed initially by the curriculum coordinator for all courses, the weeksheets are now
revised each term by the teachers themselves.

Weeksheets to Implement and Reinforce the Imstructional Plan

The weeksheets are much more than an instructional plan. They keep all teachers
focused on the theme for the week and keep them informed as to instructionat plans,
materials use, teacher schedules, and “heavy” times for students (i.e., when tests are being
held, when major writing assignments or presentations are due). The weeksheets also let
teachers know what kind of community excursions are planned for the week, allowing for
reinforcement activities or simply providing fuel for informal conversations with students
about the field trips. Perhaps most importantly, the weeksheets ensure that all teachers
know the schedules and names of other teachers who work with the same group of
students. Instructional calendar reminders are also included, so teachers know when to
notify each other and supervisors of “at risk” students, when midterm evaluations are due
to students, when holidays and make-up days are, when ¢clective course offerings begin
and end, and when beginning and end of term events are being held. Teachers can access
the week “at a glance™ as they receive guidance for their own instructional plan and see
the plans which others will be tollowing. Working together with the same theme for the
week encourages teachers to discuss their mstructional plans as they share supplemental
materials and reinforce each other’s instructional objectives.

The weeksheets are printed on legal-size paper and consist of a header which lists the
course title, week, and theme, followed by dates and special events for the week. The
remainder of the weeksheet is in table format, with each column providing information
about one class starting with teacher, schedule and room information, and followed by a
Jisting of class materials and content in the order in which they occur that week (see
weeksheet samples in Appendix D). Optional and supplemental materials are also listed,
along with special instructions to the teachers (for example, where materials can be found,
whether it is text and/or audio/video, suggestions that they cooperate with another teacher
to allocate materials, and so on). If space allows, a listing of objectives is also provided
at the bottom of the weeksheet so that teachers can be aware of and reinforce what is being
covered in other classes.

Teacher Control and Ownership—Weeksheet Recycling

‘Teachers are asked to edit the weeksheets as they proceed through their course, noting
in particular how much they could cover in a week, which materials they think should be
required and which should be optional, additional objectives they worked on, and which
activities were particularly useful in meeting the stated objectives. The weeksheets and
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materials developed are then collected and “recycled” by the curriculum coordinator and
the area coordmator. The area coordinator also meets with the teachers weekly or
biweekly to discuss the students, schedule, instructional plan, and materials.

In our program, the weeksheets have provided a tool whereby teachers can more
easily and effectively communicate with each other about their plans for the week and
about their students’ needs. Teachers have acquired a sense of ownership of the
weeksheets, copying them onto bright colors and readily assisting in revision and criticism
of the mstructional plans. Area coordnators and core teachers seem (o be viewing
themselves more as developers and experts, looking to the curriculum ¢oordinator more
as an outside reviewer and as someone to help in locating appropriate supplemental
materials. Teachers are able to adjust course due dates and to project so that student work
foads are more reasonable and better-distributed across the term.

The weeksheets also provide security and direction for novice teachers who may
otherwise be at a loss if simply provided with a textbook and a set of objectives. The
course descriptions allow the various teachers to understand the focus of their particular
class and to note the difference in classes which are onented toward boftom-up teaching
of skills {grammar class, for example) versus more top-down orientations (projects class,
for example), while valuing the importance of both. Teachers can see when students have
been exposed to various software in the clinic class (a typing tutorial, for example) and
can then reimnforce computer hieracy skills by giving assignments that apply the skills
learned. The weeksheets break the instructional plan into manageable units of instruction,
providing both “the big picture” and detailed structure to a novice teacher who may be at
a loss if given a less specific eight-week overview.

Conclusion

As a tool for curricular change and ongoing evaluation and revision, the weeksheets
have proven invaluable as tools for planning for the future and documenting the past.
Curricula can be kept current, with an ongoing effort to meet the needs of teachers and
learners while keeping a consistent theoretical orientation in practice. Formative
evaluation of the curriculum is built-in and encouraged. A top-down and a bottom-up
flow of information and problem-solving has become the standard, with all teachers
involved in mstructional decision-making. The responsibility for corricular change has
become a focus for the entire group of teachers rather than for a select few. Hopefully,
other programs will be able to employ the concepts of theme-based instruction and the
weeksheet as tools for curricular change as they work together to make instructional
decisions through shared knowledge and cooperative decision-making.
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Table 1

Integrated-Skill Models: Elements (summarized from Brown, 1994, p. 219-230
and as related to classes in new CESL curriculum)

*“Strong form” - primary purpose is to instruct re: subject-matter area

**Weak form” - equal value on content and language objectives, e.g.
Theme-Based, Topic-Based

feUnderlying principles: Autematicity, Meaningful, Learning, Intrinsic
Motivation, Communicative Competence

*More Common at intermediate and advanced levels

«Concrete experiences whereby students “discover “ language
principles

s_earner hypothesis testing, inductive “discovery learning” (Dewey)

oLearner takes charge of their own learning progress

*Physical actions which require use and reinforcement of language

*Contextualized language

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''' T e T LT e T e ey
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RSt m : ials):

sAuthentic, real-world purposes
s[nteraction of cognition and language
«Curiosity and motivation enable learners to form “expectancies” and to

become more deeply involved in content

*Priority is on functional purpose for which language must be used
Context is specified

*Pragmatic language competence is a goal

sIncludes both Target tasks (accomplished beyond the ¢lassroom) and

Pedagogical tasks (nuclei of classroom activities)
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Appendix A
Three Phase Language-Building Process

Phase 1: GENERAL ENGLISH
Build Habits, Encourage Fluency, Promote Self-Confidence, Build Receptive
Language Proficiency, Provide Content for Transition to U.S.A. Context

Focus on fluency in receptive skill areas. Encourage reading and listening as
leisure-time habits by making available high-interest, cross-level receptive language
texts of varying rhetorical modes.

Familiarize students to roles and responsibilities in university and community
settings. Provide language instruction and practice through use of life skill matenals.

Practice purposeful recognition of standard English use, form, and meaning.

Phase 2: ADVANCED ENGLISH

Explicit Exposure to and Practice of Receptive and Productive Language and
Critical Thinking Skills. Continued Building of Higher-Level Receptive Skills with
Explicit Attention to Productive Writing Skills

Step-by-step exposure to critical reading skills and rhetorical modes, with a focus on
reading for comprehension, analysis, and reader response. ILearn and practice
techniques to increase vocabulary and word recognition abilities. Improve reading
pace as well as independent and instructional reading levels. Learn and practice
strategies and skills to read for varying purposes.

Introduce to reader-based writing and writing as a process, as well as differences
between narrative and expository writing. Practice process writing and acceptable
sentence/paragraph/short essay structure with personal narrative, reader response,
and personal opinion writing, 1n addition to summary, synthesis, critical review, and
short answer essay writing when describing or responding to issues-related materials.
Movement from a focus on fluency in writing to more structured planning and
organization of written work for academic purposes.

