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Foreword to Third Edition 

Leaming "leaching has been onc of the most popular and widely-used guides to 
EL:r since it first appeared in 1994. It provides a complete training course in 
today's classroom practices and is rich in immediately-usable practical techniques 
and suggestions for classroom activities. It speaks in a uniquely reassuring and 
encouraging way to both novice and experienced teachers, offering clarity 
about the practices of good teaching while also supporting the teacher's own 
development of their craft through experience, common sense, self evaluation 
and reflection. Learning Teaching informs the reader succinctly without over 
informing, proposes rather than demands, offers choices rather than single 
all-purpose solutions, and above all instils the confidence that 'I can learn to do 
this well'. 

This third edition adds a substantial and timely new element in lhe 
accompanying OVD which allows readers to watch ideas from dlC book being 
practised by teachers in real language classrooms. There is a complete one-hour 
lesson which provides insights into many small bur crucial aspects of teaching 
techn ique as well as some of the bigger questions about how a wholc lesson can 
be shaped and managed, what can be expected from learners and how they may 
progress during a single hour. And there are many shon clips in which different 
teachers. including the author, demonstrate key techniques described in the text 
(such as learning names, board writing, eliciting, concept questions, using 
timelines, drawing out quieter srodents, working with errors and many 
others). The OVD includes a wide-ranging selection of printable worksheets, 
observation tasks, templates and resources. 

There arc also revised and updated sections on recent developments and 
changes in EL:T including CUL, young learners and teaching exam classes, 
and a new chapter on technology covering presentation software. Interactive 
Whiteboards and virroal learning environmems. 

As well as being of use to trainee teachers on initial and in-service courses, 
experienced teachers will be able 10 use it to review their repertoire of ideas and 
approaches, and trainers and managers involved in the professional development 
of others can also use the material here on their cou rses. This third edition of 
Learnillg 1eachi,lg will build on the reputation of its predecessors and remain the 
si ngle-book-to-have fo r ELT professionals who wam to develop and become the 
best teacher that they can be. 

Adria" Underhill 

Series Editor 
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Introduction to Third Edition 

Teacher: One who carries on his education in public. (Theodore Roelhke) 

This is a book for language teachers. Mostly it's a guide to methodology - to 
what might work in the classroom. 

Lenming 7eaching is a book that can help you learn (Q teach in more effective ways. 
It is also a book about a kind ofteaching where you are also learning. However, it 
is not a book about the right way to teach. Indeed, there is no scientific basis yet 
for writing such a description of an ideal teaching methodology. Instead, we can 
observe teachers and learners at work and take nOte of strategies and approaches 
that seem to be more beneficial than others, not necessarily in o rder to copy them, 
but to become more aware of what is possible. 

The act of teaching is essentially a constant processing of options. At every 
point in each lesson, a teacher has a number of options available; he or she can 
decide to do something, or to do something else, or not to do anything at all. In 
order to become a better teacher, it seems important to be aware of as many 
options as possible. This may enable you to generate your own rules and 
guidelines as to what works and what doesn't. 

Language teaching happens in a wide variety of locations and contexts, with a 
\vide variety of colleagues and learners, and whatever I describe in this book, I'm 
certain you'll find something different every day of your teaching career. For 
that reason, no book like this can definitively tell you how to do it. You can get 
ideas and step-by-step guidelines and a little inspiration, but bear in mind that 
everything you read also needs to go through the filter of your own understanding 
and be checked out in terms of the local context you work in. 

Thus, rather than saying 'This is how to do it,' I've tried to say 'Here are some 
ways that seem 10 work.'You'll find lots of ideas and options in these pages, and 
it's largely up to you what you want to take away from them. I aim to give you a 
'toolkit' of possibilities. 

Situations and examples are mainly drawn from the world of English teaching, 
but the ideas and techniques may also be useful to teachers of other languages. 
The book is primarily aimed at teachers starting out on a training course or in 
their first year or two of work, but I hope that you will find something interesting 
in it wherever you are in your career. 

The order of chapters in this book may partly reflect the order a new teacher 
finds topics of interest and importance when learning to teach. I aim to give you 
some essential background information and core survival techniques carlyon. 

To encourage you to engage "rith the material in the book, there are many tasks. 
Sometimes these are questions [0 answer or think about; sometimes they are 
bigger problems or things to tryout. Of course, if you prefer, you can simply 
read the tasks and go straight to the commentaries. 

In this book, I use lie and slle, him and lIer largely at random. 

Jim Scrivener 



Chapter 1 Starting out 

This chapter offers a general introduction to ways of working in a language 
classroom and to a range of tcacher and learner roles. It also addresses some 
important questions about how people learn. 

1 Classrooms at work 

_ Classroom snapshots 

A friend who knows nothing about language teaching has asked you to describe a 
snapshot of a typical moment in a language classroom - a picture that captures the 
look, the atmosphere. the learners' mood, the teacher's attitude, etc. What would 
your instant snapshot show? 

Your image probably caprures some assumptions you hold - about what a 
teacher's job is, what learners can do and how they should \ ... ·ork, etc. If you arc on 
a training course and haven'r started teaching yet, your snapshot might be very 
different from, say, a teacher who has been working for twenty years. In this book, 
we will look in dctail at lots oflesson ideas, activities, methods and techniques; but 
before that, it may be useful juSt to get a more general picture of what goes on in 
language teaching - to look round a few classroom doors and glimpse what's 
going on inside. 

Watching different classes 

In my own teaching carcer, 1 have found that onc of the most useful things is 
simply to watch other people teach. I often take away tangible things from this 
observation, such as ideas for specific activities, the pace they work at or a 
particular 'something' that the teacher said or did. Over the years, I find that I have 
incorporated a lot from this into my own teaching. 

Some aspects of lessons can be difficult to intcrpret. Sometimes I feel that the 
atmosphere in a room is excellent or that the class is particularly engaged or 
working in a distinctively autonomous manner. But it isn't always easy to work out 
how these apparen tly 'natural' things have been achieved. 

One thing I have concluded over the years is that much of the 'magic' that makes a 
good lesson (often attributed purely to 'natural' skill or 'personality') is something 
that is almost always achieved by very specific actions, comments and attitudes
even when the teacher isn't aware of what he or she has done. And because or this, 
we can srudy these things and learn from them. 

_ Different lessons 

Read the following brief snapshot descriptions of moments from different lessons 
in different locations. 

Which one (if any) is most l ike how you see yourself as a teacher? Are there any 
characteristics or approaches you find interesting and would like to use yourself
or would reject? 

9 
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Classroom 1: Andrea 

Andrea is working with 34 fourteen-year-old learners. Although the large desks 
are fixed in their places, she has asked the students to move so that they are sitting 
around both sides in ways that they can work in groups of six or seven. Each 
group has just finished discussing and designing a youth club on a sheet of 
A3 paper and is now working on agreeing a list of ten good arguments to persuade 
the other groups to choose its youth club design (rather than one of the others). 
Each group will have to make a presentation of its arguments in front of the class 
in about ten minutes' time. 

There is a Jot of noise in the classroom. Andrea is walking around listening in 
unobtrusively to what is going on in the groups. She smiles when she hears good 
ideas, but she isn't intervening or taking any active part in the conversations. She 
answers basic questions when a learner asks (eg if someone wants to know the 
word for something), but she avoids getting involved in working closely with a 
group, even with one group that is getting stuck - in this case, she makes a quick 
suggestion for moving forward and then walks away to another group. 

Classroom 2: Maia 

At a fU"st glance, nothing much seems to be happening here. Maia is sitting down 
in a circle with her eight srudents, and they are chamng, fairly narurally, about 
some events from the previous day's news. Although Maia isn't doing much overt 
correction, after watching the lesson for a while it's possible to notice that she is 
doing some very discreet 'teaching', ie she is managing the conversation a little, 
bringing in quieter students by asking what they think and helping all learners to 
speak by encouraging, asking helpful questions, echoing what they have said, 
repeating one or two hard-to-understand sentences in corrected English, etc. 

Head Teacher
Sticky Note
Marked set by Head Teacher



1 Classrooms at work 

Classroom 3: Lee 

Lee is standing at the front of a class of eleven young adult students. He is 
introducing going to as a way of talking about predicted events in the future. He 
has put up a large wallchart picture on the board showing a polkcman watching a 
number of things in the town centre. The picture seems to immediately suggest a 
number of gOil1g to sentences such as They're going to rob the bank~ He isn't going to 
stop and It's going tofalldown. Lee is pointing at parts of me picture and 
encouraging learners to risk trying to say a goi"g to sentence. When they do, he 
gently corrects them and gets them to say it again better. Sometimes he gets the 
whole class to repeat an interesting sentence. It's interesting that he's actually 
saying very little himself; most of his interventions are nods,gestures, facial 
expressions and one- or two-word instructions or short corrections. Generally, 
the learners are talking rather more than the teacher. 

C lassroom 4: Paoli 

Paoli's lesson is teaching some new vocabulary to an adult evening class of older 
learners; the current lesson stage is focused on learner practice of the new items. 
Everyone in class is sitting in a pair, face to face. They are using a handout 
designed by Paoli which gives the learners in each pair (known as A and B) slightly 
different information. The task requires them to use some of the new vocabulary 
in relatively natural ways to try and discover information from their partner.There 
is a lot of talking in the room, though it's clear that not everyone is participating to 
an equal degree. One or t\ .... o pairs are almost silent, and one pair seems to be 
whispering in their own language rather than in English. Paoli is moving round the 
room trying to notice any such problems and encouraging students to complete 
the task in the intended way. 

II 
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We have glimpsed four different lessons. The descriptions below summarise some 
distinctive featu res of each. 

Some typical language-teaching classes 

The fIrst class described above involved groups working cooperatively on a task. 
The teacher saw her role as primarily 'managerial') making sure that the activity 
was set up properly and being done properly. She took care that she allowed 
enough space (ie time to think and plan without interference or 'unhelpful help') 
so that learners cowd get on and achieve the reswt. 

In the second class, \ve saw a teacher apparently doing fairly little that might be 
traditionally viewed as 'teaching'. However) even at this glimpse, we have noticed 
that something was going on and the teacher was 'managing' the conversation and 
the language more than might have been apparent at first glance. Is this a valid 
lesson? We'Ulook at possible aims for lessons like the fir st and second snapshots 
when we get to Chapter 9. 

The third class involves a lesson type known as a 'presentation', ie the teacher is 
drawing everyone's attention to his focus on language. Interestingly, although the 
teacher is introducing ncw language, he is doing this without a great deal of overt 
explanation or a high quantity of teacher talk. We look at grammar presentations 
in Chapter 7. 

1n the fourth lesson, the learners arc doing a pairwork vocabulary task. The 
teacher's role was initially to set up the activity, and at the end it will be to manage 
feedback and checking. At the momcnt, he can relax a little more, as nothing much 
requires to be done beyond monitoring if it is being done correctly. 

Out of these four lessons (which I think may be fairly typical snapshots of modern 
language classroom life), we have seen relatively little overt 'teaching' in the 
traditional manner, although we have seen a number of instances of the teacher 
'managing' the seating and groupings, 'managing' the activities (starting, 
monitoring, closing them), 'managing' the learners and their participation levels, 
and 'managing' the flow of the conversation and work. 

I think it's reasonable to argue that much of modern language teaching involves 
this classroom management as much or more than it involves the upfront 
explanations and testing that many people imagine as the core of a teacher's job. 
This is partly to do with the peculiar subject matter we work with, ie the language 
we are using to teach with is also the thing we are teaching. 

Although there is a body of'content' in language tcaching, the main thing we want 
our students to do is use the language themselves - and therefore there are many 
reasons why we mainly want our students to do more and therefore for us to do 
(and talk) less. 

You could now use: 

• on the DVD to make 'snapshot' observations of teachers at 

to gel a more detailed picture of classroom management in 



2 What is a teacher? 

2 What is a teacher? 
Language learners don't always need teachers. They can set about learning in a 
variety of ways. Some learn by studying on their own at home with books, CDs, 
DVDs, e-workbooks, computer programs and so on; others seem to 'pick up' a 
language just by living and communicating in a place where the language is used 
(mis is known as immersion). 

Of course, many students do learn in classes with other students and a teacher
whether that's a class they chose to come to (for example, at a language school) or 
maybe a class they were required to attend (such as in a high school).And much 
language learning will involve elements of all three ways: self-srudy, 'picking it up' 
and classroom work. 

But, ifit's possible to learn successfully without a teacher, then what difference 
does having a teacher make to the learning process?Why do some people pay to 
have a tcachcr?What do srudents expect from them?To put it bluntly, what on 
earth arc teachers for? If you are (or arc planning to be) a teacher. it's important 
to consider such basic questions. 

_ Remembering teachers you have known 

1 Think back to some teachers (of any subject) you have had in your life. What do 
you remember about them and their lessons? The teacher's manner? How you 
felt in their presence? Can you recall any specific lessons? Specific teaching 
techniques? What It was like to be a student in that room? What words or 
phrases characterise the atmosphere of the classes (eg positive, encouraging, 
boring. (riendly, like an interrogation. sarcastic, humorous, respectful, scary, 
quiet)? 

2 To what extent do you think your personal style as a teacher is based to some 
degree on these role models? 

\'Vhen I started leaching, I found that my basic image of what a teacher's job was 
and how a teacher should behave were drawn largely from what I had seen my 
own teachers doing. These internal images were quite deeply held and quite hard 
to challenge. Any teacher starting out needs to chcck if they have inbuilt 
assumptions about teaching from this exposure to hours and hours of observing 
your own teachers at work. 

If you mink about it, you have watched and experienced an awful lot of teaching 
being done to you - and this can often remain a subtle and deep-seated influencc. 
Whether we acknowledge it or not, much of our view of what a teacher is and what 
a teacher should do can often be traced back to these many years oflesson 
observation from the pupil's seat. Sadly, a lot ofthc teaching that has left a deep 
impression on us was not necessarily very good teaching. As well as some 
excellent teachers, most of us have probably seen examples of teachers who were 
boring, unkind, incompetent, sarcastic or inept. 

11 
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'Enter tainer ' teaching 

Learners come to class to learn a language rather than to be am used by a great 
show. Certainly no one wouJd wish their lessons to be boring, but it's important to 
check out if me classes of an 'entertainer' style of teacher are genuinely leading to 
any real learn ing. It's easy to get swept up in the sheer panache of one's own 
performance; the teacher who constantly talks a lot, tells stories and jokes, amuses 
the class with their antics, etc can provide a diverting hour, but it may simply cover 
up the fact that very linle has been taken in and used by the students. The 
monologue may provide useful exposure to one way of using language, but this 
isn't sufficient to justify regular lessons of this kind. I've found that Quite a number 
of teachers suspect that this 'performer' style is a goal they should aim for, partly 
maybe because of an influence from Hollywood films about teaching. But there is 
a fine line between creating a good atmosphere and good rapport in class and 
becoming an enteTlainer. I hope that I can persuade you that rapport is crucial but 
entertainment is much less so. 

Traditional teaching 

For many of us, school teaching was in a style we could characterise as 
'traditional'. While the details may vary considerably from school to school and 
between different countries and culrures, there will still be many aspects of 
'traditional' teaching that are familiar to many. 

_ Traditional teaching 

list some of these characteristic features of traditional teaching (eg Where does 
the teacher stand I sit? How are students seated? How is the class managed?). 
What do you think are the disadvantages of a trad it ional teaching approach for 
language teaching and learning? 

'Traditional' [caching comes in many varieties, but is often characterised by the 
teacher spending quite a lot of class time using the board to explain things - as if 
'transm itting' knowledge to the class - with occasional Questions to or from the 
learners. After these explanations, the students will often do some p ractice 
exercises to test whether they have understood what they have been told . 
T hro ughout the lesson, the teacher keeps control of the subject maner, makes 
decisions about what work is needed and orchestrates what the srudents do. In this 
classroom, the teacher probably does most of the talking and is by far the most 
active persOIl. The students' role is primarily to listen and concentrate and, 
perhaps, take notes with a view to taking in the information. Often the teacher 
takes as ifby right (usually, but not always, benignly) permission to direct, give 
orders, tell ofT, rebuke, criticise, etc, possibly with limited or no consultation. 

This ' transmission' view of the role of a teacher is relatively widespread, and in 
many cultures represents the predominant mode of education. Students will 
expect that a teacher will teach in this way, and fellow teachers may be critical or 
suspicious of teachers who do not. In such cases) it's important to remember that 



2 What is a teacher? 

your choice of methodology is not simply a maller of what you believe to be best, 
imposed at any cost, but it is also about what is appropriate in a particular place 
with particular people. What you do in any school or w1th any learner will often 
represent your best compromise bet\\ieen what you believe and what seems right 
in the local context. You then have the interesting possibility of starting to 
persuade your colleagues and srudents to your ideas ... or maybe learning from 
them about why their approaches work bener. 

The process by which traditional teaching is imagined as working is sometimes 
characterised as 'jug and mug' - the knowledge being poured from one receptacle 
into an empty one. It is often based on an assumption that the teacher is the 
'knower' and has the task of passing over knowledge to the students, and that 
having something explained or demonstrated to you will lead to learning - and if it 
doesn't, it is because the teacher has done this job badly or the student is lazy or 
incompetent. 

Ln many circumstances, lecture or explanation by a teacher may be an efficient 
method of informing a large number ofpeopJe abour a topic. However, if our own 
educational experience has mainly been of this approach, then it is worth pausing 
for a minute and questioning whether this is indeed the most effective or efficient 
teaching method. Whereas most teachers will need to be good 'explainers' at 
various points in their lessons, a teaching approach based solely or mainly on this 
technique can be problematic. 

The importance of rapport 

Interestingly, when I recall my own teachers at school, I fmd it quite hard to recall 
details of any specific individual lessons, but I can recall- quite strongly - the way 
that the teacher related to the class and how I felt in this teacher's presence. I think 
of some whose lessons were bright and enjoyable. some whose lessons were 
frightening and tense, some who seemed to bring out the best in me and some 
who closed me up. The way the teacher related to the learners - and consequently 
how learners related to each other - was significantly different in different 
classrooms. 

What creates this distincti\'e atmosphere of each teacher's class? What makes the 
difference between a room where people are defensive and anxious, and a room 
where people feel able to be honest and take risks?Teachers and trainers often 
comment on the importance of'rapport' bet\veen teachers and students. The 
problem is that, whereas rapport is clearly important, it is also notoriously difficult 
to define or quantify. Sometimes people equate it with 'being generally friendly to 
your students'. While this is a reasonable starting point, I think we need to find a 
wider definition, involving many more aspects to do with the quality of how 
teacher and learners relate. 

This docs raise a problem, though. If a significant part ofa class's success is down 
to how well the teacher and students relate, does that suggest that successful 
teachers are born, and if they don't naturally relate well to people, then they are a 
write-off? Is your 'rapport' 100% narural or is it something that can be worked on 
and improved? 

15 
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_ Creating a positive learning atmosphere 

Figure 1.1 lists some features that may be important in creating a positive 
relationship and a positive learning atmosphere. Decide which items are inborn 
and which could be worked on and improved. 

In a positive learning atmosphere the teacher ... 

shows respect is fair really listens to 
his / her students givesclearand 

positive feedback 

hasagoodsense ::::~~~==~~--~i 
_---J~ __ ~o~f:..:h~u::m~o~u::r_f-_;;; - is patient 

, is, by and large, 
authentically her / himself '\iT--"';r,"::::=~ inspires confidence 

'-....,,=7"--•• ---.,.,,;=::/---------------7'1i;;s non·judgementa! 

empathises with 
students' problems 

is well organised 

is enthusiastic and 
inspires enthusiasm 

trusts people does not complicate 
things unneccessarily 

is honest 
is approachable 

can be authoritative 
without being distant 

Figure 1.1 Features which create a positive relationship and aunosphere 

Arguable maybe, but I would say that all of these are things that can be studied 
and improved on. Some are more difficult than others. 

Of course, although it's a good start, a positive learning atmosphere isn't 
everyth ing. Being jokey, chatty and easygoing doesn't necessaril y lead to good 
teaching - one of my teachers was very friendly and funny, but his lessons ended 
up in confusion. Contrastingly, lessons from one of the quieter, more serious 
teachers were often very memorable. This is simply the first building block of 
teaching, but it's an important one. 

Respect, empathy and authenticity 

Carl Rogers, the American psychologist, suggested that there are three core 
teachcr characteristics that help (0 create an effective learning environment. These 
are respect (a positive and non-judgemental regard for another person),empathy 
(being able to see things from the other person's perspective, as if looking through 
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melr eyes) and authenticity (being oneself without hiding behind job (itles, roles 
or masks). 

When a teacher has these three qualities, the relationships within the classroom 
are likely to be stronger and deeper, and communication between people much 
more open and honest. The educational climate becomes positive, forward
looking and supportive.The learners are able to work with less fear of taking 
risks or facing challenges. In doing this, they increase their own self-esteem and 
self-understanding, gradually taking more and more of the responsibility for 
their own learning themselves rather than assuming that it is someone 
else's job. 

Rogers and Freiberg (1994) considered that, out of these three teacher 
characteristics, authenticity was the most important.To be yourself. Not to play 
the role of a teacher, but to take the risk of being vulnerable and human and 
honest. Gaie Houston (1990) has written that 'The foundation of rapport is to 
learn yourself enough that you know what style you have and when you are being 
truthful to yourself: 

Almough there are some practical techniques you can learn to improve your 
communication with others, real rapport is something more substantial than a 
technique that you can mimic. It is not something you do to other people. It is you 
and your moment-by-moment relationship with other human beings. Similarly, 
respect or empathy or authen(icity are not clomes to put on as you walk into the 
classroom, not temporary characteristics that you take on for me duration of your 
lesson. You cannot role play ' respect' - or any of the other qualities. On the 
contrary, they are rooted at the level of your genuine intentions. 

In order to improve the quality of our own relationship in the classroom, we do not 
need (0 learn new techniques; we need to look closely at what we really want for 
our students, how we really feel about them. It is our attitude and intentions rather 
than our methodology lha(we may need to work on. 

Having said all that, it also suggests that I can't teach you how to do this in a book. 
For this reason, the main subject maner of the book concerns the more technical 
aspects of creating a successful class. 

Three kinds of teacher 

There are obviously many ways of teaching, and part of the enjoyment of being a 
student in a good classroom is in sharing tile unique personal identity, style, skills 
and techniques thal a teacher brings to a lesson. 

Having said that, it sometimes gives things a clearer perspective if we simplify 
rather than complicate. Adrian Underhill has suggested that there may be three 
broad categories of teaching styles (summarised in Figure 1.2). 

The explainer 

Many teachers know their subject matter very well, but have limited knowledge of 
teaching methodology. This kind of teacher relics mainly on 'explaining' o r 
'lecturing' as a way of conveying information to the students. Done with style or 
enthusiasm or wil or imagination, this tcacher's lessons can be very entertaining, 
interesting and informative. The students are listening, perhaps occasionally 
answering questions and perhaps making notes, but are mostly not being 
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personally involved or challenged. The learners often get practice by doing 
individual exercises after one phase of the lecture has finished. 

