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ABSTRACT

In this article the author contends that most EFL. students never learn to com-
municate effctively in English. Two major reasons for this. he argues. are that
too much cmphasis ts placed on the memorization of tunctional formulas and
that teachers fail to get students emotionally involved in the lcarning process.
Gieneral guidehnes for creating an atmosphere more conducive to language leam-

ing arc offered.

VVhy 1s it that so many students of English fail
to learn to communicate? What have we been do-
ing wrong? Of course. it’s not completely our
fault. Many of the reasons arc out of our control.
But clearly, as teachers of these students, we must
take a lot of the responsibility for this failure.
There must be something quite fundamental
which needs to be changed.

WHOSE WORLD IS IT?

In a traditional language class, when students walk
into the classroom, they move from their world
into the teacher’s. When they leave the classroom,

they return to their own world. and mavbe take
with them some of the knowledge that has been
imparted. But their world outside the classroom
and the teacher’s world mside the classroom feel
distinct and unrelated. No wonder they forget so
much of what they were taught. And no wonder
they usually can’t usc the hittle they can remem-
ber spontancously or communicatively

BRINGING THE WORLDS TOGETHER

One of our primary roles as language teachers
must be to narrow this gap between the classroom
world and the students™ daily reality.
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Some ways of achteving this are:

(1) Creating a need for language - - intro-
ducing new language tarpets through
techniques which help the students real-
ize how important the language targets
are before discovering them.

(2) Personalizing language practice at cvery
stage of a lesson.

(3) Making extensive use of games and
“fun” activitics.

(4)  Dastinguishing between the step-by-step
devclopment of communicative skills
and the memorizing of functional ex-
pressions and dialogues.

(1) CREATING A NEED

To create a need for a language target means to
use a warm-up activity which makes the students
understand the importance of this language target
before they learn it Thev should feel a genuine
and personal need for this new target. They should
not teel they are being taught by the teacher We
do not start with explanation. transiation, pattern
practice or mechanical cliciting of the langnage
targets. The kev question to ask ourselves s /o
the students feel they are learning what they swant
1o learn or what the teacher wants to teach”

At the beginning of a lesson. mvsterv is more
important than clarity. We start with a puzzie
which s fun. at the right level, and requires the
target words or structures in order to be solved.
The students™ interest m solving the puzzle moti-
vates them to search for the new language targets,
and this s when we lead them towards discover-
g these new words and  structures  for
themselves.

I suggest that “creating a need™ for a new lan-
guage target n this way is probably our most
important role as language teachers. We cannot
expect our students to produce new words and
structures with spontaneity and flexibility unless
we have created a need for these words and struc-

tures first -— except. of course, if they are part of

the small percentage of highly motivated students
who will probablv succeed anvway.
Example Target: vll, most, some, none
Write the following on the board:

HONES
study hard

don't do homework
vorillas

The students might be able to solve this
puzzle without any help. If they need help. lead
them towards the target language by asking ques-
tions like “How many of you are gorillas?” The
target 1s “AHl ot us....” “Most of us....” “Some of
us....” “None of us....” The class may decide that
none of them do their homework or that some of
them are gorillas, but this just adds to the fun The
students then make their own sentences about the
class. their family. their club cte . using the four
T Most of us. 7 U Some

N

sentences AL of us
ofus....” “Nonc of us. .. .

(2) PERSONALIZATION

Personalization i1 often introduced too late v a
Iesson. 11 1s often only alter the meaning and us-
age of a new structure have been practiced in a
non-personalized wav that stadents are encour-
aged to give examples using their family, thenr
friends. their city or other things which have more
relevance in then dailbv lives.

H we want our students to be fully involved
in the learning of new language targets, these new
words and structures should be personatized dur-
ing warm-up activities. comprehension checking.
folow-up activitics, written exercises in fact.
at every stage of a lesson.

IFor example, consider these two ways of
checking the students” comprehension of the sen-
tence “Richard's a teacher™
Method 1

Icacher:

Student |

What doces Richard do?
He's a teacher.

Method B: Yeacher:  Is Richard a ballet dancer?
Student 1 No. he isn’t.
l'eacher: What?
Student 1 What does he do?
Student 2: He's a teacher.
Teacher: You?
Student 2 What do you do?
Student 3 I'm a student
[cacher X (name of a friend. fanuly
member, movie star etc.)

Student 3: What does X do? ctc.
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As the second exampie shiows, comprehension
checks can provide an opportunity for the teacher
{0 use humow and (o elicit content the students
are genuinely interested in. All of this can be done

at a fast pace, aiid afier students hav € £ot i sed to
the technique. they will think of follow-up ques-
tions on their own, allowing the teacher’s role to

become more peripheral.

‘The above example 15 simple, but the basic
problem is very smmple too — we are being too
academic. If we ask a comprehension question
which has no connection with a student’s own
teelmg the exercise is academic, and the answer
the sluucms 1nay hc, l[ we waiil Lo llam them io
communicate, we must stop being academic and

geti "‘1side our itudems' owil eiiotions. This means
re
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(4) STEP-RY-STEP VS. FUNCTIONAL
PATTERNS

1S tmportani (o disiingush between the long-
term development of communicative ability and

ncinorizing of functional patterns.

It is sometimes considered that the best way
to develop communicative competence is to
memorize functional patterns and dialogues. If one
of our students 1s going to London next week, 1t
may be highly relevant to teach shopping or res-
taurant dialogues, and this will certainly improve
the student’s ability to communicate in London.
But it is questionabie whether leaming these func-
tional patterns will make much difference to that
student’s abnhity (o conmmunicate in the fong tetm.
It may in fact do a lot of harm. becausc the stu-
dent may develop a very mechanical way of
learmng.

Owr siudenis are mictiigeni humans with cu-
riosity and feelings they are not parrots. When our
studeiits comimunicate, they need to think on their
feet. react instinctively, and use language flexibly
and creatively, Memorization coertainly plays a role
in the development of these abilities, and highly

ed students can certainly learn a lot by
memorization without it necessanly atfecting their
ability to use languave spontancously. but for most
students an overdependency on memorization may
eastly deaden the sense and (m,mvm/ we want to

foster.

I we icad our siudenis towards discovernng
English in a clear step-bv-step structural se-
quiciice, building their confidence. keeping them
tully involved. and putting them in situations and
activitics where they can usc these structures to

achicve meaningful goals, there 1s a pretty good

chance they will learn to communicate.

n discovery. The idea is
for our students to alwa_vs feel they are learning
what they want and need to express themselves,
noi whai we want to teach. Leaming something
is completely different from being taupht some-
thing. The moie we teach, the iess motivated maost
of our students will be to leamn.
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IN CLOSING

Probably the most fundamental problem
we tace as language teachers is that over
90% of foreign language students fail to
learmn to communicate. Unfortunately, most of
us were part of the 10% who succeeded

when we were students, so we tend to hang
on to traditional assumptions. If we want our
students to learn to communicate cffectively,
it is time to question many of those
assumptions.
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