Phase 3. ENGLISH FOR ACADEMIC PURPOSES
Critical reading, note taking, and advanced academic language and study skills
taught, practiced, and tested through application with authentic materials.

Listen and read to learn and remember information, with realistic testing and
numerous opportunities for study skill application. Learners to practice self-help
strategies for academic success, including the development of meta-cognitive
awareness of own weaknesses and needs.
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Comprehend and practice logical categorization of information, recognizing author’s
purposes, credentials, and biases,

Longer (Essay, Report) writing for academic purposes in guided and unguided
situations. Introduction to and application of library research techniques to collect
relevant, appropriate source materials for class projects. Use of conventional forms
of citation, introduction of sources, and quoting/paraphrasing. Use of the word
processor as a writer’s tool.

Formal and informal speaking to express ideas, gather information, contradict or seek
clarification, inform, and/or persuade others.

Appendix B

Sample Themes

L —

i . i

GENERAIL ENGLISH - Listening Focus | GENERAL ENGLISH - Reading Focus
wk.| "Life Skills / Welcome to Carbondale” |"USA - People, Places, Institutions” |
1 Starting Out/Meeting People U.S.A. Qverview
2 Getting There The Pacific Northwest
3 Problems & Solutions The Great Lakes /Midwest
4 Moving In/Eating Qut The Northeast
5 The Community The Southeast
& Work and School The Southwest
7 Health and Safety The Golden West
| 8 Vacation The Quter Regions
l ADVANCED ENGLISH 1 ADVANCED ENGLISH 2
Wk. "Personal Issues/Transitions” "Societal 1ssues/Opinions”
1 Arriving/Adjusting The Elderly
I 2 Challenges Health & Citizenship
3 Goals & Dedsions Work & Gender
4 Educating Yourself Effects of Development
1 3 Culture & Identity Systems of Education
{6 Personal Wellness Bilingual Education
7 Love & Friendship The Environment
8 Personal Choices The Future
Enit ___EAP1 "Social Sciences® l EAP2  "Earth Sciences”
1 { Socdial Relations (altruism, prejudice) Culture and Ecology
2 { Conformity & Obedience to Authority Laws of Ecology
3 Consumer Behavior I Biodiversity
4 Branding & Market Targets |
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Predicted Problems of Elementary
School ESL Teachers: Implications For
Teacher Education

Gary Barkhuizen
Rhodes University, South Africa

Introduction

The reports on the early induction period of novice teachers, including English
language teachers, show that they are not always prepared to assume full teaching
responstbilities (Barkhuizen, 1994; Featherstone, 1993; Johnston & Ryan, 1980;
Veenman, 1984). A number of schools in South Africa are now responding to this
dilemma by planning and implementing various induction programs, very much the way
American schools have been doing for some time now (see Adkinson, 1985). These are
programs that supposedly ease the transition into teaching for beginning teachers. New
teachers will always experience some instability when they start to teach, but perhaps this
condition could be prevented somewhat if potential problems received more attention
during teacher preparation.

This article features ways in which preservice teacher education programs could work
towards eliminating some of the anxiety first-year teachers feel about problems they may
experience when they begin teaching. The suggestions and insights presented evolved
from the results of a study in which preservice student teachers were asked to indicate
what problems they were expecting to encounter when they start to teach English in South
African elementary schools.

The Study: Background and Method

Preservice student teachers at three South African teacher preparation institutions
(two colleges of education and one university located in the Eastern Cape Province) were
asked to consider the problems they might experience when they start to teach. One
hundred and twelve student teachers completed a questionnaire which was designed to
investigate their expectations of the early part of their teaching careers. The questionnaire
covered many aspects of beginning teaching, but two questions, which formed the basis
of this study, probed the nature of the problems that the student teachers predicted they
might experience in their prospective ESL classes.
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All student teachers shared the following profile:
1. They planned to become elementary school English teachers.

2. They expected to teach English as a second language.

3. They were non-native English speakers. All, in fact, were mature speakers of
Xhosa.

4. They were in their final year of study.

5. None of them had taught in full-time situations before. All had experienced some

form of practice teaching.

The first of the two major considerations was an open-ended question which asked the
student teachers the following: What worries you the most about being an English
teacher? Give at least three points. Only responses which had to do with teaching
English were analyzed. Other general problems such as “getting on with the other
teachers” were not categorized. The responses were categorised according to common
themes, and each instance of a specific problem was tallied. The nature of the problems
were then described and ranked according to frequency.

The second question which respondents were asked to consider involved the
followmg: Respondents were presented with a list of problems; they were asked to
mdicate a maximum of five problems which they predicted they might encounter when
they start teaching (see Table 1 for the problems listed). Frequencies were tabulated and
ranked. The responses to the first and second questions were then compared.

The Study: Findings and Discussion

The first question

Table 1 summarises the answers to the first question: “What worries you the most
about being an English teacher?” nineteen problem themes were identified. The frequency
refers to the number of times each problem theme was found in the responses. Sometimes
a particular problem theme was mentioned more than once by individual respondents.
Each of these themes can be subcategorized into more specific descriptions of the problem.
In this section, the highest ranking problems will be discussed. The others will be
considered where applicable.
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Table 1
Problems Frequency
Limited English proficient students 63
Attitude of students 335
Mother tongue interference 32

English proficiency of teacher

Teacher effectiveness

Inadequate facilities

@Hmc\mlm#mm_-g

No English practice outside school

31
22
14

[—
N

Insufficient materials and textbooks

e
o I I O

ok
II

Current outdated teaching practices

-
s

Personal constraints

Relations with students

No student participation in class

Teaching in a multilingual setting

Time constraints

Ineftectiveness as change agent

Large class size

i e

Relations with parents

Inadequate guidance and support

Syllabus constraints

B W W WA e

—
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The most frequently mentioned problem related to the hmited Englhish proficiency of
the students. This problem theme was mentioned 63 times by the respondents. In
answering this question, respondents referred to the entire range of language skills. The
skills subcategory was listed 55 times. Other subcategories include: knowing no English
at all (1), students’ lack of confidence in using English or being shy (6), and lack of
knowledge of literature (1).

It was surprising that the problem of prospective students’ limited English proficiency
should be ranked the highest. One would assume that since these student teachers are
going to be teaching English they would be expecting to do just that, Farthermore, one
would assume that they would also expect their prospective students not to be advanced
speakers of English, especially in an elementary school ESL situation. Perhaps one
explanation is that the teachers perceive English teaching as being similar to teaching
“content” school subjects; that is, there is information to be passed on, stories to be read,
compositions to be written and interesting topics to be discussed. They may ask
themselves, “How is it possible to do all of this if the students can’t speak English?”

Another explanation may relate to the problem theme, Personal constraints (7).
Subcategories of this problem include comments such as “teaching will exert much strain”
(1), English teachers “cannot be lazy” (1), they have to “deal with a Iot of work™ (4), and
the “difficulty of teaching English’™ (1). The conclusion drawn is that the lower the level
of the students’ English proficiency, the harder the work will be for the teacher, and the
more severe the Time constraints (see problem theme ranked 12).