The involver 

This teacher also knows the subject matter that is being deah with. (In our case, 
this is essentially the English language and how it works.) However, she is also 
familiar with teaching methodology; she is able to use appropriate teaching and 
organisational procedures and techniques to help her students learn about the 
subject matter. 'Teacher explanations' may be one of these techniques, but in her 
case, it is only one option among many that she has at her disposal.1'1tis teacher is 
trying to involve the students actively and puts a great deal of effort into finding 
appropriate and interesting activities that will do this, while still retaining clear 
control over the classroom and what happens in it. 

The enabler 
The third kind of teacher is confident enough to share control with the learners, or 
perhaps to hand it over to them entirely. Decisions made in her classroom may 
often be shared or negotiated. In many cases, she takes her lead from the students, 
seeing herself as someone whose job is to create the conditions that enable the 
students to learn for themselves. Sometimes this will involve her in less traditional 
'tcaching'; she may become a 'guide' or a 'counsellor' or a 'resource of information 
when needed'. Sometimes, when the class is working well under its own steam, 
when a iQ(of autonomous learning is going on, she may be hardly visible. 

This teacher knows about the subject matter and about methodology, but also has 
an awareness of how individuals and groups are thinking and feeling within her 
class. She actively responds to this in her planning and methods and in building 
effective working relationships and a good classroom atmosphere. Her own 
personali ty and attilude are an active encouragement to this learning. 

Explainer 

Involver 

Enabler 

Subject matter 

./ 

./ 

./ 

Figure 1.2 Three kinds of teacher 

Methodology 

./ 

./ 

People 

These three descriptions of teachers are, of course, vcry broadly paintcd.lnere is 
no way to categorise all teaching under three headings; many teachers will find 
elements of each category that arc true for them, or that they move between 
categories depending on the day, the class and the aims of a lesson. However, this 
simple categorisation may help you to reflect on what kind of teaching you have 
mostly experienced in your life so far and may also help you to clarify what kind of 
teacher you see yourself as being now or in the future. 

On teacher-training courses, I have come across many participants whose initial 
internal image of a teacher is based on the 'explainer' > bur who are keen to move to 
becoming an 'involver' in their own teaching. Such a move may be your aim in 
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reading this book - and the book is main1y geared towards giving you information, 
ideas, options and starting points that may help you reach that goal. Essentially, 
therefore, this is a book about methodology. Throughout the book, I have also 
ttied to keep in mind the important skills, qualities, values and techniques 
associated with the 'enabling' teacher and to give guidance and information that 
may influence your role and relationships in the classroom. 

When I think back on my own experiences of being taught, it is the teaching 
techniques that I remember least. I certainly remember teachers who made 
subject matter come alive, through their great knowledge and enthusiasm. But the 
teacher I recall with most pleasure and respect was the one who listened to me, 
who encouraged me, who respected my own views and decisions. Curiously, this 
teacher who helped me most was the one who actually did least 'teaching' of the 
subject maner and was, seemingly, technique-free, being basically 'himself' in 
class. My memories of his lessons are of what I did, rather than what he did,ofmy 
learning rather than his teaching. 

_ Explainer, Involver, enabler 

Think of some people you have been taught by in the past. Which of the three 
descriptions above best suits each one? This may give you some idea about which 
images of teaching you have been exposed to and influenced by. 

3 Teaching and learning 

Let's look outside the classroom for a moment. How do people learn things in 
e\<eryday life? By Dial and error? By reading a manual and following the 
instructions? By sitting next to someone who can tell you what to do and give 
feedback on whether you're doing OK? 

An experientiaI lea rning cycle 

The process oflearning often involves fi ve steps (see Figure 1.3): 

1 doing something; 
2 recalling what happened; 
3 reflecting on that; 
4 drawing conclusions from the reflection; 
5 using those conclusions to inform and prepare for future practical experience. 

Figure 1.3 An experiential learning cycle 
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Again, it is importallllo distinguish between learning and teaching. Information, 
feedback, guidance and support from other people may come in at any of the five 
steps of the cycle, as shown in Figure 1.4, but the essential learning experience is 
in doing the thing yourself. 

Figure 1.4 Teaching and the experiential learning cycle 

This cycle, known as an experiential learning cycle, suggests a number of 
conclusions for language teaching in the classroom. For example: 

• If this cycle does represent how people learn, then the 'jug-and-mug' 
explanation-based approach may be largely inappropriate if it dominates 
classroom time. Giving people opportunities to do things themselves may be 
much more important. 
I may become a bener teacher if I worry less about teaching techniques and try 
to make the enabling of learning my main concern, ie the inner circle of the 
diagram rather than the outer one. 
r need to ensure that I allow my students practical experience in doing things 
(eg in using language rather than simply listening to lectures about language). 

• It may be that being over-helpful as a teacher could gel in the way of learning. I 
cannot learn for my srudents. The more I do myself, the less space there will be 
for the learners [Q do things. 
It may be useful to help students become more aware about how they are 
learning, to reflect on this and to explore what procedures, materials, 
techniques or approaches would help them learn more effectively. 

• It's OK for students to make mistakes, to try things out and get things wrong 
and learn from that ... and that's true for me as a 'learning teacher' as well. 

One fundamental assumption behind this book and the tcaching approaches 
suggested in it is that people learn more by doing things themselves rather than 
by being told about them. This is true both for the students in your classes and 
for you, as you learn to be a bener teacher. This suggests, for example, that it 
may be more useful for a learner to work with others and role play ordering a 
meal in a restaurant (with feedback and suggestions of useful language) than it 
would be to listen [Q a fifteen-minute explanation from the teacher of how to do 
it correctly. 
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A second assumption is that learners are intelligent, fuJl y functioning humans, 
nO( simply J't.'ceptaclcs for passed-on knowledge. Learning is not simply a 
one-dimensional intellecrual activity. but involves the whole person (as opposed to 
only their mentaJ processes such as thinking, remembering. analysing, ctc). We can no 
longer be content with the image of the student as a blank slate. Students may bring 
pen and paper to the lesson, but they also bring a whole range of other, less visible 
things to class: their needs, their wishes, their life experience, their home background, 
their memories, their worries, their day so fa r, their dreams, their anger, their 
toothache, their fears, their moods, etc. Given the opportunities. they will be able to 
make imponant decisions for themselves, to take responsibility for their learning and 
to move forward (although their previous educational experience may initially 
predispose them to expecting that you, the teacher, need to do all that for them). 

New learning is constructed over the foundations of our own earlier learning. We 
make use of whatever knowledge and experience we already ha\·e in order to help 
us learn and understand new things. Thus the message taken away from anyone 
lesson is quitc differcnt for different people. The new learning has been planted in 
quite different seed beds. This is true both for your learners meeting a new tense 
in class and for you reading this paragraph and reviewing it in the light o f your 
own previous experience and knowledge. You can eheck this out for yourself. Is 
the information you arc finding in this book being written in your head on a son of 
'blank slate' or is it connecting in some manner with your previous knowledge, 
ideas, thoughts, prejudices? 

The twO assumptions listed above inform my teaching. They remind me that my 
'performance' as a teacher is only one, possibly minor, factor in the learning that 
might occur.They remind me that some of the teaching I do might actually 
prevent learning. They remind me that teaching is, fundamentally, abour working 
with people - and aboUl remaining alive to the many different things that go on 
when people hack their own path through the jungle towards new learning. 

Although this book concentrates mainl y on teaching techniques, it is important to 
bear in mind that knowledge of subject matter and methodology are, on their own, 
insufficient. A great deal of teaching can be done with those two, but I would 
suspect that the total learning would not be as great as it could be. However, an 
aware and sensitive teacher who respects and listens (0 her students, and who 
concentrates on finding ways of enabling learning rather than on performing as a 
teacher, goes a long way to creating conditions in which a great deal o f learning is 
likely to take place. Methodology and knowledge of subject matter are important, 
but may not necessarily be the most important things. 

We never know how much ' learning' is taking place. It is tempting to imagine that 
if teaching is going on, then the learning must be happening; bur in fact, 'teaching' 
and 'learning' need to be clearly distinguished . 

Here is the great and essential formula (one that aU teachers should probably 
remind themselves of at least once a day!): 

'Teaching'docs not equal ' learning'. Teaching does not necessarily lead to 

learning. The fact that the first is happening doesn't automatically mean the ocher 
must occur. Learning - of anything, anywhere - demands energy and attention 
from the learner. One person cannot learn anything for anyone else. It has to be 
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done by your own personal effort. Nobody else can transmit understanding or 
skills into your head. 

It is quite possible for a teacher to be putting great effort into his or her teaching 
and for no learning to be taking place; similarly,a teacher could apparently be 
doing nothing, but the students be learning a great deal. 

As you'll find when you talk to some students (and parents), there is a surprisingly 
widespread expectation mal simply being in a class in the presence of a teacher 
and 'listening attentively' is somehow enough to ensure that learning wiu take 
place. This suggests a very active role for the teacher, who is somehow responsible 
for 'radiating' knowledge to the class. Conversely, in this viewpoint, there is an 
assumption of a more passive role for the student, whose job is mainly to absorb 
and store the received learning. But this isn't an accurate view of how people learn. 

Ln a traditional class of, say, 25 srudents, one lesson is being 'taught'. But we could 
equally thinkofilasa range of different lessons being received, as shown in Figure 1.5: 

That's really interesting. Ah - some of that 
makes sense now. 

= I'm not involved at~a~lill.)----::::::::----~ 
What film shall o 

I watch tonight? 
I haven't said 

anything for hours. 

I wonder if Jenny 
got my text message. 

= 
I didn't understand and now he's 

something different. talking about something else. 

--======::::::::::::=:-~c:::>S:= 

I" rather do 

I'm tired ofsitting I wonder if what he said applies o 

in this chair. to phrasal verbs too? 

;:?:>--::======~==========~ o I'm notdoing 
anything myself. I didn't understand that before, 

but I think I have an idea now. 
He's going too slow. 

He's going too fast. 

c:::> 
= 

= o 
It's an interesting 

Yup, got it; now I'd like 
to try it myself. 

subject. 

= o 
Long explanations are 
so dull, Ijust turn off. 

= o 

Figure 1.5 Different perceptions of the same lesson 
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Perhaps some students are listening and trying to follow the explanations (but 
on1y one of them is able to relate it to her own experiences); some other srudents 
are making detailed notes, but not really thinking about the subject; one person is 
listening and not really understanding anything; one (having missed the previous 
lesson) thinks that the teacher is talking about something completely different; 
three students are daydreaming; one is writing a letter; etc. 

Here, the teaching is only one factor in whar is learned. Indeed, teaching is actually 
rather less important than one might suppose. As a teacher, I cannot learn for my 
students. On1y they can do that. What I can do is help create the conditions in 
which they might be able (0 learn. This could be by responding to some of the 
student complaints above - perhaps by involving them, by enabling them to work 
at their own speed, by not giving long explanations, by encouraging them to 
participate, talk, interact, do things, etc. 

How useful are explanations? 

Language learning, especially, seems not 10 benefit very much from long 
explanations. If the explanation is done in the language being learned, then there 
is an immediate problem; learners have - by definition -limited understanding of 
this new language, and therefore any lengthy or difficult explanation in the ' target 
language' will be likely (0 be mo re difficult fo r them than the thing being 
explained . And e\'en if the explanation is done in their native tongue, explanations 
about how language works, while of some value, seem to be most useful in fairly 
brief hints, guidelines and corrections; language learners do not generally seem to 
be ablc to make use of complex or detailed information from lengthy 'lectures'. 
not in the same way that, say, a scientist might make active use of understanding 
gained from a theoretical talk. Ability to use a language seems to be more of a skill 
you learn by trying to do it (akin to playing football or riding a bicycle) than an 
amount of data that you learn and then try to apply. 

Language learners seem to need a number o f things beyond simply listening to 
explanations. Amongst other things, they necd to gain exposure to 
comprehensible samples of language (not just the teacher's monologues) and they 
need chances to ptay with and communicatc with the language themsch'CS in 
relatively safe ways. If any of these things arc to happen, it seems likely that 
classroom working styles will involve a numherof different modes and not just an 
upfront lecture by the teacher. Of course, a lot of teaching work will involve 
standing and talking to (or with) students. but a tcaching style that predominantly 
uses this technique is likely to be inappropriate. 

Students need to talk themselves; they need to communicate with a variety of 
people; they need to do a variety of different language-related tasks; they need 
feedback on how successful or not their attemptS at communication have been. 

So what's a teacher for? Short answer: to help learning to happen. Methodology, 
such as we discuss in this book, is what a teacher uses to try and reach thai 
challenging goal. 

_ Learners' expectations of teachers 

Imagine that you are about to start studying a new language in a class with other 
beginners. Consider your expectat ions of the teacher's role. What are some of the 
general things she can do to assist your learning? 
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4 The subject matter of ELT 

What exactly are we teaching? What is the subject maner of language teaching? 

An outsider might imagine that the content would comprise two major elements, 
namely knowledge of the language's grammar and knowledge oflats of 
vocabulary. Of course, these do form an important part of what is taught {learned, 
but it is important to realise that someone learning a language needs far more than 
' in-the-head ' knowledge of grammar and vocabulary in order to be able to use 
language successfully. 

In stafTrooms, you'll find that teachers typically classify the key subject matter of 
language teaching into 'language systems' and 'language skills'. Therc arc other 
important subject areas as well (including 'learning bener ways of learning', 'exam 
techniques', 'working with and learning about other people'). 

Language systems 

We can analyse a sentence such as Pass me the book in different ways. 
We could consider: 

• the sounds (phonology); 
• the meaning of the individual words or groups of words (texis or vocabulary); 
• how the words interact with each other within the sentence (grammar); 

the use to which the words are put in particular siruations (function). 

If we extend our language sample into a complete (short) conversation, eg 
A: Pass me the book. 
B: Mary pUl il ill her bag. 
then we have an additional area for analysis, namely the way that communication 
makes sense beyond the individual phrase or sentence, analysing how the 
sentences relate (or don't relate) to each other (known as discourse). Figure 1.6 
shows a brief analysis of tlle language sample from each of these viewpoints. 

So we have five language systems, though all are simply different \vays oflooking at 
the same thing. If we arc considering teaching an item oflanguage, one thing we need 
to decide is which systcm(s) we are going to offer our learners information about. 

We might plan a lesson focused on only one area, eg grammar, or we might deal 
with two, three or more. An example of a commonly combined systems focus in 
many language lessons would be: 

grammar + pronunciation + function 

(ie how the language is structured, how to say it and how it's used). 
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Phonological /po:s mi: ih 'OOk! or tpres mi: h!> 'ookJ 
The stress is probably on book. but also possible (with different 
meanings) on Pass or me. 
The words me and the probably have a weak vowel sound. 

lexical Pass = give; hand over; present 
me = reference to speaker 
the book = object made of paper, containing words and/or pictures 
and conveying information 

Grammatical Verb (imperative) + first person object pronoun + definite article + 
noun 

Functional A request or order 

Discoursal Although not a direct transparent answer to the request, we can 
still draw a meaning from this reply. The word it, referring to the 
book, helps us to make a connection to the request. Assuming that 
Mary's put it in her bag is intended as a genuine response to the 
request, it may suggest a reason why the book cannot be passed 
(eg I can't because Mary took the book with her). In order to fully 
understand the meaning, we would need to know more about the 
situational context (ie who is talking, where, etc.) and more about 
the surrounding conversation (Ie what knowledge is assumed to be 
known or shared between the speakers). 

Figure 1.6 Analysis of a language sample 

_ Recognising language systems 

Imagine that you intend to do some teaching using this piece of language: Can you 
play the guitar? Match some points you might focus on with the correct system 
name: 

1 the construction can + pronoun 
2 the meaning of play and guitar 
3 variations . eg strong /keen ju:Jvs weak /k,)Il jat. stress on guitar, etc. 
4 asking about ability 
5 typical question·and·reply sequences containing this language 

a function 
b discourse 
c lexis 
d grammar 
e pronunciation 

Answers 
ld 2c 3e 4a 5b 
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_ Distinguishing language systems 

You want to teach a lesson contrasting two potentially confusing areas of language. 
Classify each of the following teaching points as G for grammatical, L for lexical, P 
for phonological, F for functional. 

Example: house compared to flat = l (lexical) 

1 I went to Paris compared to I've been to Paris 
2 Lend us a fiver compared to Could you possibly lend me £5? 
3 library compared to bookshop 
4 woman compared to women 
5 Sorry compared to Excuse me 
6 hut compared to hat 
7 impotent compared to important 
8 some compared to any 

Answers 
1 G 2 F 3 l 4 G / P 5 F 6 P (changing vowel sound) 
7 P (changing word stress) / l 8 G 

Language skills 

As well as working with the language systems (wh ich we can think of as what we 
know, ie 'up-in-the-head ' knowledge), we also need to pay attention to what we do 
with language. These arc the language skills. Teachers normally think of there 
being four important macro language skills: listening, speaking, reading, writing. 
Listening and reading are called receptive skills (the reader or listener receives 
information but does nOt produce it); speaking and writing, on the other hand, are 
the productive skills. Skills are commonly used interactively and in combination 
rather than in isolation, especially speaking and listening. It's arguable that other 
th ings (eg thinking, using memory and mediating) are also language skills. 

language s ystems language s kills 
knowing doing 

Phonology 
Speaking 

l exis Productive 

Grammar 
Writing 

Function 
Receptive 

Reading 

Discourse listening 

Figure 1.7 Language systems and skills 

The main four skills are referred to as macro because anyone of them could be 
analysed down to smaller micro skills by defining more precisely what exactly is 
being done, how it is being done, the genre of material, etc. For example: 

Macro skill 
Some micro 
skills 

Listening 
• Understanding the gist of what is heard, eg Who is talking? 

\Vhere arc they?What are they doing?\Vhat is their 
relationship? How do they feel? 
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Understanding precise information re quantity, reference 
numbers, prices, etc when listening to a business 
telephone call where a client wants to place an order. 
Compensating for words and phrases no t heard clearly 
in an informal pub conversation by hypothesising what 
they are, based on understanding of the content of the 
rest of a conversation and predictions of likely content. 

_ Ustenlng to a radio weather forecast 

Consider briefly how you listen to the radio weather forecast in your own language. 
What would be different if you listened to one in a foreign language that you have 
been studying for a year or so? 

Many of the skills that we have in our own native language are directly transferable to 
a foreign language. But we do need practice in a number of areas. For example, 
I know how I listen to a weather forecast in my own language: I only half-listen until , 
hear the forecaster mention my part of the country, then I 'switch on' and concentrate 
to catch the key phrases about it, then switch off again. But when I listen toa weather 
forecast in a foreign country in a different language, I will have problems, even if I 
know all the words and all the grammar the forecaster uscs. Trying to decipher \'lords 
in the seemingly fast flow of speech, trying to pick out what is important and what is 
not, is a skill that needs to be practised; it is work that needs attention in its own right, 
quite apart from the study of the grammar and vocabulary involved. 

The importa nce of skills work 

Don't underestimate the importance of skills work. Not every lesson needs to 
teach new words or new grammar. Lessons also need to be planned to give 
studems opportunities to practise and improve their language skills. Skills work is 
nOt something to add in at the end ofa five-year course in English. There is no 
need to wait for extensive knowledge before daring to embark on listening and 
speaking work. On the contrary, it is something so essential that it needs to be at 
the heart o f a course from the start. Even a beginner with o ne day's English will be 
able to practise speaking and listening usefully. For more on skills work see 
Chapter 9 Productive skills and Chapter 10 Receptive skills. 

A purpose~based view of course content 

Another way of looking at possible course content is to consider the 
communicative purposes that srudents need language for. The Common 
European Framework (see page 147) focuses on what learners can do with 
language . For example, can an individual learner successfully attend company 
planning meetings? Or take notes in physics lectures at university? Or give 
unambiguous instructions to junior doctors on a ward? An analysis of such 
can-do requirements suggests a different kind of course content, one based 
around students planning, undertaking and reflecting on tasks that refl ect these 
real-life purposes. This course content would clearly include systems and skills 
work, but would be orga nised around this key idea of real-world uses. 
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Cha nges of emphasis 

Traditionally, language teaching in many countries concemr.ned on grammar and 
vocabulary reinforced by reading and writing. The reading and writing was 
primarily to help teach the grammar and vocabulary rather than to help improve 
the students' skills in reading or writing. In the twentieth century, teaching 
approaches based mainly around oral language practice through repetition and 
drilling were also widely used. Until the 1960s, a lot of courses were based on 
mainly grammatical syllabuses, but in the late 19705 and 1980s,a number of 
courses and coursebooks used a functional syllabus, grouping language by the 
purpose for which it could be used (eg the language of greeting or of apologising). 

Nowadays, most imerest is expressed in work on all language systems and skills, 
particularly emphasising listening and speaking (because in everyday life we often 
do far more speaking and listening than we do reading and writing). Grammar is 
typically still the language system that features most prominently on courses and 
in coursebooks - and, at lower levels, is also the area that many srudents say they 
want or expect to study in most detail. Often coursebooks teach gram mar with an 
emphasis on communication of meaning rather than purely mechanical practice. 

Despite the continuing predominance of grammar, the implications of a more 
lexically oriented view of language (see page I8S) arc increasingly having an 
impact on material and task design. The growing influence of the Common 
European Framework has encouraged course designers, teachers and examiners 
to increasingly see successful communication in real-world tasks as a more 
important goal than that of accurate language use. 

_ Balancing systems and skills 

Here are two teaching situations. What balance of systems and skills would make a 
useful course for these learners? 

1 A 24-year+old Japanese learner has studied grammar at school for nine years; 
she can read and understand even complex texts well. She has arrived in 
England to take a two.week intensive course. In her placement test (which was 
mainly multiple-choice grammar questions), she scored very well, but at the 
initial interview, she had trouble answering even simple questions about herself 
and often haltingly asked the interviewer to repeat the question. 

2 A group of three undergraduate science students have enrolled for an EngliSh 
course at a language school in the Czech Republic. They know no English at all. 

The Japanese learner clearly needs a lot of work on the skills of listening and 
speaking. As she knows a lot of grammar, the course could concentrate on 
helping her activate this passive knowledge; the main thrust of the work could 
be on realistic listening and speaking activities to promOte fluency and improve 
communicative abilities. 

2 Most beginners need a balanced course that introduces them to the five 
systems and four skiUs. In their furure careers, these science learners may 
well need to read and write English quite a lot, but may also need to visit other 
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countries, listen to conference speeches (and give them), greet visiting 
scientists, etc. If they are likely to meet English-speaking people soon, it might 
be sensible to focus on speaking and listening, alongside work to help them read 
and write more effectively. 

The cotnrnunicative purpose o flanguage learning 

It is important to remember that no one area of skills or language systems exis(s in 
isolation: there can be no speaking if you don' t have the vocabulary to speak with; 
there's no point learning words unless you can do something useful with them. 