The second highest ranked problem theme, Attitude of students, has, like the first
problem, the students as its source. Of the 35 responses, 135 refer to the unwillingness to
speak or fear of speaking (practising, using) English in class, as opposed to being unable
to. Teachers obviously want their students to participate in classroom English activities;
perhaps because of their familiarity with the communicative language teaching method.
This lack of participation may also be a result of other attitudinal factors: unmotivated,
uninterested or lazy students (10} and students having a negative attitude to the English

language (8).

The problem theme, Relations with students (7), ranked 9, endorses these student
teachers’ concerned interest in their students, Subcategories in this theme reveal that they
want good relations with their students (2), they want to be liked by their students (1), they
want their cooperation (2), and respect (2), and they want their students to appreciate their
teaching (1). Relations of this nature would obviously lead to an anxiety-free classroom
amosphere and thus one conducive to more effective teaching and learning.
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The third highest ranked problem theme, Mother tongue interference at 32, also

relates to the language learners. However, this time there is a move towards including
teaching practice in the problem. Respondents here were concemed with the use of the
mother tongue in English classes (21); in other words, they were worried that the students
would not get enough practice using English, and would consequently not learn much
English. This view 1s supported by their concern that their future students do not get much
practice speaking English outside of the school; see problem theme No English practice

outside school (14), ranked 6.

The next two problems, English proficiency of teacher (31) and Teacher effectiveness
(22), ranked 4 and 5 respectively, redirect focus away from the students and onto the

teacher. What the student teachers were concerned about here was their own lack of
proficiency in English. Many acknowledged that because they were not native English
speakers (20), they lacked knowledge of the grammatical structure of the language (3), and
that they had “poor pronunciation™ (8).

Being an effective teacher was also a high priority concern for the student teachers.
The major subcategory in this problem theme was sumply that the teachers were afraid of
not being successful (12 of 22).

The ranking of problem themes progresses from a focus on the students, to the teacher
and then onto facilities. This seems to be a move outwards: from the central purpose of
teaching, to those who make it possible, to the hardware needed to make it successful.
Inadequate facilities (14), ranked 6, refers t0 the lack of structural support in the form of
adequate classroom space, libraries, and equpment and teaching aids, such as overhead
projectors and video-recorders .

A problem theme related to facilities, and the final one to be discussed in this section,
is Insufficient materials and textbooks (13), ranked 8. Once again, the student teachers
predict that the materials they will require and the textbooks which they find suitable will
either not be available or will be inapproprate to meet their needs and to support their
teaching methods, Considering the state of textbook distribution in parts of the country
and the financial situation of some schools, this is a very real problem indeed.

The second question Table 2 summarises the results of Question 2, which asked
respondents to choose a maximum of five problems from a given list. Most chose five,
but some of the teachers chose fewer. The table shows the number of times each problem
was chosen (the frequency) as well as the percentage of respondents who chose each

problem. For instance, the problem ranked 1, Teaching in Jarge classes, was chosen 80
times by the 112 respondents, which 1s 71 percent of all respondents.
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Table 2

Rank | Problems __|Freq | %
71

1 teaching in large classes

80
2 teaching in multitingual classes I- 64 | 57

L

dealing with a range of English proficiency levels in | 52 | 46
the same class

| explaining grammatical rules and structures 38

R

finding or designming suitable materials
e

-

teaching poetry

_ knowing how to use a particular method effectEreiy

using the language textbook effectively

assessing students' written work

following the prescribed English syllabus

knowledge of subject matter: English

U= 2 R = =T YR I R B B R T

motivating students

13 planning and testing oral work

14 language testing and examining

=T e Ty —————— ey

It was surprising to find Teaching in large classes ranked so high since it was hardly
mentioned in Question 1. On the other hand, research has shown that crowding and lack
of space is not conducive to effective teaching and learning (Holahan, 1982), and at many
South African conferences, teachers’ meetings and in the media (see, for example, Garson
& Mona, 1996) the problems teachers experience in overcrowded classrooms, which in
less advantaged schools could consist of up to 80 students, are often highlighted and
discussed.

Also highly ranked in Question 2 (in contrast to Question 1) is the problem of
Teaching in multilingual ¢lasses. On another question in the questtonnaire all teachers
indicated that they expected to teach in ESL contexts (probably a group sharing the same
mother tongue). When presented with the idea of teaching in multilingual settings (which
in South Africa has typically come to mean having English mother tongue and non-mother
tongue speakers in the same class), 57 percent of the student teachers felt that this would
be a problem for them. This makes sense when one considers that two of the more highly
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ranked problems in Question 1 were English proficiency of teacher and Teacher
gtfectiveness.

There are two other problems which are related to the English proficiency of teachers.
Firstly, Explaining grammati . . ictures (38 percent): It would be difficult to
do so if one were not sure of the rules and structures in the first place. This problem may
be perceived to be a major one because of the emphasis in ESL classes on a grammar
teaching approach to ESL instruction. Secondly, Teaching poetry (29 percent), English
poetry, with its complexity of structure and intensity of the language, would certainly be
difficult for lunited English proficient teachers.

Dealing with a range of English proficiency levels 1n the same class 1S a comimnon
problem for ESL teachers (PICEI 1994), and it is therefore not surprising to see it ranked 3
(at 46 percent).

For most of the other problems ranked in Question 2, there is a fairly high correlation
with the ranking of similar problems identified in Questton 1. For example, Insufficient
materials and textbooks (Question 1) and Finding or designing suitable materials
(Question 2) are both in the top half of the ranked problems for each question. Concerns
with the syllabus are in the second half, and worries about methods are in the middie.

Images of Teaching and of Problems

The 112 student teachers who responded 1o this questionnaire were all in the final year
of thetr preservice teacher preparation. The following year they were expecting to go out
into the real world of elementary school English teaching., With them they would take
their memories of their own experiences as language leamers at school, the knowledge and
skills they had acquired in their years of teacher education, and their expectations or
perceptions of what they are going to encounter and experience in their future classrooms.

These expectations or perceptions have been referred o in a number of ways. Barnes
(1992, p. 16), for example, uses the term “frame” to refer to “the clustered set of standard
expectations thronugh which all adults organise, not only their knowledge of the world but
their behaviour in it.” Calderhead (1988) talks about the “images™ that teachers have
about teaching, and about the images that student teachers have which are then taken with
them into the classroom when they start (0 teach, These images which are like mental
pictures or conceptions of teaching “seem to be quite powerful mfluences” on teachers’
developing practice (Calderhead, 1988, p. 54).

This research has shown that student teachers have, as part of their image of teaching,
ideas about the kinds of problems they expect to experience when they start teaching.
Strong sources of these images are no doubt the teachers’ own experiences of being
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students in schools and student teachers in teacher education programs. The question
which needs to be asked is: What effect will these images of problems have on the
teaching of student teachers when they actually start to teach? One possibility is that the
teachers may be so concerned about the predicted problems that they may focus only on
these, ignoring or neglecting other areas of teaching practice. Another possibility is that
their image of problems may change dramatically when they enter the school: They may,
for example, find that their predicted problems may not exist at all or may not be as serious
as they thought. The question could only be answered by further research; by following,
for example, student teachers 1nto schools, by observing them teach and by talking to them
about their teaching experiences.

Implications for Teacher Education

Intervention at the stage of preservice teacher education could help student teachers
to come to terms with their images of problems they may have. By mncluding i the teacher
education program the following, teachers may develop different, less threatening images
of problems and a more positive attitude towards coping with them:

1. Raise an awareness of problems which English teachers may experience in
elementary schools. Ask student teachers to project themselves into their future lives in
schools and to predict what sort of problems they might encounter there. Encourage
student teacher to think back to the times when they were school children; have them
recount their observations of teaching in action. Student teachers could, while on teaching
practice, be asked to note problems they themselves experience or they could observe or
talk to other teachers in the school. The problems listed in Tables 1 and 2 in this paper
could also serve as a useful source.

2. Examine the nature of the problems, their possible causes and the extent of their
negative effect. Individually, student teachers could be asked to reflect on these 1ssues in
assignments or journals. Together, pooling of ideas and experiences in groupwork or
whole-class discussions 1s an effective way of broadening the range of problems under
investigation and for examining in more detail their nature and influence. Once again,
observation exercises could be devised for student teachers to work on while on teaching
practice in schools. They could “self-observe” their own classes (see Richards & Nunan,
1990, for examples) or those of experienced teachers. Once problems have been identified
in this manner, a closer analysis should be undertaken to reveal a more in-depth
understanding of the problems. Guidelines in the form of worksheets, questionnaires or
observation instruments could be provided by course instructors (or developed by the
student teachers themselves before the practice teaching session) to systematise the
fnvestigation.
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3. Consider, practise and evaluate strategies which could be effective in coping with
the problems when they are encountered. Once the problems have been identified and
analyzed, student teachers should begin to ask themselves what they are going to do abont
them when they start to teach. For example, if they have identified as a problem the
students’ use of their mother tongue in the classroom, they will need to consider what they
are going to do about it. Wil they limit the use of the mother tongue? How will they do
so? How will they monitor its use? What will bappen if the learners insist on using their
mother tongue?

The coping strategies should not be in the form of “recipes” provided by instructors,
where step-by-step procedures are listed for application in specific circumstances. This
type of prescription would be difficult to apply since the circumstances in which the
problems are located will no doubt be different each time. Furthermore, the prescriptions
may limit the freedom of the teachers to come up with more suitable coping strategies of
their own. Instead of recipes, I suggest that “maps™ are used. By maps [ mean rough
drafts or conceptualisations about the way problems are solved. Whereas recipes are
inflexible and limit freedom, maps allow the teacher flexibility in working out alternative
routes (coping strategies) i case the original ones are problematic.

Closing Comments

This article reported on a study which aimed to identity the problems student teachers
expected to encounter when they start teaching ESL in elementary schools. Because
beginning teaching can often lead to instability-generating experiences (Barkhuizen,
1994), it was suggested that some form of pre-emptive intervention be included in
preservice teacher preparation. I described a three-point approach to the examination of
problems, whereby student teachers identified predicted probiems, analyzed them and then
planned coping strategies for dealing with them in their future teaching lives.

This 18 not to say that student teachers should be provided with alternative images by
teacher educators. Instead, they should be given the opportunity to build their own images,
and to see themselves as self-reliant thinkers and practitioners. This could be achieved if
student teachers firstly, are aware of any potential problems, and secondly, have developed
ideas for how to deal with them,
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The Internet for English Teaching:
Guidelines for Teachers

Mark Warschauer
University of Hawaii at Manoa

P. Fawn Whittaker

Brigham Young University—Hawaii

Teachers have been using onjme communication in the language classroom for more
than ten years now. From an investigation of the experiences of dozens of teachers around
the world who have used the Internet in language teaching (Warschauer, 1995a; 1995b;
1996¢; 1996d), a few common guidelines emerge that can assist teachers in successfully
planning and implementing network-based learning projects.

Guidelines

Readers will note that these guidelines are independent of the particular technological
tools being used. As has been noted elsewhere, “technology is developing so rapidly that
it can often be difficult or even overwhelming to harness somewhat like trying to get a
drink of water from a gushing fire hydrant” (Warschauer, 1995b. p. xv). In order to make
effective use of new technologies, teachers must thus take a step back and focus on some
basic pedagogical requirements. The following guidelines are designed to help teachers
impicment computer network-based activities, technologies into the second language
classroom.

#1: Consider Carefully Your Goals

There are several possible reasons for using the Internet in language teaching. One
ratonale 1s found i1n the beliet that the linguistic nature of online communication is
desirable for promoting language learning. It has been found, for example, that electronic
discourse tends t0 be more lexically and syntactically complex than oral discourse
(Warschauer, 1996a) and features a broad range of linguistic functions beneficial for
language learning (Chun, 1994; Kem, 19935; Wang, 1993). Another possible reason for
using the Internet is that is creates optimal conditions for learning to write, since 1t
provides an authentic audience for written communication (see for example Janda, 1995).
A third possible reason is that it can increase students’ motivation (Warschauer, 1996¢).
A fourth possible reason is the belief that learning computer skills is essential to students’
future success; this reason suggests that it is only a matter of using the Intemet to leamn
English, but also of learning English to be able to function well on the Internet.
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None of these reasons are more or less legitimate than any of the others. However,
since there are sO0 many ways to integrate the Internet into classroom instruction, it is
important for the teacher to clarify his or her goals. 1f, for example, one of the teacher’s
goals is to teach students new computer skills, the teacher may want to choose Internet
applications which will be most useful to them outside of the classroom, with activities
structured so that students steadily gain mastery of more skills. If the immediate goal is
to create a certain kind of linguistic environment for students, once again, the teacher
should consider what types of language experiences would be beneficial and structure
computer activities accordingly. If the goal 1s to teach writing, Intermet activities should
be structured so that they steadily bring about an increase m the types of wrting processes
and relationships essential 0 becoming a better writer (se¢ for example seven activities by
Janda in Warschauer, 1905b).

As will be discussed further below, little 1s usually gained by just adding random
online activities into a classroom. Clarifying course goals is thus an important first step
toward successful use of the Internet.

#2: Think Integration

Most teachers who have used the Internet have started out with some kind of simple
key pal (computer pen pal) exchanges. And most teachers who have used these exchanges
have felt something lacking. Simply put, there 1s no more reason to except a significant
educational outcome from simply creating a pen pal connection than there 1s from simply
bringing two students into a room and asking them to talk. Over time, greater involvement
on the teacher’s part in creating learning activities that create sufficient linguistic and
cognitive demands on the student 1s needed to get maximum benefit from Internet
exchanges. And, as a number of people have noted, this teacher intervention is most
successful when i1t brings about activities and projects that are well-integrated mto the
course curriculum as a whole.