The purpose oflearning a language is usually to enable you to take part in 
exchanges of information: talking with friends, reading instructions on a packet of 
food, understanding directions, writing a note to a colleague, etc. Sometimes 
traditional teaching methods have seemed to emphasise the learning oflanguage 
systems as a goal in its own right and failed (0 give learners an opportunity to gain 
realistic experience in actually using the language knowledge gained; how many 
students have len school after studying a language for years, unable to speak an 
intellig ible sentence? 

_ Recognising skills or systems alms 

Every activity is likely to involve some work on both language systems and skills, though, 
usually, the aim is directed more to one area than the other. In the following list, classify 
each activity as 'mainly skills' or 'mainly systems' by ticking the appropriate box. Then 
decide which skills or which language systems are being worked on. 

Mainly Mainly 
systems skills 

1 You write a grammar exercise on the board which 
learners copy and then do. 

2 learners read a newspaper article and then discuss 
the story with each other. 

3 learners underline all past simple verb forms in a 
newspaper article. 

4 learners chat with you about the weekend, 

5 learners write an Imaginary postcard to a friend, which 
you then correct. 

6 learners write a postcard to a friend, which is posted 
uncorrected. 

7 You use pictures to teach ten words connected 
with TV. 

a You say 'What tenses do these people use?" learners 
then listen to a recorded conversation. 

9 You say 'Where are these people?' learners then listen 
to a recorded conversation. 
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In activity 1, the students do read and write, but usc few of the skills that we need 
when we read and write in our normal life. CertainJy, comprehending the 
teacher's handwriting and forming one's own leners on the page may be quite 
demanding for some students (especially for those whose native language does 
not use roman script), but beyond this, the activity's main demand is on using 
grammar correctly. 

Activity 2 involves the skills of reading and speaking in ways very similar to those 
in the outside world. Vocabulary and grammar will be encountered in the reading, 
but the main aim is for understanding rather than analysis and study. Compare 
this with activity 3, where the same material is used, but now with a specific 
grammar aim. Compare then with activities 5 and 6, and 8 and 9. The aim in 
activity 4 is to encourage fluent speaking. The aim in activity 7 is to teach some 
vocabulary, and the speaking and listening and writing involved are of less 
importance. 

Other areas that are part oflanguage learning 

cThe map of language systems and language skills is useful to keep in mind as an 
overview of the subject matter of English language teaching. However, it may well 
be an over-simplification. Elsewhere in this book, you'll come across some doubts 
about it (for example, when we ask if grammar is more fruitfully viewed as a 'skill' 
students need practice in using rather than as a 'system' to learn). And, of course, 
there is more to English language teaching than simply the language itself: 

• Students may be learning new ways of learning: for example, specific study 
skills and techniques. 
They will also be learning about the other people in their class, and exploring 
ways of interacting and working with them. 
They may be learning about themselves and how they work, learn,get on with 
other people, cope with stress, etc. 

• They may be learning a lot about the culture of the countries whose languagc 
they are studying. 
They may be learning how to achieve some specific goal, for example passing 
an exam, making a business presentation at an upcoming conference. 
They may also be learning about almost anything else. The subject maner of 
ELT can encompass all topics and purposes that we use language to deal with. 

Many teachers seem to become quite knowledgeable on the environment, 
business protocol, the British education system, desert survival techniques, etc. 
This is probably what keeps the job interesting! Some coursebook texts seem to 
achieve nearly legendary status amongst teachers! (Ask a teacher who's been in 
the business a few years if !hey know anything about a nun called Sister Wendy!) 

If we Staft using English in class to do m ore than simple mechanical drills, then the 
subject maner becomes anything that we might do with language, any topic that 
might be discussed with English, any feelings that might be expressed in English, 
any communication that we might give or receive using English. The people who 
use the language in class, and their feelings, are, therefore, also part of the subject 
matter. This might be a little daunting and may lead you to keep the uses of 
language in class at a more mechanical, impersonalle\"el, without allowing [00 



5 Methods 

much 'dangerous' personal investment in what is said or heard.This seems sad to 
me; I believe that we need to give our students chances to feel and think and 
express themselves in their new language. 

5 Methods 

_ Your own teaching method 

1 Would you be able to name the teaching method(s) you use? 

2 What are the key features of it and what are its underlying principles? 

A method is a way ofteaching.Your choice of method is dependent on your 
approa<:h, ie what you believe about: 

what language is; 
• how people learn; 
• how teaching helps people learn. 

Based on such beliefs, you will then make methodological decisions about: 

the aims of a course; 
what to teach; 
teaching techniques; 
activity types; 
ways of relating wim students; 
ways of assessing. 

Having said mat, some methods exist without any apparent sound theoretical 
basis! 

Some well·known methods and approaches 

Well-known methods and approaches include: 

The Grammar-Translation Method 

Much traditional language teaching in schools worldwide used (Q be done in this 
way, and it is stilllhe predominant classroom method in some cultures. The 
teacher rarely uses the target language. Students spend a lot of time reading texts, 
translating them, doing exercises and tests, writing essays. There is relatively little 
focus on speaking and listening skills. 

The Audio-Lingual Method 

Although based on largely discredited theory, the techniques and activities 
continue to havc a strong influencc over many classrooms. It aims to form good 
habits through students listening to model dialogues with repetition and drilling 
but with Iinle or no teacher explanation. 

Communicative LanguageTeaching (CLT) or 
Communicative Approllch (CA) 

This is perhaps the method or approach that most contemporary teachers would 
subscribe to, despite the fact that it is widely misunderstood and misapplied. CLT 
is based on beliefs that learners will learn best if they participate in meaningful 
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communication. It may help if we distinguish between a stronger and a weaker 
version ofCL[ With strong CLT students learn by communicating, ie doing 
communication tasks with a limited role for explicit teaching and traditional 
practice exercises. In Contrast, with weak CLT students learn through a wide 
variety of leaching, exercises, activities and study, with a bias towards speaking 
and listening work. Most current coursebooks reflect a version of weak CLT 

Total Physical Response (TPR) 

A method devised by D r 1. Asher, mainly useful with beginner and lower-level 
students. Learners listen to instructions from the teacher, understand and do 
things in response, without being required to speak until they arc ready 
(see page 182). 

Community Language Learning (CLL) 

A method based around use of the learners' first language and with teacher help in 
mediating. It aims to lower anxiety and allow students to communicate in a morc 
genuine way than is typically possible in classrooms. 

The natural approach 

Devised by Stephen Krashen, th is is a collection of methods and techniques from 
many sources, all intended to provide the learner with narural comprehensible 
language so that the learner can pick up language in ways similar to a child 
learning their fi rst language. 

Task-Based Learning (TBL) 

A variant ofCLr (see above) which bases work cycles around the p reparation for, 
doing of, and reflective analysis of tasks that reflect real-life needs and skills. 

The SilentWay 

Devised by Caleb Ganegno, this method requires the learner to take active 
ownership of their language learning and to pay great attention to what they say. 
Discinctive features include the relative resrraint of the teacher (who is not 
completely silent!) and the use of specially designed wallcharts. The usc of 
C uisena ire rods in mainstream ELr arose from this method (see page 300). 

Person-centred approaches 

Any approach that p laces learners and their needs at the heart of what is done. 
Syllabus and working methods will not be decided by the teacher in advance of the 
course, but agreed between learner and teacher. 

Lexical approaches 

Proposed by Michael Lewis and Jimmie Hill. On the back of new discoveries 
about how language is really used, especially the importance of lexical chunks in 
communication, proponents suggest that traditional present-then-practise 
methods are oflinle use and propose a methodology based around exposure and 
experi ment. 
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Dogme 

Scott Thornbury's proposed back-to-basics approach. Teachers aim to strip 
their craft of unnecessary technology, materials and aids and get back to the 
fundamental relationsh ip and interaction of teacher and srudent in class. 

Some schools (or individual teachers) follow one of these named methods or 
approaches. In naming a method, a school suggests that all (or m ost) work will fir 
a clearly stated, recognisable and principled way o f worki ng. Other schools 
sometimes advertise a unique named method o f their own, eg the Cambridge 
Method . These arc usually variations on some of the methods listed above, or not 
a method at all but something else, eg simply the name of the coursebook series 
being used (eg the Headway Method), a way of dividing levels according to a 
familiar exam system, or an eclectic contemporary lucky dip. 

Personal methodology 

Despite the grand list of methods above, the reality is that very few teachers have 
ever followed a single method in its entirety (unless Lhey work in a school that 
demands that they do and carefully monitors adherence). 

I remember watching many language teachers at work in the (then) Soviet Union, 
which was well known as a bastion of traditional Grammar-Translation teaching. 
Yet I was struck by how every teacher had their own personal way of working in 
the classroom. There were some si milar factors between different teachers, and if I 
listed all the mOSt frequently observable features and added them together I could 
have found a core of things that were recognisably Grammar-Translation. But the 
truth was that there was no m onolithic method at work. 

Many teachers nowadays would say that they do not follow a single method.-leachers 
do not generally want to take someone else's prescriptions into class and apply them. 
Rather they ,vork out for themselves what is effective in their own classrooms.They 
may do this in a mndom manner or in a principled way, but what they slowly build 
over the years is a personal methodology of their own, consrructed from their 
selection of what they consider to be the best and most appropriate of what they 
have learned about. The process of choosing items from a range of methods and 
consrrucring a collage methodology is sometimes known as principled eclecticism. 

6 First lessons - hints and strategies 

Key hints when planning your first lessons 

• Use the coursebook (if there is one) Don't feel that you have to come up 
with stunning original lesson ideas and creative new activities. If you have a 
couTsebook, then you have an instant source of material. It's fme to rely on the 
longer experience of the coursebook writer and do the lesson exactly as it was 
written. Take your time before the lesson to read carefully through the unit (and 
give the same attention to theTeacher 's Book, if you ha"e access to one). 
There's a reasonable chance you' ll end up with a ' ... ·orkable lesson. Many 
teachers also use ideas books, known as 'recipe books', which do exactly what 
that nickname suggests - give you everything you need to know to be able to 
walk into class with the right ingredients to 'cook up' a good activity. 
A lesson is a sequence of activities Think of the lesson as a series of 
separate but linked activities. Your first planning job is to select some 
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appropriate activities. Read Chapter 2 and be clear what an activity is and how 
you can organise it in class. 
Learn something about your students If possible, talk to other teachers 
and find out someth ing about the class and the people in it. 
Plan student-focused activities Don't plan first lessons that will put you 
upfront in the spotlight feeling thc need to burble.That leads to panic and 
muddle. Plan activities that are based on the following route map: 

Lead-in (a brief introduction to the topic, eg you show a picture to the class 
and invite comments). 

2 Set up the activity (ie you give instructions, arrange the seating, etc). 
3 Studems do the activity in pairs or small groups while you monitor and help. 
4 Close the activity and invite feedback from the studems. 

Steps 1,2 and 4 should take relatively little time.The heart of this sequence 
is Step 3.This route-map lesson plan is looked at in more detail in Chapter 2. 

Make a written plan of the running order of your activities Write out a 
simple list showing the activities in order. You don't need to include a lot of 
detail, but make sure you have a clear idea of your inl"ended sequence of stages, 
perhaps with estimated timings. 

• Consider aims Think about what students will get from your lesson, ie what 
is the point of them spending their time in this lesson? 
Fluency or accuracy? Decide, for each stage in the lesson, if you are mainly 
working on fluency or accuracy- this is a key choice for many activities (see 
Chapter 9, Section 4). 
Get the room ready; get yourself ready If the timetabling and organisation 
of your school allows it, take time before any students arrive to make sure 
everything is ready before the class starts. Make su re the room is set up as you 
wish (eg how will you arrange the seating?). Make sure you have everything you 
need (eg chalk or board pens) -don't expect them just to magically be there! 
And most importantJy, just feel what it's like to be in that room. Start to settle 
into it, to exercise ownership over it. For tlle length of the lesson, it's your space. 

• Have at least one emergency activity! Prepare your own personal 
emergency ' Help, I've run outofthings to do and still have fj\'e minutes left' 
activity (eg a word game, an extra photocopied game, etc). Keep this and add 
more emergency ideas day by day. 

Key hints when starting to teach 

Talk to the students as they come into the room 

Don't hide or do not-really-necessary 'business' while you wait for all students to 
arrive. This quickly builds up a tension and distance between you and the students 
and makes the start of the lesson much more demanding. Instead, think of the 
lesson as starting from the frrst moment a student arrives in the room. You can 
calm your own nerves and break the ice with students very quickly by chatting 
with each of them as they come into the room. Try sitting with them (even just for 
a minute or two) rather than standing in front of them. Welcome them. Ask them 
tlleir names. You'll immediately start to learn something about them as real people 
rather than as generic 'students',and you'll find that you can start to relax a little. 



6 First lessons - hints and strategies 

Learn names as soon as possible 

There is a huge difference in comfort levels if you know people's names. They stop 
being scary anonymous entities and start to become humans. In everyday life, if we 
meet a number of people in one go, say at a party, we are often a little careless about 
learning names. But in class, it is a very important teacher skill, and you should aim 
to internalise names as soon as possible. It is a bit embarrassing if you have to ask 
people their names over and over again. Don't say ' I'm bad at remembering names.' 
Make learning names quickly and accurately your first priority.lffor any reason the 
pronunciation of names is a problem, take time to get the sounds right; if you arc 
teaching in another country, maybe get a local speaker to help you. 

As you ask each student for their name, write it down on a mini-sketch-map of 
the classroom. When you have all the names, test yoursclfby covering up me 
map, looking at the class and saying the names to yourself. Check and repeat 
any names you don't yet know. 

2 Ask students [Q make a small place card fo r themselves by folding an AS piece 
of paper in half. T hey should write their names on this so that every name is 
visible to you at the front. As the lesson proceeds, turn individual cards around 
when you thi nk you know the student's name. (Some teachers usc cards like 
these through whole courses; that seems nl.ther lazy to me! This strategy is to 
help you learn names, nOt a substitute for that learning!) 

3 Use name games from Chapter 15, Section 12.lfit's not just you, the teacher, 
who is new, but your students are also new to cach other, then using some of 
these name-game activities will definitely be a good idea. 

_I ue on Ihe DVD 

Be yourself 

Don't feci that being a teacher means you have to behave like a 'teacher'. As far as 
possible, speak in ways you normally speak, respond as yourself rather than as you 
think a 'teacher' should respond. Students, whether children, teens or adults, very 
quickly sec through someone who is role playing what they think a teacher should 
be. Authenticity in you tends to draw me best out of those you arc working with. 

Teaching doesn' t mean ' talking all the time' 

Don't feel that when you are 'in the spotlight', you have to keep filling all the 
si lences. When you are teaching a language, the priority is for the learners to talk, 
rather than the teacher. Start to notice the quantity of your own talk as soon as 
possible - and check out how much is really useful. High levels of teacher talk is a 
typical problem for new teachers. 

Teaching doesn't mean 'teaching' all the time 

Don't feel that being a teacher means that you have to be doing things all the time. 
It may feel a little odd, but it really is quitc OK to sit down and do nothing when 
students are working on a pair or group task. There are times when your help will 
actually be intt:rference.Take the chance to recover from your exertions, check 
your notes and enjoy watching your class at work. 

15 



Chapter 1 Starting out 

36 

SJowdown 

A large number of new teachers tend to do things much too fast. They often 
seriously underestimate how dirticult things are for students, or are responding to 
a fear that students will find things boring. Learning to really slow down takes 
[ime - but it 's worth bearing in mind from your first lesson onwards. Por example, 
don't ask a question and then jump straight in again because you think they can't 
answer it. Instead, allow three times the length of time you feci students need (this 
is sometimes called wait t ime). 

Key hints for starting to teach better (once you' ve got past the first 
few classes) 

Turn your radar on 

You are likely to be a little self-focused during your early lessons, but as soon as 
you can, start to tune in more to the students. Start (0 ask for comments and brief 
feedback on things you do. \'Vatch the students at work and learn to notice what is 
dirticult, what is easy, what seems to engage, what seems boring. Study your 
studems. 

Don' t teach a nd teach ... tea ch then check 

Practice is more important than input. Checking what srudems have understood 
and testing if they can usc items themselves is usually more imponam than telling 
them more about the new items. Don't do endless inputs. Teach a very little 
amount ... then check what students have taken in. Give students the opportunity 
to try using the items, eg a little oral practice, a wrinen question or two, or even 
simply 'repeat'. (Here's a rule-of-thumb ratio to experiment with: input 5%, 
checking and practice 95%.) 

Are you [caching m e class ... or one per son? 

When you ask questions I check answers, etc, arc you really finding out if they all 
know the items ... or is it just the first person to call out? If one person says an 
answer, does that mean they alllmow?What abom the others? How can you find 
out? 



Chapter 2 Classroom activities 

This chapter looks at some things you need to consider when you first start 
planning and running activities. We also look at some basic classroom 
management issues, such as how to arrange studenlS in working pairs on groups. 

1 Planning an activity 

The basic building block of a lesson is me activiry or task. We'll define this fairly 
broadly as 'something that learners do that involves them using or working with 
language to achieve some specific outcome'. The outcome may reflect a 
'real~world ' outcomt= (eg learners role play buying train tickets alilic station) or it 
may be a purely 'for-the-purposes-of-learning' outcome (cg learners fill in the 
gaps in twelve sentences with present perfect verbs), By lhis definition, all afthe 
following are activities or tasks: 

Learners do a g rammar exercise individually then compare answers with each 
other in order to better understand how a particular item of language is formed. 
Learners listen to a recorded conversation in order to answer some questions 
(in order to become better listeners). 

• Learners write a formal letter requesting information about a product. 
• Learners discuss and write some questions in order to make a questionnaire 

about people's eating habits. 
Learners read a newspaper article to prepare for a discussion. 

• Learners playa ,'ocabulary game in order to help learn words connected with 
cars and transport. 
Learners repeat a number of sentences you say in order to improve their 
pronunciation of them. 
Learners role playa shop scene where a customer has a complaint. 

Some mings that happen in the classroom are not tasks. For example, picture a 
room where the teacher has started spontaneously discussing in a lengthy or 
convoluted manner the formation of passive sentences. What are students doing 
mat has an outcome? Arguably, there is an implied task, namely that students 
should 'listen and understand', but, by not being explicit, there is a real danger that 
learners are not genuinely engaged in anything much at all. 

This is a basic, important and often overlooked consideration when planning a 
lesson. As far as possible, make sure that your learners have some specific thing to 
do, whatever the stage of the lesson. Traditional lesson planning has tended to see 
the lesson as a series ofmings that the teacher does. By turning it round and 
focusing much more on what the students do, we are likely to think morc about 
the actual learning that might arise and create a lesson that is more genuinely 
useful. (And if you p lan everything in tenns of what the students will do, you 
might find you worry less about what the teacher has to do!) Even for stages when 
you are 'presenting' language, be clear to yourself what it is that students are 
supposed to be doing and what outcome it is leading to. Think of a complete 
lesson as being a coherent sequence of such learner-targeted (asks. 
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_ Using coursebook material 

Here is some material from a student coursebook. 

Speaking 

Which of these 'firsts' do you remember best ? 

your first fri end your first hero you r first crush your first home 
your firs t date 
your fi rst dance 

your first love your first English lesson your first kiss 
your first holiday your first broken heart 

In using it as the basis for a class activi ty. which of the following working 
arrangements would be possible? 

1 Students think and then write answers on their own. 
2 Students prepare a short monologue statement of their own views which they 

then present to the whole class. 
3 A whole-class discussion of ideas and answers. 
4 Pairwork discussion. 
S Small-group work. 
6 Students walk around and mingle with other students. 
7 Written homework. 

Eyen a simple task like this can be used in a variety of ways - and all the suggested 
uses are possible. Combinations of ideas are also possible; for example, srudents 
could first think on their own for a few minutes and then compare in pairs. 
Whatever you choose, there are then further options as to how you do the task; for 
example, you could ask students to compare, discuss and question each other's 
views or, alternatively, to reach a consensus compromise solution. These 
variations lead to two very different types of speaking activity. More variations 
are possible when considering the stages that immediately precede or follow the 
activity. Your choices as fO how the task will be done depend partly on the aim of 
the activity, ie what you want students to get out of it. 

Teacher options 

Bear in mind that, even where coursebook tasks include explicit instructions such 
as Compare answers in pairs or ~\"Ibrk in small groups, you always have the option as 
a teacher to give a different organisational instruction. For example, you may fee l 
that a 'work in pairs' exercise might be more interesting done in small groups. 
And even if you follow the book's instruction, you still have the possibility of 
manipulating the organisation a little, for example: 

tell each student who he or she must work with (eg ' Petra, work with Cristina'); 
• the srudents can choose partners for themselves; 
• the pairings can be the result of some random game or humorous instruction 

(eg Find someone whose shoes are a different colour from your own). 



1 Planning an activity 

The coursebook provides the raw material which only comes alive in class. You 
have important choices as to how to do this. Figure 2.1 summarises some basic 
options you could considcr fo r many basic short courscbook activities (cg for 
short discussion tasks such as the ' frrsts ' task above). 

What arrangements can you use? A few variations on the arrangements 

Individual work Students talk together and write nothing; 
they are permitted to write. 

Pairwork You choose pairs; students choose pairs; 
pairs are randomly selected (eg from a game): 
face to face; back to back; across the room 
(shouting); communicating in writing only. 

Small groups (th ree to six people) Groups have a secretary (note-taking duty): 
groups have an appointed leader; 
membership of groups is occasionally 
rearranged; groups are allowed to send 
'ambassadors'l 'pi rates ' to other groups 
(to compare / gain / steal ideas) 

Large groups (as above) 

Whole class: mingle (all stand up. Students may only talk to one other person 
walk around , meet and talk) at a time; groups may meet up to maximum 

of three I four / fjve people; time limits on 
meetings; you ring bell / stop background 
music, etc to force rearrangements 

Whole class: plenary The conversation I activity is managed by 
you I a student / a number of students; 
whole-class work with brief 'buzz' intervals 
of pairwork I small-group discussion. 

Figure 2.1 Activity options 

A few more variations for running an activity 
• Do it at spced, with a very tight time limit. 
• When a group finishes, they disperse and join other groups. 

Each person makes a quick answcr which is nO[ed but nO[ discussed; then, 
when all have spoken, the discussion begins, using the notes as a slarting point. 
Require compromise I consensus single answers. 

• Introduce task by dictating instructions I problem, Ctc; individuals dictate 
answers back to the whole class. 
Students prepare a report-back presentation summarising their solutions. 
Students prepare a role play dialogue incorporating their answers. 
Students do the exercise as homework. 

39 



Chapter 2 Classroom activities 

40 

2 Activity route map 

Here is a basic route map plan for running a simple activity. In some bigger 
activities, there may be a number of clearly separate 'sections' within the task, in 
which case you would go through Steps 3, 4 and S a few times. 

Before the lesson: familiarise yourself with the material and activity; prepare 
any materials or texts you need. 