Bruce Roberts, the coordinator of the Intercultural E-Mail Classroom Connections
(TECC) program, explained this point well:

There is a significant difference i educational outcome depending
on whether a teacher chooses to incorporate e-mail classroom
connections as (1) an ADD-ON process, like one would include a
guest speaker, or (2) an INTEGRATED process, in the way one
would include a new textbook. The e-mail classroom connections
seems sufficiently complex and time consuming that 1f there are
goals beyond merely having each student send a letter to a person
at a distant school, the ADD-ON approach can lead to frustration
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and expected academic results—the necessary time and resources
come from other things that also need to be done. On the other
hand, when the e-mail classroom connection processes are truly
integrated into the ongoing structure of homework and classroom
interacton, then the results can be educationally transforming (in
Warschauer, 19953, p. 95)

Of course there are many ways that Internet activities can be integrated into the
overall design and goals of a course (see Sayers, 1993 for a good overview). The tcacher
can work with students to create research questions which are then investigated n
collaboration with foreign partners. Students and long-distant partners can work
collaboratively on publications. Or students can use exchange partners as experts to
supply information on vocabulary, grammar, or cultural points which emerge in the class.
Again, the choice has to be made by the classroom teacher, preferably in ongoing
consunltation with the students. Nevertheless, as Roberts suggests above, it does behoove
the teacher to think about how to integrate online connections into the class rather than
adding these connections on top of the rest of the classroom activities in a disconnected
fashion.

#3: Don’t Underestimate the Complexity

Most English teachers, even those who consider themselves computer novices, have
several relative advantages when learning to use the Internet. They are in most cases
skilled at English, experienced at typing or keyboarding, and have some basic computer
literacy (i.c., they probably have at least used a computer for word processing). ESL
students, on the other hand, at least i some cases may lack these basic prerequisites.,
Though we bave had students who are guite experienced with computers, we have also had
students who had seldom used a computer; lacked basic knowledge such as how to operate
a mouse or open a folder; and lacked the vocabulary, reading, and listening skills to follow
instructions for using the computer

Beyond these 1ssues of learner preparation, there are a number of other complexities
in introducing Internet-based activities in the ESL classroom. Activities in a single class
may be dependent on scheduling the computer Iab, and on students finding computers
outside the class time to continue their activities. Hardware and software can malfunction
and computer systems can be down. Students’ schedules might not permit them to return
'to the computer lab at a time when computers are available to complete their assignments.

Exchanges between classes are even more complex. The partiter class might have
absent students, or might not meet in a particular week due to holidays or other activities
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in that location. The partner teacher might not have the same understanding of the nature
of the exchange, and working through differences can cause further delays. The students
might have differences in background, language, and experience which can cause further
complications,

None of these potential problems mean that Internet-based activities shouldn’t be
used. But, 1n attempting (o integrate online teaching, it 1s best not t0 be overly ambitions
in the beginning. A situation which overwhelms both students and teacher in technical
difficulties is not likely to bring about the desired results. It is better to start small and to
create the kinds of activities which have a direct purpose and are well-integrated into
classroom goals. If these activities prove successtul, you can build from there and attempt
a more ambitious plan the following semester.

#4: Provide Necessary Support

Mindful of the complexities which can arise in Internet usage, teachers need to
provide support sufficient to prevent students from being overwhelmed by difficulties.
This kind of support can take numerous forms: creating detailed handouts that students can
refer to when class is finished and the teacher’s personal help is not accessible; building
technology training sessions into the class schedule, not only in the beginning but ¢n an
ongoing basis; working with the computer center to set up log-on systems and other
procedures which are as simple and intuitive as possible; assigning students to work in
pairs or groups, both in and out of the lab, so that they can provide assistance to each other;
providing details to the students about how and when they can get assistance from
technology specialists or others on campus outside of class; and being available to help
students at times when they are most likely to need it.

#5: Involve Students in Decisions

The concept of a leamer-centered curriculum (Nunan, 1987) predates, and has broader
significance, than the Internet-enbanced classroom. However, this concept scems
particularly important when considering network-based teaching.

First of all, as indicated above, network-based teaching involves a number of special
complexities, It will be difficult, indeed, for a teacher to be fully aware of the impact of
these complexities without regular consultation with students. ‘This might involve
anonymous surveys, class discussions, or sunilar means of involving students in
expressing their opinions about the process of implementing technologies.

Beyond that though the nature of computer-mediated communication is that it creates
opportunities for more decentered interaction (for summaries, see Warschauer, 1996b;
Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996). Teo fully exploit these opportunities, the teacher
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must leam to become a “guide on the side™ rather than a “sage on the stage”. A situation
which is based on communication between students, but in which the students have little
say over the topics or outcomes of that communication, 1s not likely to lead to the kind of

atmosphere optimal for language leaming.

As pointed out elsewhere (Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996), involving students
in determining the class direction does not imply a passive role for teachers. Teachers’
contributions in a learner-centered, network-enhanced classroom include coordinating
group planning, focusing students’ attention on linguistic aspects of computer-mediated
texts, helping students gain meta-linguistic awareness of genres and discourses, and
assisting students in developing appropriate learning strategies.

An Nlustration from the Classroom

An example of one network-based class will illustrate several of the above points. A
university instructor decided to organize her ESL advanced writing class largely around
network-based exchanges. Class was conducted in a networked computer lab twice
weekly and in a regular classroom the remaining two classes weekly. Students shared
their writings in small groups within the class, both via e-mail and by exchanging rough
and final drafts of their essays. They also carried out exchanges with native English
speaking partners at other universities in the United States and Canada. The activities
were carefully constructed around the teachers’ goals, which were to give her studenis (a)
experience m learning to write in a vanety of styles to a particular audience, and (b)
frequent opportunitics for feedback on the organization and structure of their writing {from
peers and the teacher.

Unfortunately, the teacher somewhat underestimated the complexity of the new
course design, and both the teacher and the students consequently felt overwhelmed by the
many tasks. The students, a number of whom were from underdeveloped Pacific Island
communities and had litdle experience with computers, could not keep up with their many
assignments, which included lessons for learning keyboarding, grammatical lessons,
frequent small group writing activities, letters to several key pals, and formal essays.
Students felt somewhat frustrated and questioned the value of many of the assignments.

Fortunately, the teacher implemented an important guideline listed above: she listened
to her students and involved them in the decision-making. Based on student feedback in
the middle of the semester, the teacher streamlined the course activities, focusing on the
activities which most carefully integrated the use of the Internet with the goals of the
course and which also gave students more say over the direction of their writing. The
students’ final projects included short autobiographical essays which were posted on the
World Wide Web, a class video-project which was directed by the students and shared with
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their exchange class, and an in-depth essay which incorporated research on the partner’s
culture compared with their own as gathered from the web and from e-mail nterviews
with their key pals. At the end of the class; students expressed pride in what they had
leamed about writing and using computers. One student from a small Pacific village
commented, “Now [that] it’s the end of the class, the teacher could just give us anything
and I think I can write about it now. [ feel confident!”

Conclusion

A paper of this length can not completely cover the topic of network-based language
teaching. Further information on this topic is available 1in books (see for example
Warschauer, 1995a; Warschauer, 1995b) and on the Intemet itself (see for example
NETEACH-L at http://thecity.sfsu.edu/~funweb/neteach.htm}. In the end though, each
teacher will have to find her or his own way, based on the goals of the teacher and the
program, the needs of the students, and the materials and technology available. It is hoped
that the guidelines outlined in this paper can provide some assistance to teachers
attempting to optimally combine their own goals, their students’ needs, and the power of
the technology-enhanced classroom.
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A Case For Using CL1 With Japanese
University English Conversation Students

Arthur L. Bingham
Northern Illinois University

Native speakers of English teaching English conversation at Japanese universities
often complain that their students, after six years of language study in secondary
education, cannot carry on even a simple conversation in English with a native English
speaker. Teachers who are new to the situation tummn in desperation to their Japanese and
native English speaking colleagues and ask for some kind of explanation of how this could
be the case. The usual response to such a query is an account of the Japanese examination
oriented education system with finai blame being placed on the grammar translation
method employed in most schools. Not only has this response become cliche, but it is no
longer entirely true. The number of Japanese bnglish teachers enrolled m Japan based
M.A. TESL programs (Temple University, Columbia University, SIT) and TESL
certification programs (Georgetown University, Cambridge University) indicates that
there 1s a keen interest in adding a communicative element to the English classroom. At
some point in the average Japanese student’s school life, the student is now likely to have
been in a class where the teacher used an approach other than the grammar transiation
method.

Even if we accept that the reliance on the grammar translation method is to blame,
however, it does not help the new or prospective teacher deal with the problem at hand:
How do you get the average class of forty first year university students who have spent the
better part of six years with their heads down, pencils and dictionaries in hand, transiating
word for word from English to Japanese, to pick up their heads, iook you in the eyes, and
speak to you in English? There are quite a few English teachers in Japan who have
concluded that it cannot be done. If the goal is to produce fluent speakers of English in
one school year, then most would agree.

If, however, a more realistic goal is pursued, that of getting students to begin talking
and feeling more comfortable with conversing in English, then the task does not seem
nearly as impossible. Getting first year university students to begin speaking English
would be far less formidable if teachers were to learn more about their students’ culture
and how much English they learned in high school. In other words, if teachers know how
and what their students have studied in the past and why students have chosen to study
with a native speaker of English, they stand a better chance of accomplishing their goal.
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What follows is a general account of some of this information which will be of some help
to teachers new to, or preparing to leave for, a position at a Japanese university. Once this
background information on Japanese students and their needs has been discussed, an
example of how these needs might be met with a communicative activity will be given.

What and How the Students Have Studied

In Japan, English education usually begins in the first year of junior high school. By
the time students finish junior high school they have completed over 300 hours of English
instruction, and are expected to have committed nearly 1,000 words to memory (Helgesen,
1993). Once the student enters high school, the stoty gets far more complex. The
Tapanese Ministry of Education’s curriculum outline in use during the 1996-97 school year
requires that first year high school students receive 140 hours of English language
instruction (Goold, Ma-eley, and Carter, 1993). During the second and third years
students can choose from up to a total of 560 hours of elective English coursework, basing
their decision on what they intend to do upon graduation. Only students who intend to
study nontechnical ficlds at a university are likely to take full advantage of the 700 hours
of classroom instruction available 1 the high school curricuium because English makes up
a large part of their university entrance examinations. Students intending to fry to get into
a high ranking universtty, regardless of the field, will probably bhave sought additional
outside opportunities to study in excess of the 700 hours available at school. This means
that the average university freshman enrolled in an English conversation class will have
bad anywhere from 440 to 700+ hours of English instruction over a six year period.

New curriculum guidelines have been implemented in order to accommodate a more
pressing need for conversational English skills than was formerly perceived. The new
curriculum outline has increased the amount of time that can be spent studying English
conversation from 140 to 210 hours. The effect of this new emphasis on oral
communication will not be seen until April of 1997 when the first products of the new
curriculum enter universities. However, since the goal for most high schools is to provide
thetr students with the education needed to pass the entrance ¢xamination to the university
of their choice. this is what high school teachers tend to focus on. While it has been
rumored for quite some time that future entrance examinations will include an interview
in English to test conversational skills, for the most part this has yet to happen. Current
entrance examinations require students to be able to translate long passages from English
to Japanese. In “Beyond Grammar Translation: ‘Teaching Students to Really Read,”
Bamford (1993) explains that Japanese students have been given only one strategy for
dealing with written English. In junior and senior high school, on university entrance
examinations, and in many of their university English classes, Japanese students have been
trained to transpose English word-for-word into Japanese. Although Bamford is writing
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about how to teach reading, the following quote is relevant to the Japanese system of
English language education in general:

. .. the traditon of using the “grammar-translation” method is so
strong that 1t 1s practically synonymous with English education in
Japan. 1t 18 not only the main method of mmstruction in junior and
senior high school but also in university: as a result, most of your
Japanese c¢olleagues will be using it as the pedagogical method of
choice in their English classes (p 64). The 1994 Ministry of
Education Curriculum Outline indicates that Japanese students will
have more of an opportunity to take classes to help them deal with
spoken English, but again, until university entrance ¢xams include a
spoken English section, these elective classes will take a distant back-
seat to those which stress grammar-translation.

Even if high school students choose to take the new elective series, we cannot assume
that by the time they enter university they will have had plenty of opportunity to use
English for communication. While the Ministry of Education’s Cwrricolum Qutline
signals a move in the right direction, very few Japanese English teachers in junior and
senior high school have ever experienced a communicative approach to language study.
For the most part, they themselves studied English using the grammar-translation method,
Although many of these teachers are currently turning to language teacher training courses
that bave become available in Tokyo, Osaka, and Kobe for help, many of them simpty do
not know how to teach communicative English.

In sum, the average university freshman enrolled in a native English speaker’s English
conversation ¢lass will have had anywhere from 440 to 700+ hours of English language
instruction, will have been taught to translate using the grammar-translation method, and
may have had English conversation classes with a Japanese English teacher. Very few of
them will have had the chance to practice speaking English with a government sponsored
Assistant English Teacher (AET), outside the high school via classes or self study, or in a
home-stay situation,

Some Important Cultural Factors

In “The Japanese Student and the Foreign Teacher,” Nozaki (1993) lists some cultural
differences between Japanese and western students, two of which are important to this
study. The first difference, one which a new foreign teacher will quickly notice, is that
Japanese university students do not appear to be very motivated to stody., Students will
rarely do any homework and this, as Nozaki explains, is because once they have entered a
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university, students are virtually assured of graduation. This situation is what is called the
“escalator system’ (p. 28) which Nozaki says Japanese society sees as compensation to the
students for the long hours and hard work they were forced to go through during their
elementary and secondary schooling. In Japan, the untversity is a place for young people
to relax, experience as many things as possible, and to leam to socialize with their peers.
Consequently, the new university English conversation teacher should not be surprised
when it becomes clear that his/her students place a higher priority on their club activities
than their English studies.