2 In class: lead-in I prepare for the activity. 
3 Set up the activity (or section of activity), ie give instructions, make 

groupings,etc. 
4 Run the activity (or section): students do the activity, maybe in pairs or small 

groups while you monitor and help. 
S Close the activity (or section) and invite feedback from the students. 
6 Post-activity: do any appropriate follow-on work. 

Looking at each step in more detail: 

1 Before the lesson 
Familiarise yourself with the material and the activity. 
Read through the material and any teacher's notes. 
Try the activity you rself. 
Imagine how it will look in class. 
Decide how many organisational steps are involved. 

• What seating arrangements I rearrangements are needed? 
• How long will it probably take? 

Do the learners know enough language to be able to make a useful attempt at 
the activity? 

• What help might they need? 
What questions might they have? 
What errors (using the language) are they likely to make? 
What errors (misunderstanding the task) arc they likely to make? 
What will your role be at each stage? 

• What instructions are needed? 
How wil l they be given (explained, read, demonstrated)? 

• Prepare any aids or additional material. 
• Arrange seating, visual aids, ctc. 
• Most importandy, you need to think through any pOlential problems or hiccups 

in me procedures. For example, what will happen if you plan student work in 
pairs, but there is an unc\'en nwnher of students?Will this student work alone, 
or will you join in, or will you make one of the pairs into a group of three? 

2 Lead-in I Preparation 
This may be to help raise motivation or interest (eg discussion of a picture 
related to the topic), or perhaps to focus on language items (eg items of 
vocabulary) that might be useful in the activity. 

Typical lead-ins arc: 

Show I draw a picrure connected to the topic. Ask questions. 
Write up I read out a sentence stating a viewpoint. Elicit reactions. 
Tell a short personal anecdote related to the subject. 



2 Activity route map 

Ask students if they have ever been / seen / done, etc. 
Hand out a short text on the topic. Students read the text and comment. 
Play 'devil's advocate' and make a strong / controversial statement 
(eg I think smok;'lg is very goodJor people) that students will be motivated to 
challenge / argue about. 
Write a key word (maybe the topic name) in the centre of a word-cloud on 
the board and el icit vocabulary from students which is added to the board. 

3 Setting up the activity 
Organise the students so that they can do the activity or section. (This may 
involve making pairs or groups, moving the seating,etc.) 

• Give clear instructions for the activity. A demonstration or example is 
usually much more effective than a long explanation. 

~ {1fmonstratJng tasks teaching techniques on 

You may wish to check back that the instructions have been understood 
(eg SG.J Georgi, what are you going to do first?). 
In some activities, it may be usefu l to allow some individual work 
(eg thinking through a problem, listing answers, etc) before the student's 
get together with others. 

4 Running the activity 
Monitor at the start of the activity or section to check that the task has been 
understood and that srudents are doing what you intended them to do. 

tile DVD 

If the material was well prepared and the instructions clear, then the activity 
can now largely run itself. AJlow the srudents to work on the task without too 
much further interference. Your role now is often much more low-key, taking 
a back scat and monitoring what is happening without getting in the way. 
Beware of encumbering the srudents with unnecessary help. 'nus is their 
chance to work. If me task is difficult, give them the chance to risc to that 
challenge, without leaning on you. Don't rush in to 'save' them too qu ickJy or 
too eagerly. Cl1lOugh, having said that, remain alert to any task mat genu inely 
proves too hard -and be prepared to help or stop it carly if necessary!) 

5 Closing the activity 
AJlow the activity or section to close properly. Rather than suddenly 
stopping the activity at a random point, try to sense when the students are 
ready to move on. 
If different groups are finishing at different times, make a judgement about 
when coming together as a whole class would be useful to most people. 

• If you want to close the activity while many srudents are still working, give 
a time warning (eg Finish rhe ilemyolt are working on or Two mil/Illes). 

6 Post-activity 
It is usually important to have some kind orfccdback session on the activity. 
This stage is vital and is typically under-planned by teachers! The srudents 
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have worked hard on the task, and it has probably raised a number of ideas, 
comments and questions about the topic and about language. Many tcachers 
rely on an 'ask lhe class if there wcre any problems and field the answers on the 
spot' approach. While this will often get you through, it can also lead you down 
dark alleys of confusing explanations and long-winded spontaneous teaching. 
It can also be rathcr dull simply to go ovcr things Lhat have already been done 
thoroughly in small groups. So, for a number of reasons, it is worth careful 
planning of this stage in advance - especially to think up alternatives to putting 
yourself in the spotlight answering a long list of questions. 

Groups meet up with other groups and compare answers / opinions. 
Srudents check answers with the printed answers in theTeacher's Book 
(which you pass around / Ieave at the front of the room I photocopy and hand 
out, etc). 

• Before class, you anticipate what the main language problems will be and 
prepare a mini-presentation on these areas. 
During the last few minutes of a long task, go round the groups and warn 
them that each group will be asked to 'report back' to the whole class. Ask 
them to appoint a spokesperson and to agree on the main message Lhcy want 
to say. You could ask them to choose just one point from their discussion that 
they think is worth sharing. 

• When checking ans\.,.·ers, ask for groups to exchange and compare their 
answers across the room themselves ... 
... or get a student to come up front and manage the answer-checking, rather 
than doing it all yourself (you could give this student the answer shect!). 
Collect in all answcr sheets then redistribute them for 'correcting' by other 
studenlS. When everything has been checked, srudenlS pair up with those 
who marked their paper and listen I explain I justify I argue, etc. 
Correct onc student's answers; that student then goes on to correct other 
answers, ctc. 
Divide thc board up into spaces for answers and throw pens to different 
students who fill the board up with their answers (each answer written by a 
differem srudent). The whole group looks at the fmished board and 
commenlS I corrcclS. 

_ Planning a procedure for a coursebook activity 

Plan a basic procedure for using the following material in class. using the steps 
described above. 

_ e In your opinion, which factors below are Important for cettlng a job? 

) 

Choose the five most Important. Is t here anything mlllSlng from the list ? 

appearance 
intelligence 
references 
blood group 

hobbies 
marital status 
age 
sickness record 

contacts and connections 

experience 
personality 
ast rological sign 
family background 

se, 
qualifications 
handwriting 

( 



3 Exploiting an activity 

3 Exploiting an activity 

In this section, we look at one simple activity in detail. This may help you to 
similarly analyse you r own teaching material in future. 

_ Analysing a coursebook activity 

Read this activity from a student coursebook and answer the fOllowing questions on 
content and classroom procedures. 

Anecdote 

',\ 1, Fen, Eri .. , 1<."",., 

~ ,,'mi"g fa ""h~ 'May; 
Iv'~ i" dm¥lJuI piI''': 

4 Think about your life at the age of eight. You arc going to tell your partner about 11. 
Choose from the list the things you want to lalk aboul. Think about whal you will ~ay 
and Ihe language you wIll need. 

Did your life use 10 be very different 10 how It is now? 
When' did you uS(> 10 go to school? How did you get thert·? 
Do you remember any of your leacher .. ? 
Were Ihere any you p.ulicuJarly hktod or dl~liked? Why? 
Who were your friends? 
What did you usc to do before/after school or during the breaks? 

L.......l Did you eV('r do anything naughty? Were you caught and punished? 
What was your favourite game? 
What wen' your favourite 'iWi.'t:'ts? 

r"l Was there one 01 the o lder childrt'n you p.lTticularly admIred? 
What was your greatest wish? 

Analysis of Questions 

1 language content What language systems and skills will the students probably 
be practising when they do this activity? 

2 Other content What other purposes (apart from getting students to 
practise language) might this activity serve? 

3 Preparation What preparation needs to be made? Are any special 
materials or visual aids needed? 

4 Steps As with many activities, it's important to note that there are 
actually quite a number of separate steps bundled within 
the single printed instruction. What are the steps in this 
task? 

5 Instructions You could simply tell the class to read the coursebook 
instructions and do the activity, without further guidance. 
But if you wanted to give instructions orally, what are some 
important considerations? 

6 Organisation What organisational arrangements could you use in class? 
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The main language areas are: 
• preparing and giving a 'long rum' monologue describing their memories of 

school life; 
• using would and used to to talk about things that were regular habits in the 

past but are not true nOWj 
using other past tense forms (past simple and past progressive), especially 
asking and answering questions about the pasL 

2 As well as working on language, the activity invoh'es students in: 
talking and listening to one another on a personal level. Th is may help to 
build good relationships within the class and help create a good working 
atmospherej 
recalling and reconsidering some quite specific personal memories; students 
may fmd that they are thinking about things forgotten till now. This degree of 
personal investment and self.discovery tends to be a frequent element in 
many contemporary coursebook units and may lead students to find that 
they are also learning about themselves, others and the world as much as 
about the language. (Some teachers feel uncomfortable with this kind of 
work and try to keep the focus on language work rather than what they see as 
more intrusive general and personal education. But of course language is 
intertwined with our lives and our understanding of the world, and any 
teaching approach which seeks to disentangle the two may be hard to 
implement and may miss out on some essential elements.) 

3 No special preparation is necessary and no special materials or visual aids are 
needed. 

4 This is one possible analysis: 
a) Students think about their life at the age of eight. 
b) Students read list in book and select some or all topics to deal with in detail. 
c) Students consider their own answers for questions and maybe make notes. 
d) Students plan language to express these ideas. 
e) Students [ell their parmer about their thoughts. 
£) Students listen to their partner's ideas. 

O£her interpretations of stages and sequence are possible. The fact that there 
are possibly six sub-steps within a single task reminds us that a teacher does 
need to take care in (a) checking activities before offering them to students, 
and (b) preparing clear uncomplicated instructions. 

5 Instructions need to be simple, short and clear. 
If a task has a number of separate steps or stages within it, it is sometimes a 
good idea to give instructions for these stages one at a time, and wait till that 
stage is completed before giving the next instruction. With this task, you 
could first ask the class to 'Think about your life when you were eight years 
old', then allow thinking time or maybe even elicit a response or two from 
students before going on to the second part of the [ask and the second 
instruction. Separating activities and instructions imo different steps is an 
important technique. At each point, the learners know what £hey need to 
know without possible confusion from instructions for later parts of the 
activity. 



4 Pairwork 

Demonstrations arc often a better way of introducing a task than a wordy 
explanation. In this example, there may not seem to be very much to 
demonstrate, but you could still work through an example sentence or two 
(maybe saying your own answers aloud), rather than simply explaining the 
instructions. By doing this, the learners may become clearer about what thc 
activity involves. 

6 This task would work in many arrangements. It is likely to start with individual 
thinking and notc-taking, which may then be followed by comparing in pairs, 
small groups or whole class. 

4 Pairwork 

Type 1: pa irwork infor mation gaps 

In thc Learning Teaching Resources section o n the DVD, you'll find materials fo r 
pairwork information gaps and pairwork grammar activities (sec next section). 
All are potentially suitable fo r early lessons in your teaching; all should be 
relatively straightforward {o set up in class, yet they all stand a reasonable chance 
of not flopping! From the students' perspective, the activities should be engaging 
and useful. Even if you don't use the specific material, you may feel that you can 
draw somelh ing from the general ideas and devise similar activities yourself. 

The {asks are all based around getting the students to speak and exchange 
information and ideas, ie using language to communicate. There is some 
possibility for you to input some language, but speaki ng rather than learn ing new 
items is the primary aim. 

This section o ffers detailed instructions for using the . lUre resource from 
the Learning l eachi"g resources on the DVD - a pairwork information exchange 
suitable for a range of learners from Elemenmry to Intermediate levels. 

_ Defining 'Information gap' 

What is an 'informat ion gap'? If you don't already know. work it out by studying the 
Beach picture, Office scene and European holiday resources on the OVO, 

\'Qhen one person knows something that another person doesn't, we can say that 
there is a 'gap' of information between them. M ost real-life com munication comes 
abOUl because of such gaps of information (or of o pinions or ideas, etc). When 
someone knows something we don't, there is a reason for talking (or writing I 
readi ng). By creating classroom activities that include such information gaps, we 
can provide activities that mimic this reason for communication, and this may be 
more motivating and useful to language learners than speaking without any real 
reason fo r doing so. 

_ Predicting uses for material : palrwork Information gap 

Have a look at the Beach picture resource on the DVD. Before you read the 
commentary below. work out your own way to use the activity route map 
(see page 39 and summarised below) with this material. 
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Activity route map 
1 Before the lesson: familiarise yourself with the material and activity; prepare any 

materials or texts you need. 
2 In class: lead-in / prepare for the activity. 
3 Set up the activity. 
4 Run the activity: students do the activity (maybe in pairs or small groups while 

you monitor and help). 
5 Close the activity and invite feedback from the students. 
6 Post-activity: do any appropriate follow·on work. 

Here are my own instructions and guidelines, using the activity route map. 

Route map Instructions 

1 Before the lesson: The material consists of two similar but not identical 
familiarise yourself pictures; there are fifteen differences between the 
with the material and pictures. The task is 'Spot the difference', but each 
activity, Prepare any student will only see one of the pictures. Students will 
materials or texts you work in pairs. Without looking at each other's pictures, 
need. they should describe their pictures and compare 

details, trying to discover as many differences as they 
can. Photocopy enough pictures so that you have one 
'A' and one 'B' forevery pair of students. 

2 In class: lead·in / Draw a simple picture of a beach on the board. 
prepare for the ~ ,,, 

I I - -;0::: activity. 

! I \l ,.,- " ,,' 

--
Ask students where it is. Ask what people do there. If 
students are in a country where people take beach 
holidays, you could ask for their own opinions , eg 
whether they like beaches. Ask students to tell you 
some things you find at the beach. Write the words 
on the board as they come up. If necessary, add new 
things to the picture (eg ice cream). Make sure that a 
number of useful words from the task picture are 
mentioned. (NB You don't have to exhaustively 
'pre·teach· everything.) You could ask students to 
copy the picture and labels. 



4 Pairwork 

3 Set up the activity, Rearrange students into pairs. facing each other. 
Hand out the pictures. making sure that in each pair 
there is one 'A' and one'S' picture. Students must 
understand that they cannot look at each other's 
pictures, (Saying the word secret with a 'hiding-the-
picture' mime may help make this clear.) Explain the 
task simply and clearly, ie the students must find 
what is different between the two pictures by talking 
and describing, not by looking. 

4 Run the activity. As students start doing the activity, walk around 
unobtrusively, just to check that they are following 
the instructions correctly (ie they understand the 
task and are doing it in English). After that, you could 
continue with discreet monitoring or maybe sit down 
and wait for students to finish the task, If you 
monitor. you could collect overheard examples of 
good or problematic sentences. Don't feel the need 
to join in or take an active part in the work: this stage 
is for students to work together, 

5 Close the activity and Keep an eye on students as they finish (the task will 
invite feedback from take different pairs different lengths of time). When 
the students, about half of the pairs have finished, announce that 

everyone has one minute to finish, After you stop the 
activity, ask students what was easy or difficult: 
help them with expressions or vocabulary they ask 
for - or use other feedback ideas, 

6 Post-activity: do any If you collected any sentences while you were 
appropriate follow-on monitoring, write them up on the board, Ask students 
work. to work in pairs again and decide which sentences 

from your list are good English and which not. They 
should also work out corrections for any errors. 
Alternatively, use any other follow-on activity, eg 'You 
are one of the people in the picture, Work in pairs 
and write a paragraph describing your day at the 
beach. ' 

_ Deciding on the alms of an activity 

When the activity has finished, what might the students have learned or be better 
able to do, ie what was the aim of the activity? 
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Amongst other things. students may be better able to: 

speak more fluently; 
• describe objects. their location. decoration and shape in precise detail; 

listen carefully and decide which information is important; 
• ask for further clarification of information; 
• name some typical objects and activities associated with the sea. holidays and 

beaches; 
• interact effectively and use time efficiently to solve a specific puzzle. 

h's worth noting that the students are practising fluent speaking under some 
degree of pressure. They have limited time to prepare what they are going to say 
and cannot worry about getting their grammar 100% accurate. Students will 
become more focused on the message they wish to communicate and on getting 
that across successfully. This shift of values from 'getting the grammar right' to 
'achieving successful communication' is an important one for many students to 
come to terms with. While a fair degree of good grammar is necessary to succeed 
in the task. successful communication is a more important real-world goal than 
simply being perfect. For more on fluency and accuracy, see Chapter 9, 
Section 4. 

Planning further lessons using the route map 

around the same idea of pairs r:'~~~~~~~~~~:~~~~:~~~) in the same section are similar to 
exchanging information. In the learners are two people who 
witnessed share Information and decide exactly what 
happened. In ~!;'~~~'~~?' .. the learners have information about 
some events on i discuss the various possibilities and agree 
their favourite event to recommend to other people in class as a good day out. 

Refer to the detailed instructions for Beach picture above and use the route map to 
plan your own exploitation of the material in the other resources. 

Type 2: pairwork gr ammar activities 

This section offers derailed instructions for using the \l711at's happel/il/g? resource 
on the DVD - a grammar lesson mat in .... olves quite a 10[ of pair work suitable for 
Elementary- or Prc-inlermcdiate-Ievcl learners. 

_ How students learn to use grammar 

If you don·t ·explain· grammar points to students, what other ways are there that 
they could become better at using grammar? 



4 Pairwor1< 

One answer is that learners can try using language that they already know-or 
half-know - and experimenting with it, as in a chemistry laboratory, mixing 
components together and seeing what kinds of outcomes arise. As we will see in 
Chapter 7, studying grammar only partially involves a need for teacher 
explanation; the essential heart of learning grammar seems to be that students 
have lots of opportunities to try things out themselves. Th is is a 'trying things out 
themselves' kind of lesson. 

_ Predicting uses for material: grammar 

Have a look at the pictures 
working on grammar. 

ilIl!eE~nin.r?and think of a way to use them for 

The hearl or this task is based around learners making sentences and questions in 
a range of tenses (which you can specify in the task instructions).To some extent, 
the activity's level is self-grading. If the studen ts don't know some language items, 
they simply won't use them. 

The basic activity involves pairs looking at a picture and making sentences, 
passing on the sentences to another pair and receiving another pair's sentences 
(about a different picture) themselves. Each pair must now try to recreate the 
other pair's original picture from the information they have received. 

Here are my own instructions and guidelines, using the activity roUle map. By the 
way, this activity has two sections and therefore goes through Steps 3,4 and 5 
twice. 

Route map Instructions 

1 Before the lesson: The material consists of various pictures Showing 
familiarise yourself events happening. 
with the material and Oecide whether you want students to mainly work on 
activity. present progressive (to describe what is happening 
Prepare any materials now) or past simple (to describe what happened 
or texts you need. yesterday). 

Students will be able to use more than these 
tenses. but it's important that you establish 
whether the events are now or in the past. 
Prepare a large copy of the first picture and copies 
of the other pictures - one for each pair. If you have 
more pairs than pictures. reuse them, but be careful 
not to hand out the same picture to two pairs Sitting 
next to each other. 
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2 In class: lead·in I Display the first picture on the board. 
prepare for the activity. Tell them that it shows what Is happening now 

(or yesterday afternoon if you want learners to work 
using past tenses). 
Invite learners to think up good sentences about the 
picture. 
When a student suggests one. write it up without 
acknowledging whether it is good or bad English. 
Invite students to check and suggest amendments 
or improvements. 
Collect ten sentences. If students produce 
over·simple ones, upgrade the challenge by asking. 
for example, for 'sentences at least seven words 
long' or 'exactly 13 words long' or 'you must include 
the word although.' 
This has effectively been a demonstration of the 
task students will now do in pairs. 

3A Set up section 1 of Put students into pairs. 
the activity. Hand out the other pictures, one to each pair. 

Emphasise that pictures are secret Pairs should 
take care that other pairs do not see their picture. 
Give task instructions. 

4A Run section 1 of the Students work in their pairs and make ten 
activity: students do sentences (as in the demo). 
the activity (maybe in You may set minimum sentence lengths or other 
pairs or small groups requirements. 
while you monitor and Go round and point out any obvious errors or 
help). problems. Try not to ·over·help'. 

Make sure students are writing clearly on a separate 
piece of paper. 

5A Close section 10fthe When students have all finished, ask them to turn 
activity. over their pictures. 

3B Set up section 2 of Ask pairs to pass on their sentences (but not 
the activity. pictures) to another pair. 

Each pair receives sentences from the pair they 
gave theirs to. 
Give instructions for the next section. (This has not 
been demonstrated!) 

4B Run section 2 of the Pairs read the sentences they have received. 
activity: students do They have a new blank piece of paper. 
the activity (maybe in Students interpret the ten sentences and work out 
pairs or small groups what the original picture must have been, drawing it 
while you monitor and as best they can on the paper. 
help). 
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58 Close section 2 of the Stop the activity when most pairs seem to have a 
activity. reasonable picture. 

Get pairs to meet up. They compare pictures and 
sentences. 
There may be some amusement at 
misunderstandings and alternative interpretations. 

6 Post-activity: do any You could now extend the activity by collecting a 
appropriate follow·on range of sentences (from different pairs) down the 
work. left-hand side of the board and inviting different 

students to draw on the right·hand side, slowly 
building up a composite picture with features from 
different originalS. 
Alternatively, redistribute the pictures and repeat 
the original activity 'live', ie basically the same, but 
have pairs work with other pairs from the start and 
say the sentences to them as they think of them 
(rather than write them down). 

_ Exploiting material differently 

Can you think of any completely different way to exploit these pictures? 

5 Small group work 

This section offers detailed instructions for using the scussiotl 
resource on the DVD -a small-group discussion task (board game) suitable for a 
range of learners from Intermediate to Upper intermediate levels. 

_ Predicting uses for material: board game 

look at the board game handout. Before you read the full instructions, think how 
you might use such material in class, 

The activity uses a board game to get students discussing in small groups. The 
game element helps focus anention, and students may fmd that it adds something 
exciting and humorous to a more serious discussion topic. The activity is 
adaptable for a wide range of topics. One example set of cards on general 
discussion topics level and above is given in the resources section 
of the DVD 
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Route map Instructions 

1 Before the lesson: Photocopy one game board for every four students in 
fami l iarise yourself your class. You will need a die for all groups and a 
with the material counter for each player (these could be coins). Cut 
and activity. Prepare some paper into a lot of small blank cards. Decide 
any materials or what topic you want the students to discuss and 
texts you need. prepare a list of interesting discussion questions (or 

use the set of sample discussion cards from the 
Resources section of the DVD). Photocopy and cut up 
one set for each group. 

2 In class: lead-in / Obviously, your lead-in will depend on which topic you 
prepare for the have chosen. If you have chosen a single topic (eg 
activity. globalisation), it might be an idea to first clarify exactly 

what the term means. You could do this by writing the 
word on the board and eliciting definitions and 
examples of one or two arguments for and against. Or 
you could choose one of the more extreme viewpoints 
from the cards and say it to the class, hoping to get a 
reaction. This initial mini-discussion will prepare them 
for the conversation in the game itself. 