The second difference Nozaki mentons 18 that Japanese students differ from their
western counterparts i their attitude towards learning and ideas about appropriate
classroom behavior. Unlike western students, who have been taught to speak up in class
and express their opinions, Japanese students have been trained to learn by sitting quietly
and observing. Expressing one’s opinion is not something that is done in a typical
Japanese classroom. This makes the teaching of conversation rather difficult, especially
if the teacher makes an effort to conduct a student centered class. Regardless of how many
hours of Engiish language instruction Japanese students have had, they are not likely to
voluntarily put those hours to use and engage in conversation with the instructor. In other
words, even 1n a “conversation” class, the students expect the teacher to do most of the
talking.

In addition to the differences that Nozaki lists is the important fact that Japanese tend
to be more group oriented than westermers. This 15 especially evident among university
students, because the university is one place where young individuals begm to establish
themselves as lifelong members of a group. In The Japanese Today, Edwin Reischauer
explained that “Groups of every sort abound throughout Japanese society and usually play
a larger role and offer more of a sense of individual self identification than do
corresponding groups in the United States” (Reischauer, 1988, p. 134). This group
orientation has a profound effect on the way that Japanese students approach classwork.
A new teacher will quickiy discover that it is futile to hand out in-class assignments and
expect the students to complete them by themselves. However, as will become evident
later, this propensity to do things in groups can be used advantageously in an English
conversation class.

How and What to Teach:

From what we know of the typical Japanese university freshman enrolled in an
English conversation class, it is safe to say that even the worst students will be false
beginners. This is true because even though they have gained certain langunage skills
through their high school studies, they still function at a beginning level. The fact that



38 TESL Reporter

they will have passed the entrance examination is an indication that they will have at least
a basic understandmg of English grammar, and a vocabulary larger than the 1,000 words
they had to memorize during junior high school. Consequently, this paper recommends
the use of teaching methods and techniques that are output-based. Such methods and
techniques are appropriate because one of the reasons these students cannot speak despite
six years of language study is that the grammar translation method with which they have
been taught never requires it of them. If we borrow some terminology from Krashen, we
might say that Japanese junior and senior high school students are allowed a six-year
“silent period.” Six years is long enough, and makes the adoption of an approach such as
Krashen’s, which would give the students more silent time, unnecessary. Instead, teachers
should use techniques that will give students the chance to practice speaking English
within the context of a communicative language tcaching approach. Communicative
Language Teaching (CLT) is an appropnate choice because it requires the students to
actively use the target language from the start (Celce-Murcia, 1991, p. 8). In addition, the
fact that university English conversation classes only meet once a week for an average of
00 minutes makes it imperative that the students get as much time to produce the target
language as teachers can give them. Since the focus of this paper 1s on teaching
conversation, technigues for practicing reading, writing, or listening will not be discussed.
However, it should be remembered that CLT does allow for one to incorporate these skills
into an knglish conversation syllabus as well.

‘The example I have included below 1s one half of a pair work information gap activity.
In information gap tasks students have information that their partners need. In order to
complete the task, they must use their English, not just practice it. In this activity each
student has a handout with two menu charts, one filled in and one empty. The task for the
student who has the empty chart below is to find out from his/her partner what three fellow
group tour members ate for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Once the students have
exchanged the mformation needed to fill each other’s charts, they can use the information
together with clues provided at the bottom of the handout to help discover each tour
members’ nationality

Kill in the charts

Ask your partner for the information you need

Breakfast

Vitri (female

Mahmood

Toni {male)
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Clues:

1. Vitri’s country is made up of more than 13,000 islands and islets.
2. Mahmood’s country became independent from India in 1947.

3. The people in Toni’s country enjoy watching bullfights.

Activities like the one discussed above not only fulfili the CLT requirement that
meaning be transferred and/or negotiated (Celce-Murcia, 1991, p. 8), but they also
capitalize on Japanese students’ predisposition to work in groups. Other CLT activities,
such as the freer group speaking tasks, labeled “Ensemble™ activities in the Lingual House
New English Firsthand series (Helgesen, et al, 1991), give students the opportunity to
move from working with one partner to working within a larger group. These activities,
like the pair work task discussed above, require the students to transfer and/or negotiate
meaning while interacting with other students in English. Frequently, such activities are
in the form of games which require focused practice on an e¢lement of English grammar
such as the use of prepositions of place (For exampie, a simple game of “1 Spy”).
Regardless of the type of conversation activity, the teacher is to circulate around the
classroom, providing help when needed. By doing this, the teacher fulfills another
requirement of CLT by facilitating the communicative process between the students
themselves, and between the students and the text (Breen and Candlin, 1988).

The kinds of activities listed here are particularly suited to the Japanese university
English conversation class because of the typical 40:1 student-teacher ratioc. In a teacher-
centered classroom where the teacher dominates the class calling on individuals to answer
questions one by one, the amount Of time spent in English speaking practice 1s
minmmalized. In the activities discussed here, however, students are given plenty of time
to practice using English. In addition, the pair and group activities allow for further
exploitation of the Japanese student’s group orientation, Granted, Japanese students might
at first be confused by the student-centered classroom, but Nozaki indicates that so many
of her students at Kyoto Sangyo University came to enjoy this classroom style that
student-centered classes have become among the most popular on campus (Nozaki, 1993),

Although there are a multitude of textbooks available in Japan that conform to the
CLT approach, a single text alone should not be relied on for classroom activities. Strict
adherence to the exercises as they appear in a text would quickly bore most of the students
in any class. CLT requires that classroom materials and activities reflect real-life
situations and demands (Celce-Murcia, 1991, p. 8). Textbooks cannot always be expected
to fulfill this requirement. It is up to the teacher to take the material that 1s in the text and
adapt it so that it seems relevant to his/her students’ life. In other words, the teacher may
want to change and supplement some of the material found 1n the text to reflect the
community in which his/her students live.




40 TESL Reporter

Providing classroom conversation drills that are built around the people and places of
our students’ community tend to make the English conversation class more interesting.
This technique, however, does not address the fact that Japanese university students have
almost no chance to use English outside of the classroom. For students who are keenly
aware of this it is difficult to convince them that the effort required to leam a language well
is worthwhile. One way to address this probiem would be to give frequent bomework
assignments that require students to use English with foreign residents of their community.
In almost any commnunity in.Japan one can find foreign exchange students, language
teachers, missionaries, and laborers. These foreigners are not always from countries where
English is the first language, but Japanese students also need to be taught that English can
be used as a means of communicating with people from other countries as well. In one
assignment that this wnter found particularly successful at a rural Japanese national
university, students were required to mterview four foreign residents of their community
in English. The students were surprised to find that not only could they use English to talk
with an Australian English teacher, but with a Brazilian worker, a Malaysian medical
student, and a Russian Ianguage teacher as well.

Conclusion

Getting first year Japanese uvniversity students to begin speaking English is no easy
task. Given the six years of grammar-translation studies, the teacher-centered classroom
environment, and Iack of opportunity to use English for communication that these students
have had prior to entering the native Enghish speaker’s classroom, one might think the task
impossible. This paper, however, has attempted to show how instructors, with a little bit
of knowledge about Japanese students’ background, can use communicative teaching
techniques to at least get the students to begin speaking in English.

References

Bamford, J. (1993). Beyond grammar translation: teaching students to really read. In P,
Wadden (Ed.), A Handbook for Teaching English at Japanese Colleges and
Universities (pp. 63 - 72). New York: Oxford University Press.

Breen, M., & Candlin, C. (1988). The roles of the teacher, the learners, and the content
within a communicative methodology. In P. A. Richard-Amato, Making It Happen.
Interaction in the Second Language Classroom (pp. 294-300). New York:
Longman.

Celce-Murcia, M. (1991). Language teaching approaches: an overview. In M.
Celce-Murcia (Ed.), Teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language (pp. 3-11).
New York: Newbury House.



Bingham—CLT With Japanese Students 41

Goold, R., Madeley, C., & Carter, N. (1993). The new Monbusho guidelines. The
Language Teacher, 17(6, pp. 3-5.

Helgesen, M. (1993). Dismantling a wall of silence: the “English conversation” class.
In P. Wadden (Ed.), A Handbook for Teaching English at Japanese Colleges and
Universities (pp. 37-49). New York: Oxford University Press.

Nozaki, K. (1993). The Japanese student and the foreign teacher., In P. Wadden
(Ed.), A Handbook for Teaching English at Japanese Colleges and Universities (pp.
2'7-33). New York: Oxford University Press.

Reischauer, E. (1988). The Japanese Today: Change and Continuity. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

About the Author

Arthur L. Bingham is currently an ESL composition instructor and a Ph.D student in
the English Department of Northern lllinois University. Prior to resuming graduate study
he taught English in Japan for five years.

March 17-21, 1998

Seattle, Washington USA



42 TESL Reporter 30,1 (1997), pp. 42-44

Teacher Learning and Language Teaching:
2 Reviews

Robert Yates, Central Missouri State University
Richard R. Day, University of Hawaii at Manoa

TEACHER LEARNING IN LANGUAGE TEACHING. Freeman, D. & Richards, J. C.
(Eds.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. $21.95

Review by Robert Yates

According to Freeman, one of the editors, Teaching Learning and Language Teaching
is a first attempt to study the “unstudied problem,” how people learn to teach, For teacher
educators, this topic is of crucial importance. - Although Johnson (Chapter 2) asserts that
most teacher education programs assume that when teachers complete their pre-service
training they will become effective teachers, I know of no teacher educator who is so
boastful. If the sixteen chapters really did consistently offer “deeper and closer
examinations of how language teachers come to know what they know and do what they
do in their work,” as claimed in the preface, this would be an important first step.
Unfortunately, there is little consistency in quality in volume’s sixteen chapters and
considerably more chaff than wheat.

The contributions ar¢ divided into four sections: Beginnings, five chapters on the
initial experiences of language teaching, Transitions, four chapters on expenenced
teachers who are struggling with how to teach new subjects or different kinds of students
or proficiency levels; Leamning to Teach, six chapters on the mnpact of teacher education,
both pre- and in- service courses; Epilogue, the final chapter by Freeman which attempts
to define the framework for further research on the “unstudied problem.”

For a new field of inquiry, 1t is important that the various contributors used a variety
of data-gathering techniques: interviews, survey questionnaires, journals, examination of
course assignments or classroom observations. It i1s not good, however, that the
presentations of the date are couched in such a high level of generality that a reader has no
idea what the teachers know or how their practices are influenced by what they know or
how practices have changed because of new teaching or in-service experiences. The
discussions of teacher knowledge presented in Knezevic and Scholl (Chapter 4), Smith
(Chapter 9), Pennington (Chapter 15) are particularly cursory.

This text would have been valuable with more chapters like Ulchiny (Chapter 8). She
provides specific transcripts from a lesson, discusses a teacher’s reflections on the lesson,
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and then provides a transcript of a lesson which reflects a change in practice. This chapter
would be worthwhile to use in a practicuin course. The first step on examining teacher
leaming is much t00 small to be recommended.

TEACHER LEARNING IN LANGUAGE TFEACHING. Freeman, D. & Richards, J. C.
(Eds.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. $21.95

Review by Richard Day

Donald Freeman and Jack Richards are among the vanguard of ESL professionals
who have taken the lead m defining and developing the field of ESL teacher education.
Their collaboration as editors of the volume Teacher Learning in Language Teaching is
another substantive contribution to our understanding of how we learn to teach languages.

Teacher Learning in Language Teaching has 16 chapters. The first 15 are all original
pieces of research on how teachers learn to teach languages, and are organized into three
sections: Section I Beginnings: Starting out in language teaching (Chapters 1-5); Section
II Transitions: Learning in the practice of teaching (Chapters 6-9); and Section III
Learning to teach: The role of language teacher education. The final section, Chapter 16,
is a summary chapter by Freeman.

I found this organization somewhat arbitraty. It was not clear what criteria were used
to place the 15 chapters in the three sections. For example, Amy B. M, Tsui’s report of
how a teacher in Hong Kong learned to teach ESL writing, is found in Section I which is
characterized by the editors as describing “the beginning stages of teacher learning” (p. 3).
The teacher described in Tsui's research already had two years of teaching experience
before the research project. Moreover, there seems to be little difference in the focus of
many of the articles in the first and third sections.

However, these organizational problems do not detract from the volume’s overall
quality. There are a number of excellent research reports, including Karen Johnson’s
investigation into the TESOL practicum (Chapter 2); Gloria Gutierrez Almarza’s
longitudinal study of the professional development of four L2 teachers (Chapter 4); Anne
Burns’ research into the relationship between the beliefs and practices of an experienced
ESL teacher (Chapter 7); and Michael Wallace’s discussion of the professional project
(Chapter 13). Particularly noteworthy is Polly Ulichny’s ethnographic investigation of an
ESL classroom (Chapter 8).

Another positive feature of the volume is the broad focus of the 15 chapters. There
are studies of teachers and teacher education programs in both ESL and EFL settings, and
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in Spanish and French as foreign language programs. Also impressive is the variety of
data-gathering strategies, from survey questionnaires to classroom observations.

leacher Learrung in Language Teaching, however, is not free from a problem
common to many edited volumes—an unevenness of the quality of the articles. Indeed, it
might be that the normal bell curve of distribution 1s at work in the velume,

I agree with the editors’ claim that the volume “illuminates the nature of learning

to teach second or foreign languages ..." {p. 1). Teacher Learning in Language Teaching
should be read by all those interested in the education and development of second and

foreign language teachers.
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