3 Set up the activity. Form small groups of four to five students and hand 
out a pack of cards to each group. Students keep the 
cards face down. Explain that students should take it 
in turns to throw the die and move their counter around 
the board. If they land on a square with a '1', they 
should take a card, read it out and ask the group to 
discuss it for at least two minutes. If they land on a 
'Talk' square. they should express their own opinion 
about it for at least two minutes. Everyone else in the 
group can then join in a short discussion about the 
question. Every time a learner passes 'Bonus' 
(ie having circled the board once), they get a point. 
The winner at the end is the one with most points. 

4 Run the activity: Monitor as usual. 
students do the 
activity (maybe in 
pairs or small 
groups while you 
monitor and help). 
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5 Close the activity It may be tricky to decide when irs appropriate to stop 
and invite feedback the activity. Some teams might really get into the 
from the students. discussion; others may race through it faster. The best 

thing to do is watch and judge when most groups have 
had the most value from it. If any groups finish very 
quickly, go over and tell them to play another round. 
It seems natural to extend the group work into a whole, 
class comparison of views (if students aren't sick of 
the subject already). 

6 Post·activity: do any Writing follow·ups might include writing a summary of 
appropriate follow· each Individual's own opinions, preparing a poster or 
on work. newspaper article or writing a letter to a politician. 

You could link the discussion into reading a relevant 
magazine article. The topic may provide a useful 
context for working on some grammar points, eg 
globalisation could help introduce We should ... , The 
government ought to ... , /fwe don't .. ,' etc, 
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Chapter 3 Classroom management 

T his chapter p rovides the basics of classroom management for you as you teach 
your first few lessons. Issues such as seating, gestures and ways of using the board 
effectively are covered so that you arc well-equipped. Section 9 then looks at some 
common ways in which teachers can inadvertently prevent learning from taking 
p lace. 

1 What is classroom management? 

Your most important job as a teacher is perhaps to create the conditions in which 
learning can rake place. The skills of creating and managing a successful class may 
be the key to the whole success ofa course. An important part of this is to do with 
your attitude, intentions and personality and your relationships with the learners. 
However, you also need certain organisational skills and techniques. Such items 
are often grouped together under the heading of'classroom management'. 
Common classroom management areas include: 

Activities 

Setting up activities 
Giving instructions 
Monitoring activities 
Timing activities (and the lesson as a whole) 

• Bringing activities to an end 

Grouping and sea ting 

• Forming groupings (singles, pairs, groups, mingle, plenary) 
Arranging and rearranging seating 
Deciding where you will stand or sit 
Reforming class as a whole group after activities 

Authority 

Gathering and holding attention 
• Deciding who docs what ( ie answer a question, make a decision, etc) 
• Establishi ng or relinquishing authority as appropriate 
• Getting someone lO do something 

C ritical moments 

Starting the lesson 
Dealing with unexpected problems 

• Maintaining appropriate discipline 
• Finishing the lesson 



1 What is classroom management? 

Tools and techniques 

• Using the board and other classroom equipment or aids 
• Using gestures to help clarity of instructions and explanations 
• Speaking clearly at an appropriate volume and speed 

Use of s ilence 
Grading complexity of language 
Grading quantity of language 

Working with people 

• Spreading your attention evenly and appropriately 
• Using intuition to gauge what students are feeling 

Eliciting honest feedback from studenlS 
• Really listening to students 

Classroom management involves both decisions and actions. The actions are 
what is done in the classroom, eg rearranging the chairs. The decisions arc about 
whether to do these actions, when (0 do them, how to do them and who will do 
them. 

At any classroom moment, there will be a range of options as to possible actions. 
To say one lhing or to say somelhing different. To stop an activity or to let it 
continue for a few more minutes. To take three minutes to deal with a difficult 
question or to move on with what you had previously planned. To tell off a 
latecomer or to welcome him.To do something or to do nothing. These options 
continue throughout the lesson; at every step, your decision will take you forward 
on your particular route. No one can tell you the 'right' way to do something. 
There is no perfect lesson, no single correct answer, no single route through a 
lesson, though some routes may in the end prove to be much more effecti ve than 
others. Different people o r different situations create different solutions. Your total 
lesson is created by your choices. You cannot know whether alternative routes 
might have been more effective- but, post-lesson, it's useful to reflect on what you 
did and didn't do - and let this infonn your future lessons. 

The essential basic skill for classroom management is therefore to be able to look 
at and read classroom events as they occur and think of possible options available 
to you, to make appropriate decisions between these options. and to turn them 
into effective and efficient actions. As you grow in experience, your awareness of 
possible options will grow. 

Thus the basic skills of classroom management can be summarised as follows: 

Look 

Looking at 
classroom events 

minute 
by minute 

Options 

Finding options 

Making decisions 
between one 
option and 
another 

Figure 3.1 Basic skills of classroom management 

? 

? 

? ~ 

? 

? 

Actions 

Doing the 
chosen action 
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_ Choosing classroom management options 

Write two or more options for the following situations: 

1 A student says I don't want to do this exercise. 
2 You expected an activity to take five minutes. It has taken 20 so far, and the 

students still seem to be very involved. There is something else you would like 
to do before the lesson ends in ten minutes. 

3 The students are working in groups of three. Two groups have finished the task 
you set them and are now sitting looking bored. The other groups still seem to 
have a long way to go before they finish. 

Here are a few possible options: 

You could say Pille. 
You could say loudly Do it! 
You could ask why the student doesn't want to do it. 
You could offer an alternative exercise or activity. 
You could say Choose something youU like to do. 
You could explain the point of the exercise. 

Note that in all the above options, you also have further options regarding your 
attitude and behaviour: ie you could be patient or impatient, defensive or open, 
sound as if you mean it or sound as if you don't. 

2 You could stop the activity, 
You could let it continue (postpOning the next activity). 
You could announce a time for finishing (eg Two more mi1I11tes), 
You could ask the students how much longer they need, 
You could offer the students the option of stopping and doing something else. 

3 You could tell the groups which have finished that they can chat or do 
something else while the other groups finish, 
You could give the groups which have finished a short extra task to keep them 
busy until the rest finish, 
You could set a time limit (say twO minutes) for the others to finish, 
You could bring the groups which have finished together to compare their 
answers with each other. 

_ Selecting alternative options 

Read this description of a classroom situation and consider any alternative options 
available to you at pOints (a) and (b). 

You come into the classroom at the start of the lesson. There are 25 teenage 
students in the room. About half of them seem very involved in a loud discussion (in 
their own language, not English) about a current political situation. (a) You shout 
out OK, OK, let's start the lesson; you can continue that later, The room quietens 
down a bit; some people continue whispering animatedly to each other. Now, today 
we are going to look at ways of talking about the future, you continue. One student 
asks, But this subject is very interesting. Could we continue the conversation if we 
use English?(b) You say, I'm sorry, but we have to get through Unit 9 of the book 
today. Perhaps we can have a discussion next week. Open your books at page 4 7, 



1 What is classroom management? 

The following are a few of the many possible options fo r (a): 

• You sit down and wait for the class to conclude the discussion in its own time, 
waiting until they indicate that they are ready for you to start. 

• You join in the conversation, but using English. 
• You join in the conversation using English and subtly manipulate the discussion 

SO that the srudents are involved in using the language items you were planning 
to \vork on in the first place.You join in the conversation using English. After a 
while you slip into your com'ersation one or twO examples of the language items 
you had planned to focus on in the lesson. Draw students' anention to these 
items and slowly change the focus of the lesson so that the students get involved 
in using me language items you were planning to work on in the first place. 
You stand in fronl of the class in a way that indicates that you want meir 
attention (making eye contact wilh as many people as possible, looking 
authoritative, etc) and wait fo r silence. Having established silence, you put to 
the class the decision about what to do: We can eilher cominue tile discussion or do 
what J have planned to do. L\7hich would you prefer? 

Here are some options for (b): 

You say OK. 
As in me fourth option above, you ask the class to make the decision about what 
to do. 
You explain your aim for the lesson and then offer the possibility of continuing 
the discussion after some other work. You suggest allowing ten minutes at the 
end of the lesson and ask the srudenrs for their opinion. 

How can you decide what's best to do? 

What influences and informs your decisions between different options?The 
following are some factors to bear in mind: 

What is the aim of this activity? 
• What is the aim of the whole lesson? 
• What is hindering the effectiveness of what we are doing? 

What have I planned to do? 
What would be the best thing to do now? 

• Is it time fo r a change of mood or pace? 
• Are we using time efficiently? 

How do the students feel? 
How do I feel? 
What arc the possible outcomes of my doing something? 

I could add two fu rther factors that are frequently involved in teacher decisions 
and actions: 

• I don't know any other options; 
• I know some other options, but I'm avoiding them because they are difficult or 

troublesome or nerve-wracking. 
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Classroom decisions and actions are also greatly determined by your own 
attitudes, intentions, beliefs and values. What do you believe aboUl learning? 
What is important for you in learrung?What is you r genuine feeling towards your 
students? Por example, you may ask a student to write their response on the 
board. This decision may have grown from your intention to involve srudents 
more in the routine duties of me class. This may itself have grown from your belief 
mat trusting your students more and sharing some responsibili ty with them is a 
useful . their involvement in the learning process. 

You could l ask 5 o n the DVD to look at the options and 
decisions made in the classroom. 

2 Classroom interaction 

Some com mon types of student grouping in the classroom include: 

whole class working togemer with you; 
whole class moving around and mixing together as individuals (a 'mingle'); 

• small groups (three to eight people); 
pairs; 

• individual work. 

In anyone lesson, you may include work that involves a number of these different 
arrangements. Varying g roupings is one way of enabling a variety of experiences 
for the learners. 

In this section, we examine the rationale for making use of pairs and small groups 
as well as whole-class work. There are some suggestions and guidelines for 
maximising useful interaction in class. 

Teacher talk and student talk 

The language classroom is rich in language for learners, quite apart from the 
language that is the supposed focus of the lesson. Students learn a lot of their 
language from what they hear you say: the instructions, the discussions, the asides, 
the jokes, the chit-chat, the comments. Having said that, it would be unsatisfactory 
if your talk dominated the lesson to the exclusion of participation from as many 
learners as possible. 

_ Classroom Interaction 

In the list of statements below, tick any that you feel you can agree with . 

1 a It is more important for learners to listen and speak to you than for learners to 
l isten and speak to each other. 

b Students should get most conversation practice in interacting with other 
learners rather than with you. 

2 a People usually learn best by listening to people explaining things. 
b People usually learn best by trying things out and finding out what works. 

3 a The teacher should speak as much as possible in classroom time. 
b The teacher should speak as little as possible in classroom time. 



2 Classroom interaction 

The arguments for statement la usually grow from the idea lhat you know more 
of the larget language and that by listening to you, the learner is somehow 
absorbing a correct picrure of the language; that by interacting with you, the 
learner is learning to interact with a competent user of the language; that this is far 
more useful than talking to a poor user. Thus, by lhis argument, time spent talking 
to another learner is not particularly useful time.This is OK as far as it goes, bur 
there are a number of challenges to the statements. Some are to do with available 
time: if you talk most of the time, how much time will learners get to speak? If the 
only conversation practice learners get is one-to-one with you, they will get very 
linle time to speak at all. In a class of25 learners, how much time will you have 
available to speak to individuals? Divide a one-hour lesson by 25 and you get just 
over two minutes each. That doesn't sound very much. 

Statement I b suggests that we could maximise learner speaking time at certain 
poims of me lesson by putting them into pairs or small groups and getting them to 
talk to each other. Thus, instead of two minutes' speaking time in a whole lesson, 
they all get a lot of speaking practice within a short space of time. You could use 
this time effectively by discreetly monitoring what the students arc saying and 
using the information collected as a source of material for future feedback or other 
work. (I am, of course, making other assumptions; I'm assuming that it is 
important to give learners opporrunities to have useful interaction with others.) 

Statements 2a and 2b are about different ways of learning. I believe, from my own 
learning experiences and from observing teachers at work, that the most efficient 
way of learning is for a srudent to be really involved in a lesson. Explanations, 
especially long ones, tend to leave me cold; I get bored; I switch off. (A learner 
might also have real problems in following what is being said.) But challenge me, 
give me a problem to do or a task 1 want to complete, and I willlcarn far more - by 
experimenting, by practising, by taking risks. 

I think you can guess my views on statements 3a and 3b by now. (Neither the 
extremes of (a) nor (b), bur closer to (b) than (a).) Observers who watch new 
teachers at work often comment that they talk too much. An essential lesson that 
every new teacher needs to learn is that 'talking at' the learners does not 
necessarily mean that learning is taking place; in many cases, ~n~r (Teacher 
'nllkingTime) is actually time when the learners are not doing vcry much and are 
not very involved. Working on ways to become aware ofunncccssaryT'~rr is 
something to add to your list of priorities. 

_ Increasing student-student Interaction 

When working in a whole-class stage, a large amount of interaction tends to go from 
teacher to student and student to teacher, as shown in Figure 3.2. How could you 
get more student-student interaction? 
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Figure 3.2 Interaction between leacher and Sludents 

Some ideas for maximising srudent interaction in class: 

Encourage a friendly, relaxed learning environment. If there is a trusting, 
positive, supportive rapport amongst the learners and beween learners and 
you, then there is a much beuer chance of useful interaction happening. 
Ask questions rather than giving explanations. 
Allow time for students to listen, think, process their answer and speak. 
Really listen to what they say. l....e t what they say really affect what you do next. 
Work on listening to the person and the meaning, as well as to the language and 
the mistakes. 
Allow thinking time without talking over it. Allow silence. 
Increase opportunities for STT (SrudentTalkingTime). 
Use gesmres (see Section 6) to replace unnecessary teacher talk. 
Allow students to finish their own sentences. 

• Make use of pairs and small groups to maximise opportunities for students to 
speak. Do this even in lhe middle orlonger whole-class stages, eg ask students 
to break off for 30 seconds and talk in pairs about their reactions to what you've 
just been discussing and also aUow them lO check answers to tasks before 
conducting feedback. 
If possible, arrange seating so that students can all see each other and talk to 

each other (ie circles, squares and horseshoes rather than parallel rows). (See 
Section 3 on seating.) 
Remember that you don't always need to be at the front of the class. Try out 
seating arrangements that allow the whole class to be the focus (eg you take one 
seal in a circle). 

• If a student is speaking too quietly for you to hear, walk further away, rather 
than closer [0 them! (This sounds illogical, but if you can't hear them, then il's 
likely that the other students can't either. Encourage the quiet speaker to speak 
louder so that the others can hear.) 

, ' .... '11' 'I 

~ .. ' .~-... ;; .. ~ teaching technique on the DVD 



3 Seating 

Encourage interaction between srudents rather than only between student and 
you, and you and student. Get srudents to ask questions, give explanations, etc 
to each other, rather man always to you. Use gesrures and facial expressions to 
encourage them to speak and listen to each other. 
Keep a diagram like the one in Figure 3.3 in your head as a possible alternative 
to me one in Figure 3.2. Think 'How can I gel srudents speaking and listening to 
each other as well as to me?' 
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Figure 3.3 Interaction between students 

_ Your skills in enabling interaction 

Carry out a self·assessment. comparing yourself against some of the guidel ines on 
these pages. What skills do you have in enabling effective classroom interaction? 
What do you intend to work on? 

You could now use 
observed classroom. 

3 Seating 

Task 4 on the DVD to analyse interaction in an 

However you r classroom is laid ou t and whatever kind of fixed or moveable 
scating you have, it is worth taking time to consider the best ways to make use of it. 

• What different seating positions are possible without moving anything? 
Are any rea rrangements of seats possible? 
Which areas of the room arc suitable for learners to stand and interact in? 
Is mere any possibility mat the room could be completely rearranged on a 
semi-permanent basis to make a bener language classroom space? 

Important considerations are: 

• Can learners comfortably work in pairs with a range of different partners? 
• Can learners comfortably work in small groups with a range of other learners? 

For each activity you do in class, consider what grouping, seating, standing 
arrangements are most appropriate. Changing scati ng arrangements can help 
srudents interact with different people, change the focus from you when 
appropriate and allow a range of different situations to be recreated within the 
classroom, as weU as simply adding variety to the predictability of sitting in the 
same place every time.!t's difficult to sit still for a long time; it's worth including 
activities that involve some movemem , even if only to give people the chance to 
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stretch their legs. Students might not like it if there is a constant movement every 
five minutes, but some variety of working arrangements is onen helpful. 

In some cultures, students may have clear expectations as to what is acceptable. 
For example, asking students to sit on their desks may be taboo; a teacher who sits 
on the cornerofhis desk may be considered unprofessional. Respect cultural 
constraints, but don't let them put you off experimenting a little. Be clear about 
what is genuinely unacceptable and what is merely unknown or unexpected. 

Remain aware of the possibilities of using the space you are in; sometimes a 
complete change in the room can make all the difference. Even with me most 
immovable of fixed scating, it is often possible to be creative in some way. 

Fixed, semi-fixed and large seating 

You could ask students to: 

turn around and sit backwards, working with the people behind them; 
sit on the ends of their row and work with people in the next row; 
sit on their desks and talk with people nearby; 
sland up, move around and return to a different scat; 
stand in the aisle space between rows; 
all come to the front (or another open space) to talk. 

In the long term, if you have exclusive use of a classroom, or share it wilh other 
language teachers, it's worth considering whether a longer-term rearrangement 
might be useful. 

Figure 3.4 shows a school I worked in that had large, one-piece seats I desks for 
three people fixed in every classroom. They were always used in rows because, 
although only lightly fixed, there seemed to be no other way to arrange them. 

Figure 3.4 Original seating plan 

However, when we started thinking about it, we found a number of other 
arrangements were possible (see Figure 3.5). The horseshoe arrangement, 
particularly, provcd very suilable for thc English classes. 

Figure 3.5 Alternative seating arrangements 



3 Seating 

_ Standing and sitting 

1 Why might a circle or horseshoe shape be more effective for language teaching 
than straight rows? 

2 What difference does it make if you sit in a circle with the students rather than 
standing in front of them? 

In a circle or horseshoe, learners can make eye contact with everyone else in the 
group and thus interact much more naturally. There is also a much greater 
sense of equality. Weaker students tend to hide away less and srronger srudents 
to dominate less. 

2 Having you in the circle helps to clarify your role as an equal rather than as 
someone separate and different. 

Moveable seating 

Some ideas for investigating and exploring the possibilities of moveable seating: 

Ask students to move seats when you create pairs or small groups. Don't 
let students get stuck in unsu itable seating arrangements when a move 
is preferable. 
Ifit's really too noisy, make the discussion of that (and the finding of a solution) 
part of the lesson as well. 
Figure 3.6 shows some panerns to think about. 

• If the srudents normally sit in rows, try forming a circle. 
Tum the classroom around so that me focus is on a different wall from normal. 
Make seating arrangements that reflect specific contexts, eg a {rain carriage, an 
aeroplane, a town centre or whatever. 

• Push all seats up against the wall and make a large,open forum space in the 
middle of the room. 

• Deliberately place your seat ofT-centre (ie not at the front).1n is is an interesting 
subversion of expectations and immediately challenges expectations about who 
a teacher is and what a teacher should do. 

• Divide the class into separate groups at far corners of the room. 
Ask How can we reorganise lhis classroom /.0 make it a nicer place LO be? Let the 
class discuss it and ag ree, then do it. 
Push the seats or desks up against the wall. Sit on the floor (only ifit's clean!). 

_ Seating options In the classroom 

l ook at Figure 3.6. Which of these ideas for arranging seating have you not tried? 
Which would be worth trying? Draw a simple sketch of your classroom. Mark in 
seats for one new arrangement. When might you use such an arrangement? How 
can you organise it in class? What might be the benefits? The problems? 
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Figure 3.6 Seating possibilities in a standard classroom 

4 Giving instructions 
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In a multilingual class you have to use English for instructions. But, in 

monolingual classes you have a choice: English, native language -or some mixture 

of both. I have met a number of teachers who say that they would like to give 

instructions for activities in English rather than their students' own language, but 

find that there are often so many problems with comprehension that it seems 

impossible. It is certainly possible to use only English (and it 's often really helpful 

in creating an 'English' atmosphere in the classroom), but it's often problematic 

because of the quantity and over-complexity oflanguage used. 



4 Giving instructions 

_ Complex Instructions 

Why did the class have problems with the following instruction? 

OK, everybody, would you, Maria, sit down. Now what you have to do is, when you, 
you take this sheet of paper that I'm handing out now and keep it secret, and some 
of you are 'A '. it's written at the top, and some are labelled 'B'. OK. can you see 
that? Don't show your paper to anyone and then you have to describe to your 
partner; sit face to face. Could you move your chairs around and describe what's on 
your paper so that your partner can find out what's different, and you must agree; 
when you find something, draw it on your paper? OK. Do you understand? 

This may sound like a joke, but in fact it's quite typical of an unplanned 
instruction. Teachers are often unaware thal they are talking in this way until they 
stop and try to listen to what they are saying. A video (or audio) recording of them 
in action can be very helpful here. 

It is clear that this lype of instruction is very hard fo r students to follow. Thc 
essential information about what to do is embedded in confusing and unnecessary 
babblc. An essentially simple activity can become impossible, not because the 
students couldn't do it, but because they didn't understand what to do. Often 
students are judged to have failed when it is actually the teacher who failed to 
clarify what was required. 

How can I give clearer instructions? 

r propose five steps towards better instructions: 

Become aware of your own instruction-giving (listen to yourself; record 
yourself; ask others to watch you and give feedback). 

2 For a while, pre-plan essential instructions. Analyse the instructions beforehand 
so as to include only the essential information in simple, clear language, and 
sequence it in a sensible order. Use short sentences -one scntence for each kcy 
piece of information. Don't say things that are visible or obvious (eg I'm giving 
YOII a piece a/paper). Don't give instructions that they don't need to know at this 
point (eg what they'll do after this activity is finished). 

3 In class, separate instructions clearly from the other chit-chat, telling off, joking) 
etc that goes on. Create a silence beforehand, make eye contact with as many 
students as possible, find an authoritative tone, make sure they are listening 
before you start. Use silence and gestures to pace the instructions and clarify 
their meaning. 

4 Demonstrate rather than explain wherever possible. 
S Check that students have understood what to do. Don't assume that everyone 

will automatically understand what you have said. Get concrete evidence from 
the students that they know what is required. Getting one or two students to tell 
you what they are going to do is one very simple way of achieving this. 

_ Planning simpler Instructions 

look back at the example instruction given in Task 3.8. 

1 Identify the essential instructions the teacher wanted to give. 
2 Delete unnecessary language. 
3 Write out the instructions in the right order. 
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Here is a pre-planned version of the instruction inTask 3.8. 

• Say Sit opposite your partner. 
• Wait while they move. 
• SOllie a/you are 'A' (gesrure to letter A on the handouts). 

Some are '8' (gesrure). 
Don't show your paper to anyone (m ime hiding). 
Distribute the handout. 

• Some things i" pictureA are different from piclIlrt B. 
Describe your piclIlre. 
IlI'hC1/ youjind something differem, draw it (mime). 

• Check understanding of instruction: \l1hat are you going to do? Students answer 
with brief explanation. 

Here is another version of the same instruction. This time, it involves 
demonstration rather Ulan instruction: 

Ask one student to come out in front of the class and sit opposite you. 
Give the handout to the student and take one yourself, making a big show of 
keeping the handouts secret from each other. 
Pretend to be student A and do one complete example with srudent B so that 
the whole class can hear (eg A: Haveyougot a tree if/your pictllre? B: Yes. 
A: Is there a bird on lap a/the tree? B: No. A: 011, so that's one difference in my 
piclltre: there is a bird 011 lite tree.). 

• Distribute handouts to the class: Now you do the same. A alld B. Find tell differences. 

_ Improving Instructions 

Simplify the following instructions using less confusing language or a gesture. 

1 Now, actually, I would really like you, if you could, now stand up, yes everyone, please. 
2 It's the unit on, er, travel, somewhere- it's near the middle, pages 35 and 36, 

can you find that? Have you got it? No, not that one, the next unit. and take a 
look at the introduction, read it through Quickly and jot down your answers to the 
Questions at the top of the page over there, above the illustration. 

3 If I were to ask you for your opinion on smoking, what do you think you might say 
to me in your reply? 

4 Would you like to tell everyone the answer you were thinking of again because I 
don't think they heard it when you spoke so Quietly, and I'm sure we'd all be 
interested in hearing it if you could, please? 

5 Well, that wasn't really what I was hoping you'd say when I asked that Question. I was 
actually looking for the name of the verb tense, not an example sentence, but what 
you gave me was fine, only does anyone I wonder have the answer I'm looking for? 

1 Gesrure (or Stand up), 
2 Page 35. (Wait quieuy till they have found page.) 

Read these questions. (Show questions.) 
Read this. (Show text.) 
\\:i'rite your answers. 

3 What do you think about smokillg? 
4 wmler. 
5 What's the nallleo/the tense? 



5 Monitoring 

How to get the learners ' attention 

One important reason why learners may not successfully follow activity 
instructions (or understand your explanations of something) is that they didn't 
actually hear them, perhaps because they weren't fully paying attention when they 
were given. Whereas teachers often invest energy into finding bener ways to word 
their instructions, they may overlook the need to win attention before the 
instruction is given. It's a vital step. An instruction given over student chauer, or 
when students are looking the other way, stands little chance of working. 

If this has been a problem for you, here is one strategy for getting learners' 
attention that you might wish to experiment with. 

• Start making eye contact with as many people as possible. 
• Establish a gesture that means you want to speak (eg cupped hand to your ear 

or holding your hand up). 
Just wait. 

• Don't look impatient or anxious. Keep moving your eyes around the room from 
person to person, patiently. 

• Think of this as 'gath ering attention'. Enjoy it. 
• Wait as long as necessary until there is silence and people are looking your way. 
• If this doesn't work, don't alter it dramatically. Just add in a clear attention-

drawing word such as OK. Say it once and then go back to the waiti ng. 

In general, you need to establish your authority and use it appropriately. Project 
your voice clearly, but speak rather than shout. Control the quantity and 
complexity of what you say. Say what you need to as simply and clearly as 
possible. 

5 Monitoring 
_ Your role In pair and group activities 

What is your role once you have set up an activity in which students will mainly work 
on their own in pairs or groups? 

a Sit down and read a book? 

b Go out of the room and have a coffee? 

c Wander round and look at what students are doing? 

d Sit down and work with separate groups one by one, joining in the ta sks as a 
participant? 

e listen carefully to as many students as possible, gOing over and correcting 
mistakes when you catch them, offering ideas when students get stuck, etc? 

Well, I think all of these answers are possible, even lhe first (\\'0 (which you may 
ha\'e dismissed as unlikely). It all depends, of course) on the nature of me speci fic 
activity and on its aims. The next section suggests a general strategy for making 
decisions about whalto do. 
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Deciding on your role while students do an activity 

Let's distinguish two steps. 

Step 1: The first 30 seconds: are they doing the (ask set? 

Immcdiately after you have given the instructions for a task and students start 
doing it, there is often an immediate need to check to make sure that students arc 
doing the activilY that you asked them to do and have understood the basic 
instructions and the mechanics of the activity. 

You could do this by quietly and relatively inconspicuously wandering around the 
room, listening in briefly to snatches from many groups and assuring yourself that 
students are doing what they arc supposed to. We could call this 'monitoring to 
check the mechanics'. 

Step 2: The task itself 

In many activities, the prime aim is for learners to gel a chance to work on thelf 
own, speaking flucm.ly and trying out things without too much interference and 
correction.lfthey are doing the task correctly, then possibly they don't need you 
any more once the task is under way. Your presence might acrually be an 
interference. If you are around and very visible, they might look to you for 
language items and help whenever they hit a problem, whereas it might be more 
useful for them to struggle a little and learn to make use of their own resources. So 
once an activit)' is safely under way, your options often boil down to the following 
choices: monitor discreetly or vanish. 

In some tasks - especially those in which sludems might not move forward 
quickly, but need ongoing advice, support, input and encouragement- you may 
find that some kind of more active role is called for. In these cases, your best 
options are probably monitor actively or participate. 

Monitor discreetly 

Discreet monitoring is when you maintain a presence in the room, but do not 
overtly offer help, interfere, correct, etc. Your aim is that the students know you are 
Lhere, but your watching and listening does not in any way disturb them.They will 
not feel tempted to call on you unless there is a significant problem - and when 
they do ask for help, do this swiftly and effectively, then rerum to the d iscrcet 
monitoring rolc. You arc sending a message that you are interested, but that the 
main !.ask is for them to do using Lheir own resources as much as possible. 

Vanish 

There are cases when any teacher presence can actually interfere with and 
diminish the usefulness of work being done. Sometimes the best option for you is 
to vanish, ic gel out of immediate eyeshot.You couJd go into a corner of the room 
and sit quietly. 

It is often an idea to havc something concrete to do (eg read something) in order 
to prevent yourself from constantly worrying about how students are doing and 
getting drawn back into ir.You need to keep a small percentage of attention on the 
room, in order to know when the activity is reaching an end or a crisis point, but 
othern'ise restrain yourself from doing too much. Relax and SLOp being a teacher 
for a while. 



6 Gestures 

In a few specific cases, you might want to emphasise the point that students need 
to work without your help, and in such cases even leaving the room for a few 
minutes may be an option. (Whenever I have done this, J have been interested to 
learn that most students do not even notice mat I have been out of the room!) 

Monitor actively 

You can monitor as described above, but be more visible and allow students to be 
more aware of your presence and afthe possibility of calling on you for help and 
advice. A teacher who is actively monitoring will be walking around, viewing and 
listening in to many different groups and frequently offering spontaneous advice 
and corrections, as well as responding to requests and questions from students. 

Participate 

You may sit down and join a group (temporarily or for the whole task) and take 
part as if you were one of the group, offering ideas, helping with questions, joining 
in discussions. You could quietly move on to another group. By the end of the 
task, you might have worked with a number of groups. Of course, while you are 
monitoring or working with one group, you will need to remain alert to what 
others are doing and if there are any problems. 

. '." . ,t.. . " 1BaCh techniques on the eve 

6 Gestures 

Try to develop a range of gestures (and facial expressions) to save yourself 
repeating basic instructions and to increase opportunities for learner talk. For 
example, I have seen many teachers using a set of gesrurcs to indicate 'time'. This 
helps them quickJy correct learners who use tenses inaccurately. Pointing to the 
ground indicates the present; pointing ahead is the future; pointing behind, over 
the shoulder, indicates the past. 

Remember that learners will need to learn the meanings of your gestures; they will 
not magically know that your pointing means 'Use the past tense', but if you give 
the oral instruction a few times while also gesturing, they will soon associate the 
gesture alone with that instruction. 

Bear in mind that gestures can mean different things in differemcountries. lfyou 
arc teaching away from your own culture, learn which gestures to avoid! And 
always keep alert to the possibility that you might be giving offence! 

........... Gestures 

Think of gestures you could use for the following Instructions: 

1 Stand up. 
2 Work on your own. 
3 Five minutes left. 
4 Quieten down. 
5 listen to me. 
6 listen to her. 
7 Give a longer answer. 
8 Please stop talking now. 
9 Stop a noisy student talking (to enable somebody else to speak). 
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Now watch the iiji!,iji!!"" teaching technique on the DVD. 

_ Creating new gestures 

Now decide on some personal gestures for each of the following: 

1 Ask the other learners. 
2 Repeat . 
3 The intonation was very dull. 
4 Please stop talking now. 
5 Come here! (polite) 
6 Listen to each other. 
7 Don't show 'lour information sheet to 'lour par tner. 

A lot of teachers also develop and use gestures quite spontaneously. even without 
noticing. Do 'Iou? If so, which? 

7 Using the board 

O r ganisation 

One resource that almost every teacher has is a board, whether it is a small board 
on an easel, a wide chalk board, a pen board or an interactive computer board. 
Although it is possible to write randomly on the board as things occur in class, 
you' ll often find that it's worth paying a little attention to organising items. I'm not 
naturally a very tidy board user, but I've found that the fo llowing idea does make 
a difference. 

At the stan of the lesson, draw a few dividing lines on the board, eg to form three 
working areas,like &tis: 

Review Scratchpad for drawing, displaying words as Key vocabulary 
section they come up, etc and grammar 
(for key 
points 
from last 
lesson) 

Use these areas to help you organise different content as you write it up, keeping 
different kinds of things to separate sections of the board, for example: 

• a vocabulary column for new words, with a second column for example 
sentences and notes; 

• a substitution table for a new grammar item; 
• a space to stick up sketch pictures to help when telling a story; 

questions for students to think about when listening to a recording. 



7 Using the board 

Here are a fcw more board thoughts: 

Try to avoid long teacher-writing times while srudents arc just watching and 
waiting. 
Whenever possible, find opportunities to write things up on the board while 
srudents are working on other things, so that you are ready when they finish. 
It seems natural enough to write standing in front ofmc board. Unfortunately, 
this blocks lhe view of what you're writing for the class and they can't read it till 
you've finished (Figurc 3.7a).You also can't talk to them easily. When you get a 
chance in an empty classroom, practise writing on the board in a way thar you r 
body doesn't block the view for e\'eryone and you can make eye contact with 
me class (Figure 3. 7b).This requires a slightly sideways position, which will 
feel odd at first, but it allows you to talk to students, ask questions and look 
around, all of which can be very helpful in maintaining a good working 
atmosphere . 

. " ,,' .... ~. 
L,., ~ .. ~,.L',~ technique on the DVD 

(a) (b) 

Figure 3.7 Ahernative positions when writing on the board 

Remember that it's nOt only teachers who can write on boards - where 
appropriate, get learners to write up answers and ideas, draw pictures and 
timelines,ctc.The division of the board into sections can also hclp them to write 
more tidily. 

\'(latch out that you don't use your own wTiting on the board as a lengthy 
time-wasting way to avoid real teaching. 

Boar d drawing 

Don't say you can't draw! No matter how un-Maner-like your artistry, one picrurc 
is often worth many unneccssary words. For the quick explanation of vocabulary 
items, for setting up a discussion, a dialogue or role play, for story-building, you 
need pictures. 

Clearly the basic skill is to draw people in some form, and stick people are in many 
ways bener than detailed figures because they're so quick to do. 
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Add character by giving different shapes 
of head, fattening up thc bodies a lirtlc, 
drawing in simple clothes, adding 
expression in the mouth and eycs. 

Add locations by a few simple props: for 
example, a railway line and a plalform 
makes a station; a table, knife and fork and 
a vase of flowers makes a restaurant. 

Remember that the pictures alone are usually only a starting point. They don't 
need to do all the work - build from them with questions and discussion. And 
even if they end up looking like nothing on earth, badly drawn pictures can 
actually be a rich source ofJanguage and humour in the classroom. If they don't 
understand what on earth you've drawn, whisper the word to a student and get 
them to draw it. 

' ...... 
11": Clftlhe OVD 
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_ Practice in quick board sketches 

1 Draw quick pictures (single images or a sequence) to illustrate some of the 
following: swimming pool, London, happy, escalator, mouse, exhausted, robbery, 
whale, planet, overtake. 

2 What questions CQuid you ask your learners about the sketches to establish that 
they actually see what you intend them to? 

8 Eliciting 
'Eliciting' means drawing out information, language, ideas, etc from the students. 
It is a technique based on the principles that: 

students probably know a lot more than we may give them credit for; 
starting with what they know is a productive way to begin new work; 
involving people in a question-and-answer movement towards new discoveries 
is often more effective than simply giving 'lectures'. 

Eliciting enables me to stan from where the learners are and then to work forward 
from there. The learners have a real effect on the outcomes of the lesson in terms of 
ideas, language and pace. With constant learner involvement, I can work more at their 
speed rather than my own. I can find out where the real difficulties and problems are. 

There are three steps to eliciting: 

I convey a clear idea to the students, perhaps by using pictures, gestures or 
questions, etc. 

2 They then supply the appropriate language, information or ideas. 
3 I give them feedback. 

I can elicit: language, ideas, feelings, mcanings,contexts, memo ries, etc. I can' t 
elicit: things they don't knOw. 

Here is an example from a lesson: 

The teacher is working on the present simple tense for daily routines. On the board, 
she has written the words J:.""very day and drawn a house. She adds a bed to one room. 

She looks at the students and gestures that she waOlS the word. One says bed. 
The teacher does not repeal it, but gets other students to repeat the word. 
Students who didn 't hear ask the first student to repeat it. 

The teacher does the same procedure with a clock and with the time (seven 
o'clock). She then draws a stick man and mimes yawning and climbing out of bed. 
She looks to the students and gestures to encourage them to say a senlence. Hegel 
up seven o'clock, says one student.The teacher manks him for the sentence, but 
doesn't repeat it. Instead, she uses finger correction (see Chapter 12, Section 1) 
to establish a corrected version from him (with the help of omer class members). 
When it is correct, she gets the class to repeat the sentence a number of times. 

In that sample lesson, the teacher ctid not model the vocabuJary o r grammar 
herself; in fact, she ctidn't even say me vocabuJary o r sentence being worked on. 
The vocabulary was known by at least one student . The grammar, though not 
accurate, was close enough to be useful to work on. If no student had known bed 
or clock or gel up, then the teacher would have said these herself, having found out 
that they were really new and needed . As it was, she was able to elicit most of the 
language from the students and hardly needed to speak at all herself. 
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With this technique, there is a reduction in unnecessary teacher talk and a 
maximisation of student talk. The srudents take an active parr in the learning, being 
involved even in the part of the lesson that might otherwise be only teacher 
explanation. Tbe teacher is able to pinpoint precisely what srudents know and what 
they still need to work on. The language is learned through a process of guided 
discovery, and it seems likely that it will be more memorable because of the degree 
ofsrudent involvement in the learning. Confidence is built because their use of me 
language is continuous and does not ha\'e to wait for the end of teacher exposition . 

_ Advice when eliciting 

Here is some advice for elicitors. Two pieces in the list are spurious: which ones? 

1 Give sufficient information. Eliciting doesn't mean 'Guess what's in my head' . 
Don't try to elicit your grandmother's maiden name. 

2 Use hand gestures to indicate who is being asked to speak, either a gesture for 
'anyone ' or to a specific individual. If everyone speaks at once, it can be hard for 
students to know which answer was OK and which not. 

3 Give very clear feedback on each student utterance, They want to know if what 
they said was acceptable, You could use simple gestures or facial expressions to 
register 'OK ' or 'Not OK' to students. 

4 If someone gives an incorrect answer, get them to repeat it two or three times 
and then say the correct answer yourself, 

5 If they can't provide an answer. don't stretch the eliciting out too long. Silence or 
wrong answers are evidence that they need your input. 

6 When you have an appropriate answer, make sure it is clearly established as a 
good answer, perhaps by getting it repeated by a variety of individuals , 

7 Don 't use eliciting with monolingual classes. 
8 Use eliciting regularly as a basic technique in most lessons for keeping your 

class active and involved. 

Points 4 and 7 arc the wrong answers. 

_ 'Lead-In' questions 

You're planning a lesson on language used when meeting people at parties. What 
questions could you ask at the start of your lesson in order to interest the learners 
and to elicit some of their personal feelings and reactions? 

_ Planning questions to elicit specific things 

Consider the next lesson you need to teach , Write down one specific item of factual 
information that the students will need to know: maybe a grammar rule. a fact 
about the topic, what a picture on the board represents, etc, Write a sequence of 
questions that you could use to lead the students step by step towards finding out 
that same information for themselves. 

If possible, work with someone else to tryout your sequence of questions. Practise 
drawing out the information rather than explaining yourself . 

.. ''''':C 
" . '." ' . ., - technique on the DVD 
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9 How to prevent learning - some popular techniques 

Here are some ways that teachers unintentionally hinder or prevent learning. 

TIT (Teacher Talking Time) 

TEACHER: W'hen "olhing else is happening in the classroom, I open my 
mouth. I've no idea what I say most of the lime. But it SLOpS those 
horrible silences. Il's probably usefillfor them to listellto me 
speaking English. After all, I ... 

The more you talk, the less oppo rtunity there is for the learners. They need 
time to think, to prepare what they are going to say and how they are going to 
say it. Allow them the time and the quiet they need. Don't feel the need to fill 
ever y gap in a lesson. Exp lore the possibilities of silence. 

E cho 

STUDENT: 

ThACHER: 

I went LO the cinema. 
You wem to the cinema. Good. You went to the cinema. 

Who gets more language practice here - the student or the teacher? If you become 
aware ofyout echoing and then start to control it, you will find that learners get 
more talking time and that they start to listen to each other more. When you echo, 
they soon learn that they don't need to listen to anyone except you, because they 
know that you' ll repeat evcrything!That has a dramatically negative effect on 
interaction patterns within the classroom. 

Helpful sente nce completion 

STUDENT: I thlftk that smoking is 
TEACHER: ... a bad rhing. lis, I agree. tWhell I went into the pub. 

You can be so desperate for a student to say what you want them to say (so that the 
lesson can move on to the next stage) that you are already predicting the words the 
student will produce and eagerly wishing for them to be said - so much so that you 
often find yourself adding 'tails' to sentence after sentence. But this kind of'doing 
the hard work for them' is often counter-productive. People need to finish their 
own sentences. If students can't complete the sentence themselves, they need 
help - but help to produce their own sentence, using their own words and their 
own ideas. By letti ng students finish what they are saying. you also allow yourself 
more time to really listen to the student and what he is saying. 

C omplicated a nd unclear instructions 

TEACHER; IY1111, wllO.t "", gollna do is I'm gollM ask you to gel ifllo pairs, but 
before thor there are some things we'vegoua work Olll. So jUSljot 
down If you've got a pen, could you write this, then when we've 
finished that we're goirrg to do Ihe lIextthillg which involves more .. 

Unplanned, unstructured instructions are extremely confusing to students. They 
probably understand only a small percentage of what you say - and guess what 
you want them to do from one or (wo key words they did catch. Work out what is 
essential for them to know and tell them that, without wrapping it up in babble. 
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Not checking understanding of instructions 

ltAcHER: My inslructioflS were so clear- but alllhe smdems did differem 
thillgs,and none of them did what I asked thcm to do. 

Even the clearest instructions can be hard to grasp so, after you've given them, it's 
worth checking that they have been understood. A simple way is ( 0 ask a student 
or two to repeat them back to you: So,]ose,what areyoll going to do? In this way, 
you satisfy yourself that the task has been understood. Having done that, make 
sure you monitor the start of the activity to see if they reatly do what you wanted! 

Asking Do you understand? 

l tAcl lER: Do you fmtierslmJd.) 
STIJDENT: ... cr .. . yes ... 

When you want to check learners' understanding, questions such as Do you 
Iwdersumd? arc often useless. If you get a Yes reply, it could mean ' I'm nervous 
abou t seeming stupid' or ' I don' t want to waste the class's time any morc' or ' l 
think I understand, but ... '. You often need to get clear information about what 
srudents have taken in .The best way to do this is to get students to demonstrate 
their understanding, for example by using a language item in a sentence, or by 
repeating an instruction, or by explaining their interpretatio n of an idea.This 
provides real evidence, rather than vague, possibly untrue information. 

Fear of genuine feedback 

'"ThACHER: 

STUDENT: 

DidyQ/llike my Jesson? 
... cr ... yes ... 

In an active, forward-moving class, the learners will constantly be giving you 
feedback on what they have understood, what they think, what they need, how 
they feel, etc. Many teachers believe in the importance of open, honest feedback, 
but find that, in practice, it can be hard to get. This is pardy to do with the 
classroom atmosphere, pardy to do with the questions asked, and mainly to do 
with the attitude and response to feedback received. The m ore you see feedback as 
a threat to you and to your position and your confidence, the mo re you will 
attempt to avoid feedback. or to defend yourself against perceived attack when 
you do get feedback. If you can open yoursclfup to the possibilities of reatly 
listening to what srudents have to say with a view to simply hearing them - without 
self-defence, justifications or arguments - then you may find that you can start to 
find out what they are really thinking, and that you can work on responding 
appropriately to that. 

Insufficient authority lover-politeness 

IEACI/ER: So ifYOII don't mind, it would be very nice ifYOIl collldjust SLOp 
the activity if you/eel that's OK. 

This kind of pussyfooting is a common way in which teachers undermine 
themselves. Be clear. Say what you need to say without hiding it. If you want to 
stop an activity, say SlOP now,pleasc. Feel your own natural authority and let it 
speak clearly. 
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The running commentary 

n>ACHIiRS: So now whatI'm gonna do is I'm gonna move my cllairover here and sit 
down a/ldjusL gel comfortable and now I'm gOfma tear up these pieces of 
paper,and J had to lise lhese because J couldn't get allY card, so J found 
these at the back of lhe teacher's room, and I'm gonna tear them liP /lOW 

and when I've done that what I'm gOllna ask you to do is ijyou don't 
mind ... 

Don't g ive a running commentary about the mechanics of past, present and 
future activities. Boring, hard to follow, unnecessary. Tell students what they need 
to know - and stOp. 

Lack of confidence in self, learners, material, activity J making 
it too easy 

1F..ACHER: I womier why they look so bored? 

A common cause of boredom in classrooms is when the material used is tOO difficult 
or too easy.The former isn't hard to recognise- the learners can't do the work. A 
more difficult problem is when work is simply not challenging enough. Teachers 
often have rather limited expectations about what people can do, and keep their 
classes on a rather predicroble straight line through activities that are safe and 
routine. Try to keep the level of challenge high. Be demanding. Believe thai they can 
do more than they arc aware ofbcing able (0 do- and then help them to do it. 

Over-helping J over-organising 

"ThACHER: )i>s, now you cml ask her your question. Mmm, that'S a good 
quesrion. l\1hm do YOlllhink?U7hat's your answer going to be, 
Silvia? Yes. Go 011 - tell her what it is ... 

When you give students a task to do in a group, it's often best to let them geton 
with it. A lot of'teacher help', although well intentioned, is actually 'teacher 
interference' and gets in the way of students working on their own. As long as you 
are around, they will look to you for guidance, control and help. If you go away, 
they are forced to do the work themselves. That is when learning might happen. It 
can be a difficult lesson to learn, but sometimes our studenrs will do much bener 
without us, if only we have the courage to trust them. 

Flying with the fastest 

T kACHEIt: So - wJzucls the answer? 

S1UD£l'o'T A: On/yon l ilesdays u"less it's rai"i"g. 

ll~cHEIt: )i>s, very good - so, everyone gOlthat? And why did he buy the 
clastic band? 

STUDENT A: So he wouldn't lose his leuers. 

TEACHER: Good. Everyone understands lhen! 

If you only listen to the fir st people who speak, it's very easy to get a false 
impression of how difficult or easy somethjng is. You may find that the strongest 
and fastest students dominate, and you get little idea of how the majority of the 
class finds the work. This can lead you to fly at the speed of the lOp two or three 
SlUdentS and [0 lose the rest completely. Make sure you get answers and feedback 
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from many students. Try directing questions at individuals (eg Whor do }'OII think, 
Dominic?) and sometimes actively 'shh!' the loud ones- or simply 'not hear' them. 

Not really listening (hearing language problems but not the message) 

STUDENT: 

ll~CH ER: 

STUDENT: 

TEACHER: 

I all/feeling bad. My grandfather he die last week and I am ... 

No, nOl 'die'-say <died' because it's in lhe past. 

... he died last week ... 

ExcelLent. N~ did anyone else's grandfather die last week? 

Because we are dealing in language as the subject maner of our cou rses, it's very 
easy to become over-concerned about the accuracy of what is said and to fail to 
hear the person behind the words. The example above is an extreme one, bm on a 
minute-by-minutc basis in class, teachers frequently fail to hear what learners say. 
The only point in learning language is to be able to communicate or receive 
communication - it is vital that work on the mechanical production of correct 
English does not blind us to the messages conveyed. Check you rself occasionally
are you really listening to your students, or only to their words? 

Weak rapport: creation of a poor working environment 

'TtACIIER: I try to be nice- bul myc/asses always seem so dull. 

If rapport seems to be a problem, then plan work specifically designed to focus on 
improving the relationships and interaction within the class (rather than activities 
with a mainly language aim). Until the relationships are good within a class, the 
learning is likely to be of a lower quality, so it's worth spending time on this. Bear 
in mind the three teacher qualities that help to enable a good working 
environment: authenticity, respect and empathy. 

Don't be too worried by lhis terrible list!'I1lese are the kinds of problems we all 
have. You'll find yourself doing these things, so notice yourself doing them and 
note the ways in which they do or don't seem to 'prevent' learning. But also accept 
that this is a part of the natural process of your own learning and development. As 
your awareness and confidence grow, you'l1 find that you not only become more 
able to recognise such problems in your own teaching, but that you can also start 
to find effective alternative options that enable rather than hinder learning. 

10 Intuition 

Usc ofinruition is fundamental to teaching. It is the skill ofspolltaneously 
understanding something, bypassing the supposed conventional route oftJlinking 
carefully and reaching a considered decision. Although it sounds somewhat 
'magical', it is a quite down-to-earth, if rather unexplored, part of our teaching 
work. It is something that all teachers exercise to a greater or lesser degree, and it is 
learnable and improvable. 

Intuitive responses are important in teaching because things happen so fast in 
lesson time and there is so much to notice, nying at us all at once: how the activity 
is proceeding, how each student is reacting, etc. On-the-spot in class, you don't 
have much thinking space. Fluent teach ing depends on being able [0 quickly read 
the classroom situation moment-by-moment and respond (or choose not to 
respond) appropriately. 
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_ Intuition 

Do you recognise yourself in any of the following examples? 

a You are teaching (or planning teaching) and know suddenly or instinctively what 
to do or how to do it. 

b In class, you decide to do / not to do something without having explicitly thought 
through 'whY-; something just comes to mind. 

c You have an understanding of what the learners need that doesn't seem the 
result of logical reasoning. 

d You make a connection between two aspects of the lesson that had not seemed 
connected before. 

e You suddenly realise a sense that there is an overall system, structure or pattern 
to some things that you previously thought unrelated. 

f Pieces of a solution reveal themselves as metaphors, images, puns, etc. 
g You know something that you had no apparent way of knowing. 
h You get a sudden understanding or insight into a student's character. 

You look at a student (or students) and get a sense of what they are thinking. 
You feel some embarrassment, because your way of working seems to run 
counter to training and to messages you get from respected peers. 

Origins of intuition 

Where does intuition come from? How can it be improved? I think intuition is 
your ability to smoothly access the quantity of experience you have stored inside 
you to help you interpret what is happening in the prescnt moment. We can get 
better at i t by gaining more (and a w ider range of) experience and storing it away. 

We do things. 

We recall them and reflect on them. 
This adds to our store of experienced situations. 

Processed and unprocessed memories mix. overlap. 
synthesise, get confused, cross-fertilise, etc. 

Intuitive insights 

Figure 3.8 How we use intuition 
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_ How you learned to teach 

Recall how you learned to be a teacher on your teacher-training course. I don't 
mean how you learned the theory, but what your first lessons were like, how much 
you could apply what your trainers had taught you to do in class. 

Intuition and teaching 

If your initial experience of teaching was anything like my own, you had a whole 
pile of things weighing on your shoulders when you went into class: books you'd 
read (like this one!), seminars you'd attended, helpful advice you'd been given. 

Vet on stepping into the live, real-time siruation in class, you probably found that 
you couldn't juSt apply all these things,like assembly instructions for purring 
together some bookshelves. It didn't work like that, because teaching isn't like do
it-yourself or cookery. If I'm learning to cook, I can read someTV chef's book and 
find out precise step-by-step instructions for making a new dish. 1ft follow those 
instructions precisely, I am quite likely to get something similar to the original 
target dish. There will be some call on my intelligence and some degree ofluck 
and some local variation in terms of what my cooker is like, what ingredients are 
like, etc, but it is by and large a relatively predictable task. 

Teaching isn'll ike that.The instruction book doesn't work, because every 
teaching event is significantly different. And it happens too fast before your eyes. 
You very quickly find that you have to use something else. from Lesson one 
onwards, when the handed-down guidel ines break down in the face of real people 
with real unpredicted responses. Vou arc already working on inruition: taking risks, 
trying things out, learning not to be frightened, realising that this is the way to 
move fo rward, that the things that go wrong contribute to you being better able to 
do it next time. And recalling and reflecting on what you do after you do it seems 
to add to the pool from which this intuition draws.You don't have to process the 
learning very deeply to draw specific conclusions - it may often be enough just to 
recall it, sift through it. 

So, new teachers starting out make a lot of use of intuitive decisions - deciding to 
do something on the spur of the moment. What happens as a result then itself 
feeds into the stock of data available to them for fu ture decisions. 

New teachers also make inruitive readings of how people are reacting. 
Interestingly, their inruitive readings are often incorrect; for example, trainees 
often tend [0 misread whether srudents arc bored with an exercise or how difficult 
a listening task is. New teachers often transfer their own nerves, doubls, worries 
and expectations about how srudents will respond and then find what they 
expected [0 find in the learners' faces, body language, voices, etc. 

There is a danger that such incorrect readings may get set in concrete. One needs 
to constantly challenge and consciously upgrade one's intuition - and I suspect 
that much of the process of learning to be a better teacher is a process or collecting 
concrete feedback and information (about learners, language, teaching ideas, etc) 
in order to become more spontaneously and accurately intuitive in class, ie 
becoming a 'learning teacher'. Training cou rses tend to expect trainees to put into 
practicc certain ways of working propounded by the course. Teachers orten try to 
do what they are asked to do and come badly unstuck- tripping up on the sheer 
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difficulty of following prescribed steps through a dance that in reality has no fixed 
panern.The 'painting by numbers' approach to teaching is possible, but with very 
limited outcomes. 

Yet, some trainees dare to put the training requirements to one side - muffling the 
trainer's voices in their head - and manage to reach back to their own narural 
inruitive skills. They start to feel that buzz that teaching brings; the shiver of 
excitement when an activity starts working, the thrill that pushes them on to 
experiment more and to enjoy it more. This isn't an argument against training or 
against academic input, but it is a reminder that, just as teachers can't do the 
learning for their srudents, trainers can never directly hand over their own 
teaching skills to their trainees. 

We need to study things, but we also need to put them to one sidej we need to 
forget things, we need to lose things inside us, we need to worry less about the 
exact instructions. If we hold other people's guidance in front of us as infallible 
route maps to follow, we are likely to get lost. And that's probably true of cooking 
as well- maybe we won't be a real cook till we can leave the book closed. This same 
process, I think, is how we then go on to become the teachers we are. 

Most people will discover that they didn '{ learn to be teachers from seminars or 
books or conferences or observation feedback, though all of these have a very 
definite impact. You learn to teach by teaching. You learn to teach by doing it. 

_ Your use of Intuition 

As a teacher, how much do you make use of intuition to know what your students 
are thinking, to read their reactions to things, to decide if they like a task or not, 
to determine if they are bored, etc? What informs your intuition? 
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Chapter 4 Who are the learners? 

This chapter looks at ways that learners (and classes) differ, and asks what you 

can do to work with such d ifferences. 

1 Individuals and groups 

_ F1rst meeting with a class 

You walk into the room, and there in front of you Is your new class. 

1 What can you learn about a class at fjrst glance? 

2 How can you learn more about them and what they might be thinking about you? 

3 What kind of relationship do you hope to achieve with them? 

At first glance, we can discover some basic facts , such as: the apparent age of 

learners, how many there are, the male I female ratio, whether or not they have 

books, materials, pens, how they arc seated, whether they arc silent or talking or 

actively doing something, what they do in reaction to your presence. 

Beyond this, we can gain a number of more imangible, intuitive impressions based 

on our imerpretation of eye contact, body posture, comments overheard, e tc. 

Do they know each other? Do they like each other? Are they happy and positive? Do 

they seem to be ready for a language lesson? Does their reaction feel challenging to 

me in a positive way or threatening in a negative way? Are the learners waiting for 

me to say or do something? Is there a 'good buzz' about the room? 

Of all these, teachers are often initially m ost concerned with their perception of 

what the learners think of them. 'Do they like me?' and 'What do they expect from 

me?' seem to be fundamental issues for many teachers - and until they have been 

positively resolved, teachers often feel unable to work successfully. Meeting a dass 

is an important moment. It involves meeting a number of people at once, and 

many initial impressions may be formed, by both teachers and students, in those 

first few seconds. 

_ I wanted them to love me 

Here is Yvette - an experienced teacher - talking about what she used to worry 

about when she first met a class. Do you relate to her feelings at all? 

'When I started teaching, I seemed to spend a lot of my time worrying about 

whether the class liked me or not - well, I could almost say I was desperate that 

they should love me. I felt as if I couldn't do anything unless they were on my side, 

as it were. I think this got me spending too much time trying to entertain the class

which led to some funny lessons and we all had a good laugh - but I'm not sure they 

got what they really needed from me. I think nowadays I still want to have a good 

relationship with my students, but somehow I've come to terms with the fact that 

whatever I do, some people probably won't adore me or what I do. That sort of sets 

me free to worry about the lessons and the students and what they are learning

more than worrying too much about my own feelings. ' 
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_ Changes In class mood 

list some possible factors that might explain a change in class mood from one 
teacher to the next. 

This is clearly a basic, essential question - and is probably more to do with teacher 
attitude than with the tasks,games" memodology, etc used. Students respond [0 

me way you respond to them. If they find you unhelpful or not listening to them, 
then no amount of jolly games will put back the sparkle. 

\"1hatever you find when you enter class" remember that part of what you see and 
understand is related to what you yourself bring into the room, ie you often find 
what you expect to find. Teachers who go in thinking that a group of students will 
be 'keen' or 'motivated' or 'dull' or 'unhelpfu1 ' may tend to fmd exactly what they 
look for. 

_ Group characteristics 

1 Do groups have a character distinct from that of the indiYiduals in it? 
2 In what ways are people in a language class similar to each other? 
3 How might a teacher's description of a 'homogenous group' be a simplification? 

Groups do have characters and moods. I'm sure you've heard fellow leachers in a 
staff room saying things like Oh, they're a iuvely group or The group seems to have 
gelled or They are so open - happy to do anYlhing. Of course, you might also hear 
negative interpretations of group character as well: It 's like stirring mud illlhere 
today or They're very negative. 

It is interesting to notice how different teachers may evoke a markedly different 
response from the same group. Such variation can be particularly noticeable on 
training courses when maybe twO or three teachers teach the same class, one after 
the other. You can sometimes watch the class that has just been active and engaged 
'close down' when a new teacher starts - speaking less and looking down all the 
time as ifsome switch had been turned off inside them. 

It's tempting for a teacher (or a school) to view a class as a fairly homogenous 
group with a single 'level' and similar behaviour, preferences, interesrs and ways of 
working. 

The individuals in a class may have a number of things in common with each 
other. Some may be friends with others; they may come from the same 
geographical districl or work in the same place. The one thing thal everyone has in 
common is that they are in a language-learning class (though of course they may 
not have chosen to be there). Often these people are in the same room at the same 
time with strangers only because they have been placed there by the school. 

Beyond any common features, there will be significant differences ber-veen 
people; it's nO( only age or levellhat differs in learners - they may also have 
different: 
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Figure 4.1 lndlvldual differences 

Motivation 

Many learners have strong external reasons why they want to study (to get an 
exam pass, to enter university, to get a promotion, to please their parents, etc). 
This is often called exter"al moti'lXllion. Others may be studying just for rewards 
within the work itself (the fun oflearning, setting oneself a personal challenge, 
etc), often referred to as i"lemal motivation. In either case, the strength of their 
motivation will be a factor in determining how seriously they approach the work, 
how much time they set aside for it, how hard they push themselves, etc. You may 
see this reflected in things such as how often homework is done, how thoroughly 
new items are revised between classes, how ' tuned in ' students are during lesson 
timcs.A frequent cause of difficulties within classes is when there is a significant 
mismatch of motivation levels amongst the course participants, eg some students 
who desperately need to pass an exam next month alongside others who want a 
relaxed chance to char and play games in their new language. 
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Multiple intelligences 

The traditional idea of humans having a single, unified 'intelligence' may be 
rather limiting. Howard Gardener has suggested that people could have seven 
'intelligences' (maybe more!): 

1 linguistic 
2 visual 
3 musical 
4 logical/ mathematical 
5 bodily f feeling 
6 interpersonal (contact with other people) 
7 intra personal (understanding o neself) 

Gardener suggests that we probably all have these seven intelligences but in 
different proportions. So one person might be strong in musical and bodily 
intelligence, while another may be Stronger in language and understanding other 
people. T raditional education systems may have tended to focus on some 
intelligences over others, especially on language and logical intelligences. 

Sensory preferences 

Writers in the field ofNLP (Ncuro-Linguistic Programming) have noted that 
humans tend to have different sensory p references, ie some people respond best 
to hearing things (auditory), others [0 seeing them (visual), while o thers learn best 
when they can touch and feel tangible, physical objects (kinaesthetic). When 
planning classes, you may naturally b ias lesson ideas towards your own sensory 
preferences, so it's worth remembering to ensure that, over time. there is a range 
of working modes appealing to visual,auditory and kinaesthetic learners. 

_ Working with Individual differences 

What implications does the list of individual differences above have for the 
teacher? Here are three different teachers' views. As a generalisation, do you feel 
more in common with Gy6rgy. Tibor or Edit? 

Gy6rgy 

~ 
You can't really take all these individual differences into account. 
The important thing is to ·teach the class'. 

Tibor 
~ I teach v",y Uttle to the class as a whole - but my class has lots 

~ of individual tasks and small-group work. I think the classroom is 
. ~ always a set of private lessons - as many as there are individuals. 

Edit 

Ii. You can adapt class lessons to respond to many individual needs 
and differences within the group. 
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There is no right answer, but classes certainly seem to have their own character
one often surprisingly different from the sum total of individuals in it. Many 
teachers (like Gyorgy) pitch their lessons at the perceived character, level, needs 
and likes of a generalised feeling of th is group identity. They may not be 
concerned with any individual differences and feel their primary task is to work 
with the class 'as a whole', maybe using a supplied syllabus or coursebook and 
interpreting their job as aiming 'to cover' the required material in a certain period 
of time. Such teachers may be responsive to some kinds of feedback from the class 
as a whole, mainly tending to pick up on whether the majority of students are 
keeping up or not and perhaps providing extra practice if they aren't or less if 
they are. 

They expect and accept that some of what is done will be unsuitable or 
uninteresting or impossible to follow for some members of the class, but they feci 
that that is 'the price to pay'. Especially with large classes, the p riority seems to be 
to maintain the sense of progress and to hope that as many people can keep up as 
possible. Such an approach may be problematic, as there is a danger in 'teaching' 
withom close reference to the individuals that arc doing (or nOt doing) the 
learning. 

Tibor takes the opposite position - that whole-class lessons generaUy won't 
work because of the variety of people in a class. (fhe can pull it off, such an 
'individualised' approach would probably be a very valuable class to be a part of. 
Many other teachers might find that his goal of trying to respond to the range of 
different individuals in a room quite demanding fo r a teacher, requiring a greater 
quantity of planning beforehand and, in class, perhaps a constant moving around, 
with some careful listening and focused individual help. 

Edit's solution is a compromise position that involves working with the class as a 
whole while attempting to also take individuals into account. 

Teachers such as Edit may aim to teach the class by pitching the lessons to what 
they perceive as the majority of the group, but 'keeping in touch' with the others
by asking questions, adding extra comments and explanations. offering special 
tasks for some students, dividing the class to work on different things at some 
poims, choosing topics that appeal to different groups of learners, designing tasks 
that appeal to differem learning styles and preferences, etc. 

Edit's position is one of the classic balancing acts of teaching - to maximise 
working at every individual's level, fulfilling as many wishes and needs as possible 
while also keeping the entire group engaged. 

How can we pull off this balancing act?There are no easy answers, but it probably 
involves a combination of gathering useful feedback from learners (see Section 4) 
and using you r intuition (see Chapter 3, Section 10). 

It is hard to know how best to work with individuals if you know nothing at all 
about them. However, even to find out a little basic information (say even about 
one tenth of the items in the 'individual differences' list above) for each person in 
our class may seem an overwhelming, unrealistic, unachievable task-It might still 
take the whole school year to just do that! And even ifwe did know the answers for 
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the entire Jist, there might seem to be no way we could effectively apply this 
knowledge. 

However, many impossible things turn au( to be all right when I try them! Despite 
the apparently daunting nature of the task, it's still worth a go -as even learning 
one new thing about a learner can dramatically affect future classes. And the marc 
I manage to find out, the bener tuned my lessons like to quiz 
your srudcnts about their differences, try using the 
resource on the DVD. 

2 What level ar e m y studen ts? 

_ Organising students Into levels 

1 What is your school's structure of class levels? 
2 00 you know of any other ways of organising students into classes? 

Commo n level structures in schools 

Many schools divide learners into classes at named language levels, often using 
coursebooks labelled for those levels. A common strucrure is: 

Advanced 

Upper intermediate 

Intermediate 

Pre-intermediate 

Elementary 

Beginner 

Each of these levels may be subdivided, eg into Intermediate I, Intermediate 2, 
etc. Schools often plan progress on an assumption that it will take the average 
learner a certain period of time to move from one level to the next, eg 45--60 hours 
of classroom time (plus homework) to move through a third of one of the named 
levels. Just to add to the confusion, an 'hour' may mean different things in 
different places: for example, a 'period' of 45-50 minutes is referred to as an 
'hour' in many countries. 

~nlere are other level systems you may come across. An influential onc from the 
Council of Europe categorises learners as follows (with approximate indications 
of their correlation with the earlier level scheme): 

C2 Mastery (= Nearly native-speaker level) 
C 1 Operational proficiency (= Advanced) 
B2 Vantage (= Upper intermediate I Post-intermediate) 
BI Threshold (= Intermediate) 
A2 Waystage (= Pre-intermediate) 
A 1 Breakthrough (= Beginner I Elementary) 

Other educational institutions may structure class levels around exams that 
students rake, naming classes after the exam they are preparing for, eg using the 
Cambridge ESOL exam suite of KET, PET, FCE, CAE, CPE, etc. 

IELTS is another important exam, often taken by people who want to go to 
another country for employment or to study. However, unlike the earlier exams it 
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aims to testa broad range of levels - so a learner who is in an LELTS preparation 
class might be anywhere between Intermedjate and Advanced. 

Whereas, with adults, class make-up is typically organised on the basis of their 
perceived language level, in children's courses classes are more often based on 
students' ages. 

Of course, aU of these concepts of level are quite broadly painted. We now need to 
look more closely at the idea of , level' . 

_ Mixed-level classes 

1 Have you ever said This class is very mixed lever? What are some of the causes 
of mixed·level classes? 

2 Do students in your school automatical ly move up from level to level at the end of 
a period of time? What problems can this cause? 

h is tempting to see all learners in one class as at a certain named level, eg 
Pre-intermediate. Yet teachers often come out of class complaining that the 
students seem to be very mixed in level, and they may blame teachers who 
designed the placement tests or the school policy of class creation. The most 
common reasons are: 

Grouping by age : In secondary schools, students are often grouped by age, 
and this seems very likely to lead (0 problems if some learners are significantly 
stronger or weaker than others. 
Keeping groups together: A typical problem in many schools is caused by 
the fact that it is often less troublesome for school administration to keep 
learners together as a class, course after course, rather than to keep separating 
them and mixing them up. Because learners will progress at different speeds, 
this means that, even if a group was similar in level at the start of a course, there 
may be vcry different 'exit levels' at the end. If that class now continues en 
masse to the next course level, the differences between participants will become 
more and more pronounced. 

• Placement testing: Placement procedures are another cause of'mixed-level' 
problems. Placement by language level sounds sensible, but even this can be 
problematic, because an o\'erall'level' only gives a very general idea as to how 
good someone will be at, say, listening to a university lecture or how much 
vocabulary they can use. Placement testers sometimes give priority to 
friendship or personal requirements rather than level when creating classes. 
Insufficient levels: Learners may be together in the same class because the 
school doesn't have sufficient levels to fine-tune the classes more. 

' What level is the class?' 

When I hear a teacher asking about the level of a class, J am reminded of the 
question 'How long is the coastline of Britain?', to which the answer is ' It depends 
how long your ruler is.' The more closely and carefully you measure, the more 
complex the answer becomes. 

So, concerning level, how close are you looking? If you look from a kilometre 
away, maybe seeing the class as a group ofpeopJe when we can't make out any of 
the individuals, then calling a class 'Pre-intermediate' can make sense - it's a 
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useful general classification that gives a reasonable overall picture of what they 
might know and what they might be able to do. It suggests material we can use and 
activities we can plan, and will probably allow us to teach (and survive) at least 
until we have a more accurate picture to guide us. 

However, as soon as we move in a bit closer. say, to stand a few metres away from 
them, we notice that this group of people is made up of some very different
looking individuals. If we check the overall abilities of each person, we find that 
some are 'weak Pre-intermediate', some 'mid-Pre-intermediate' and some 'strong 
Pre-intermediate'. Maybe there arc even some people who seem to belong to 
another level classification, say 'Elementary' or 'tntermediate'. 

tfwe move in even closer and stand next to one of these people (and talk to her), 
we might find out even more.We might discover that this person's general 'level' 
masks the fact that she has a range oflevels over the different language systems 
and skills, eg perhaps her knowledge of grammar is very good, her vocabulary is a 
little weaker and her speaking and listening are very much poorer. 

We could look even closer than this, of course, and find the specific kinds of tasks 
that she is competent in or weak in, eg she can fill in an application form, but uses 
an inappropriate style for writing a formal letter requesting information. 

General Idea 
of overall 

class level 

General Idea Individuals' Individuals' 
of Individuals' levels in variOUS levels over 

levels systems and skills specific tasks 

closer 

Figure 4.2 Level: how dose are you standing? 

Conclusions about level 

\Xlhat conclusions can we draw? 

• Every learner has an individual range oflevels. 
• Every class is a mixed-level class. 

When we plan lessons, we need to remember that we are planning something that 
may not be appropriate for some and may be easy or difficult for others, etc, which 
is why the planning is only one part of strucruring a lesson. In the act of teaching, 
we need to constantly notice and respond to feedback in order to adjust and 
redirect work moment by moment to make it as effective for each individual as 
possible. 

3 Learners and their needs 

Learners have distinct, individual reasons for being in a class and learning 
English - even when these are not consciously known or recognised. We can 
teach better if we know more about these. 
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_ Ways to find out about learners' needs 

What are some practical ways that we could find out useful data about learners' 
needs for learning a language? 

The various tools, procedures and materials used for finding OU( aboU( learner 
needs usuaUy come under the heading of'Necds Analysis'. Often a Needs 
Analysis includes not only information about why learners might need language 
in the future, bU( also information about: 

where learners are starting from: their present language level, current problems; 
• what learners would like to learn (which may be different from what they need); 
• how they want to study it (people have very different preferences about how 

they learn things). 

We might use formal gathering procedures (eg setting questionnaires or tests) or 
approach it more informally (eg gleaning information from chats and activi ties 
over a period of time). 

Some key tools would be: 

• writing: the learner writes commenlS, information, answers to questions. etc; 
• speaking: the learner speaks with you or with other students; 
• obse r ving: you observe the learner at work (in class or at the workplace). 

Ifwe expand on those general headings. we can generate ideas for creating a 
variety of Needs Analyses (NB you're likely to want to combine a few ideas, rather 
than use one exclusively). 

Needs Analysis 

Writing 

The learners are asked to: 

• fill in a questionnaire (eg about their work, interests, previous study); 
• choose the best answer from a selection (eg ' I like doing written work for 

homework," llike to do reading for homework,' ' I like to go over classwork for 
homework,' ' I don't like homework'); 
gap-fill (or complete) sentences (eg ' In class, I particularly enjoy working 
on . . .'); 
delete the things that are not true for you (eg ' I never I sometimes I often have to 
write in English'); 

• take a language test; 
• tick the picture I diagrams that represent their use of English (eg pictures of 

office telephoning, greeting customers); 
write a paragraph about topics set by teacher (eg ' Your successes and 
difficulties with speaking English'); 
write a letter I an email I a note to your teacher (eg 'Your hopes for this course'); 
write a homework essay about what you want to learn and why. 
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Speaking 

You can: 

interview learners individually or in pairs; 
plan activities to focus learners on specific issues, leading to discussion; 
ask learners to select (and reject) items from a menu or a set of cards, d iscussi ng 
their reasons with each other; 

• ask informally for advice about what would be useful to work on next Jesson; 
• collect oral (or written) feedback comments (eg about the usefulness of work 

you are doing) at the end oflessons; 
show the intended coursebook for the course and discuss it together with the 
class (eg Shall we use it? How? How much? Pace? etc); 

• get learners to help plan the course, the week or the next lesson; 
• organise a social event at which informal discussions on needs arise; 

ask learners to describe I draw I make a model of their workplace or a diagram 
of their company StrUCture, etc. 

Observation 

You can: 

set the students tasks to do in class that will allow you to observe them working, 
speaking and using language. This will give you a chance to diagnose their 
language I skills problems and discover more about what they need; 
if you have a one-to-one student, it may be possible to observe him at his 
workplace and get a realistic idea of what he needs to do with English; 
ask each learner to bring in samples of material they work with (or expect to 
work with in the futu re): leaflets,lencrs, tasks, professional magazines, etc. 

NB If the learners' i.rlJ:lI.ge level is low, many of the Needs Analysis ideas 
a quick answer! Copy the 

!~~~tionnoi" resources on the DVD to 

_ Using data from a Needs Analysis 

You've done a Needs Analysis with your learners, using a few of the Ideas from the 
list above. You're hoping that the data will be useful to you, but you are also aware 
that Needs Analyses can be problematic. 

1 Think of some reasons why the information you have obtained might be unhelpful 
or even untrue. 

2 If the information is useful, what could you do with it now you've got it? 

Needs Analyses are not always as useful as teachers hope they might be.This may be 
because learners (for some reason) have not taken their task seriously enough and 
have produced linle information, or information they have not thought very carefully 
about, or even untrue information.lbis suggests that it is essential to carefully 
introduce a Needs Analysis task so that learners understand the importance and 
value of what they are doing and take an appropriate amount of time to complete it. 

One useful purpose in doing a Needs Analysis (even if you entirely ignore the 
resulting data!) is to allow learners to discover that other people in the room have 
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different views, expectations and needs than themselves. It's natural that a student 

might imagine that everyone in class has approximately similar ideas to his own; to 

discover the breadth of different views can be an important ' light-bulb' moment, 

and thus a Needs Analysis can be a vital awareness-raising activity, quite apart 

from any data that comes out of it. 

'But, teacher - you know best' 

Students may fmd the concept and practice of Needs Analysis difficult. They may 

greet a Needs Analysis with comments such as You are the leaCher- you know beSl, 

or You decide.! lruSt you. This may be because the learner genuinely doesn't know 

what he wants or needs, or it may be because he can't be bothered or doesn't think 

that it is a student's job to think about things like this. 

Many students may have spent their whole educational career being told what to 

do all the time,constantiy presented with work that has included minimal clements 

of choice. They may never have stopped to realise that what they learn and how 

they do it involves their own personal choice, and that il is their own time and 

energy they are investing. It may be a real surprise to be asked what mey want or 

need, and not surprisingly they might need a clear explanation as (0 the purpose of 

it-and guidance as to how to start thinking about and conveying their ideas. 

Humans don't necessarily think first and then write down their ideas. Often I 

don't know what I think about something until I start writing my ideas down; then 

I find during the process of writing that my thoughts are becoming clearer and 

more structured. Maybe then I have to cross out the first two paragraphs, but I 

needed to write them to get me to paragraph 3 (which is a cracker!).Your students 

may find that the same thing happens to them when they start to wonder what 

their needs are. The process of writing (or talking) about things helps to give some 

form to thoughts that maybe didn't exist in any clarity until then. (I often find 

myself saying something like the content of this paragraph to suspicious learners; 

it sometimes helps!) 

You may still come across the 1000/0 'abdicating' student - one who gives up the right 

to make any decision about his own future. It's worth pointing out to such a srudem 

that he is crediting me, the teacher, v.rith magical, wizard-like 'mind-reading' abilities. 

My response will probably be to state that, yes, I do know something about language 

and tcaching, but I am nOt an expert on him and have no insight into the inside of his 

head, his past life and learning, his preferences or his future plans. 

I hope - by means of explaining why it is important - to encourage this learner 

to realise that 'learning' is not another product that one buys ready-made off the 

shelf, but is something that has to be adjusted and remade every time. It is a 'living' 

thing, not a piece of dead meat. I don't always manage to persuade every learner, 

but it 's worth trying! Curiously, the hard-line abdicator is often the very same 

student who complains at the end of courses, saying how unsuitable and useless 

the course was, and how the teacher knows nothing about what students need. 

Other problems with Needs Analyses 

Other problems with Needs Analyses may arise when the learners have not 

themselves chosen to do the course (eg because the students have to anend 

secondary school or because a course has been chosen and paid for by an 

employee's company). Of course, in these circumstances, a Needs Analysis may 
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serve an additional purpose: encouraging the course participants to start taking 
ownership of their course, making choices about what they want or need (rather 
than assuming that everything has already been decided and is cut and dried). When 
people feel they have some power or responsibility over what happens to them, it 
can really change their attitude to it. Of course, with any Needs Ana1ysis, there 
might be a danger that, in asking people what they want or hope for, you might lead 
them to expect that e\'erything they ask for will happen. Having said that, I guess it's 
much bener to find out rather than to pretend that the differences don't exist. 

Wha t can you d o with the data? 

Anyway, let's assume the information you get is true and useful. There are still 
potential problems. What can you do with it? Maybe you consider the learners' 
wishes are inappropriate or not realistic o r not possible, or that the range of needs 
stated are too wide-ranging within the group. What are the options for making use 
of this data? 

_ Balancing course plans and needs 

Imagine a situation where you're a class teacher and you've already devised (or 
been presented with) a course plan before the course starts, How could you let the 
data obtained from a Needs Analysis influence or change that plan? 

This largely depends on your own attitude as a teacher: how much do you want 
the course plan to be changed? Do you have the time or resources to take up all 
the ideas?There are a range of possibilities, some of which are listed below in an 
approximate order from 'taking least account of the data' to 'taking most account'. 

Least Take no account of the Needs Analysis data. Continue with the 
course as if the data hadn't been collected. 

Review the data, but decide that your original course plan is likely to 
achieve something very close to the desired outcomes, so continue 
using the original plan. 

Continue with the course as before , but allow the data to influence 
small aspects of how you help or deal with individuals in class. 

Continue with the course as before but add in a limited number of 
extra activities, lessons or variations to satisfy some stated needs 
or for certain individuals to do for homework (or in class). 

Replan the course, much as before, but aiming to cover the material 
in faster time (or drop elements) in order to add in a larger number of 
extra activities or lessons to satisfy some stated needs. 

I 17 Replan the course to incorporate substantial elements of the needs 
alongside relevant elements from the original plan. 

Put the original course plan to one side and base a new course plan 
Most entirely. 
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Of course, your original Needs Analysis may itself have incorporated an element 
in which learners themselves helped replan the course, in which case, your best 
option is probably to try using that! 

The options towards the top of the list will probably seem to be (initially, at least) 
less 'troublesome' to you. In many cases, you will consider it simpler and more 
straightforward to teach direct1y from a 'ready-made' course plan or a coursebook 
with only minimal (or no) reference to learner needs. And it is quite possible that a 
satisfactory course will ensue, achieving the intended aims for a number of learners. 

But, although there is this chance of success, this type of course is also likely to 
produce learner feedback at the end along the lines of ' It was OK, but it wasn't 
really what I wanted.' You will only be able to offer learners what they really want 
or need if you find out what this is (even if they don't think they know what that is 
themselves) and by doing coursework that directly addresses this. 

That's not to say that addressing needs won't be tricky- it may mean seeking out 
new materials, varying cherished routines and activities, finding ways to satisfy 
apparently conflicting wishes of different people, etc - but, in the long run, 
learners will probably notice and appreciate the way that me course is addressing 
what they need, rather than simply offering up some 'off-the-peg' solution. 

4 Getting feedback from learners 

Teaching is primarily an act of alert'tuning in '. By that, I mean that the more you 
are able to understand the group, the more successful the lesson is likely to be. 

The classroom you create 

Many teachers operate their lessons as if the class werc a machine imo which 
raw materials can be fed and which, whcn used with certain tech niques, will 
produce predictable outputs. This can lead to classes that move forward through 
a coursebook or syllabus, but may not lead to much learning that is sign ificam or 
useful for many of the individuals in the class. It is at this level that many 
reachers operate on a day-by-day basis. Materials and techniques on their own 
are sufficient to run a course in a superficially successful way, but although 
authorities may be satisfied at recordable data (pages turned, books finished, 
syllabus covered, exa ms passed, etc), the learning that has been achieved may be 
largely illusory. It is all too easy to spend one's entire teaching career in this kind 
of teaching and never to risk the breakthrough through the invisible ceiling into 
another kind of class, where you approach the class as a living being rather than 
as a machine. It is this second kind of class that this book encourages you 
towards. 

In observing lessons, it often seems to me that the least successful teachers are 
those who: 

• work 'at right angles' to the class (ie they do not notice and take into account the 
needs and wishes of the learners, but work to their own priorities and in their 
own choice of ways); 

• create a physical and psychological distance between learners and teacher; 
• do not pick up (sometimes subtle) signals from learners about what they think, 

what they want; 
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• do not elicit feedback about opinions on course, content, methods, working 
styles, etc; 
do not deviate from their own plan I agenda; 
keep up their own 'rad io babble' (ie a constant stream of space-filling, though 
often low-Quality, talk) to block out the incoming signals from the class; 
find time-filling activities (such as writing at length on the board) to save them 
from having to communicate more with learners. 

Ineffective, unhelpful teaching is teaching that proceeds forward (perhaps 
according to a plan, according to what you wanted to do, according to what the 
book says, according to a syllabus, according to whatever) without reference to 
what impact this is having on the learners in class. 

The essential engine ofa richer, more productive learning environment is 
communication, two-way feedback from learners to teachers and vice versa. 

You could now ,u~s~e; !!!~iili.:raSk 6 on the DVD to examine the teacher's role 
in the learning el 

Why is it hard to tune in? 

When you start teaching, it 's hard to think very much about anyone other than 
yourselflf you're anything like I was, you might have a tape recorder of worries 
echoing in your head, even more so if you are being observed. When I watch new 
trainee teachers in the classroom, I often notice how they have so many concerns 
about their own actions and words as a teacher that they find il very hard to rune 
in to the other people in the room. 

These are a few of the worries you may feel: 

1 hope I don't say anything silly. 
• What on earth can I do next? 
• Do they like me? 
• That activity only lasted three minutes, and I thought it'd last 45. 
• This is lasting forever, and 1 thought it would take three minutes. 

I feci so confused. 
• I don' t really understand this thing I'm leaching. 
• Is the observer going to catch me out? What's she writing? 

This activity is so boring. 

Finding a way to turn off this internal noise and start listening to the genuine voice 
of feedback from outside is often a difficult, slowly acquired but important 
leaching skill. In gaining feedback information from learners, we learn to adjust 
and fme-lUne our intuitive responses. 

Avoiding feedback 

Many teachers never ask for feedback from learners. Some teachers ask for 
feedback occasionally, often in a way that elicits what they want to hear. Some 
teachers get feedback that they allow to affect and alter what they are doing. 

Teachers may avoid feedback because they fear hearing comments about their 
work. orne more they avoid it, the more dangerous it becomcs, because ungi\'cn 
feedback piles up like floodwater behind a dam. When they do request feedback, it 
can be mostly 'token', to feel as if they have 'done some feedback' and found out 
what they wanted (0 hear. 
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I want to hear 
confirmation 

that I am doing 
a good job. 

I hope If they have 
any probleme, they 
are only email onee. 

What wilt I do If 
they aek for thlnga 

I can't provide? 

o'--"--~-""-/ 

o 
o I want to collect a 

o 
o 

o 

I will want to 
expla in and defend 
comments made 

0
0 quantity of useful 

o about me. 

0000 0 

I don't want 

( ~ 

Information. 

I would like people 
to be honeat, even 
if It'e hard for me 

to deal with. 

I will lIeten and 
make notee. 

Of course, there may be many reasons why learners don't give useful. honest 
feedback. 

Whatever I aay 
won't make any 

difference. 

Doeen't ehe know 
what we need? 

(If not, why not? 

Surely ahe muat 
have noticed 

how I feel? It'e her jobl) 
~~---./ 0 0 ~~~ 

o 0 0 
She will take it o 0 0 

o ~.o 0 0 
00 0 o~~o 0 critic lee anything. 0 0 0 nr.a .. \V~ 0 0 0 

out on me If I What doee she 
want to hear? 

o 0 , ~.1.\\ 0 

-~-'v-",O 0 0 \~i' - ')'\) 0 0 r 0 ... / \~ 0 
She just wante "t:-J 0 
to be praiaed. ~ 

If I really said 
all the things I 
want, It would 

eound greedy or 
too negative. 

Feedback is probably only really useful when the channels are open all the time) 
which suggests a different way of working from many traditional teaching 
situations -and a different relationship. Can you imagine a course in which the 
students genuinely direct or influence or affect the programme on a consistent 
basis and with positive outcomes? How could this come about? 
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Getting useful feedback - some starting points 

Don't think of feedback as a once-a-term thing or just as a formal requirement 
from your school. Visuause it as moment-by-moment need to find out whether 
you and the class are on track. 

• Clearly, you can overdo it - you don't wanl the class to groan at being asked 
How useftllwas ,llOl activity? again and again - but don't let this worry pre\"ent 
you from even starting to explore their reactions and responses. 
Whether you go for oral or wriuen feedback, vary it. Don't turn it into a ritual. 

• Some common feedback opportunities: feedback at the Slart of a lesson, at the 
cnd ofa lesson, at the end of a week, at the start of a new courscbook unit, at 
the end of a unit, before the class docs an activity, after an activity, as the core 
topic of an activity, written at home. 
Ask small questions (eg U;'lIich activity today tlX<IS most difjiclilt/oryou?) as well 
as b ig ones (eg How lise/III is the course/or YOIl?).They are easier to answer. 
Ask simple, factual questions (eg How many words today were new/or )PQll?) as 
well as evaluative questions (eg tl7Jijcll activity djdyou e"joy most?). 
Design a simple feedback form. Photocopy and hand it out (or dictate it to 
students). You could aUow them class time to discuss the questions before they 
write, or ask them to fill it out at home. 

• Ask students to write you a lener about the course. Specify exactly what you'd 
like them to d iscuss, or leave it open for students to raise any issues that they 
want to. 
Set aside some time, ask open questions that enable them to say what they want 
to say, and gear yourself simply to listen and learn (rather than to defend 
yourself, argue or contradict). Ask them what they really think. If your intention 
is only to hear 'nice things', then that is probably all you will get. 

Doing feedback of any sort may be difficult for you the first time, but the cnd 
result of increased honesty, openness and mutual respect will almost certainly 
have a great long-term benefit, the more so if you implement changes in yourself, 
the class or the course that are responses to the feedback. 

5 Learner training 

For mc, learner traini ng means 'raising student awareness about how they are 
learning and, as a result, helping them to find more effective ways of working, so 
that they can continue working efficiently and usefully, even when away from their 
teacher and the classroom'. More simply, it means 'working on teaching learning 
as well as teaching English'. 

Learner training, therefore, includes: 

\\lork on study skills, eg use of dictionaries, reference material, workbooks, 
notebooks, filed material; 
student examination of the process of learning and reflection on what is 
happening, eg of teaching strategies you use (and the reasons why you use them). 

In both cases, it seems important to include these as strands throughout a course. 
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Three ideas to start learner training 

1 Integrate study·skills work 

Include study·skills work as an integrated fearure of your lessons, eg when 
working on vocabulary, include a short exercise mat involves efficiently looking 
up information in a dictionary. Similarly, when me students have found some new 
words to learn, you could make them aware of the variety of ways of recording 
vocabulary in their notebooks (see C hapter 8, Section 6). 

2 Let them into the secret 

Teachers sometimes prefer the 'surprise' approach to teaching methodology; 
often students don't really know why they followed a particular procedure or did a 
particular activity. Teachers often assume that meir own reasoning will be 
transparently obvious to their srudenrs, but it rarely is. So it can be very useful to 
tell students before a lesson what's going to happen and why. At the end of the 
lesson, you can review not only the content, but also the way that it was srudied. 
For example, after a listening skills lesson, talk through the procedure with the 
srudents: IVlly did I sel a taskjirsf? !Vas it necessary to understand every word? What 
dId UN! do next? IVhat helped youleam? IVllat dIdn't help? 

In this way, they will also be learning a melhodology that they can repeat for their 
own use when they listen to audio recordings at home or in a language laboratory. 

3 Discuss process as well as content and procedure 

The content of your lessons is the English language. The 'procedures' are your 
methodology (which, as I suggested above, is worth talking about with srudents). 
The third area is 'process'. By this, I mean the lesson as viewed from the learner's 
point of view. You're doing certain things as a teacher, but what is going on for 
each individual srudent? 

It can be very valuable to set aside time in class simply to discuss the subject of 
' learning on this cou rse' in order to recall what's happening and reflect on it. This 
'process review' will allow you and tile learners to clarify what is happening. 
Simply talking about what is going on seems to have a very beneficial effect,quite 
apart from any new ideas or solutions that arise from it. 

You could now use 
learner's point of view. 

7 on tile DVD to examine a lesson from a 
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~rnis chapter provides a basic introduction [0 analysing language. Even if you 
know relatively little about grammar, the next section will show you a way to 
analyse granunaticai form for teaching purposes that doesn't depend on 
knowing grammatical terms. Section 3 then gives a brief introduction to the 
actual terminology. 

1 Analysing grammar: an introduction 

Before teaching a grammatical item, it is essential that you understand it well. This 
usually involves some research and careful thinking. Even after many years 
tcaching, the night before a lesson I still find myself checking my gram mar books, 
books on usage, a dictionary or two - and then making a few notes. Different 
tcachers will consider d ifferent things, bur my own thinking and research typically 
includes the following steps: 

• Select the grammar items I want to teach. 
• Fine-tune the selection: am I clear about precisely what is , isn't included, eg if 

it's a verb tense, am I deal ing with o ne meaning or more than one? Affirmative 
form? Negative? Questions? Exceptions?Typical student problems? etc. 
List situations, places and relationships in which the language is typically used. 
Brainstorm between five and ten typical everyday sentences that use the 
grammatical item in a natural way. 

• Select one of these sentences as a 'target sentence': it should be realistic and 
natural. (Choosing one target sentence helps me focus my plann ing so I know 
exactly what language I am aiming to work onj it doesn't mean that my students 
will only meet this one example of the language item.) 
Decide o n a situational context (that I could describe, draw, mime, etc) or a 
possible text (reading or listening) that I could use to focus on the language. See 
page 161 for an example of this. 
Analyse the form of the target sentence. 

• Analyse the meaning - with concept questions - of the target sentence. 
Analyse the pronunciation of the target sentence. 
Analyse typical student problems likely with the target sentence. 
Decide what I hope learners could achieve in a lesson on this item. Write this as 
a 'main aim' for the lesson. 

2 Analysing language: grammatical form 

Traditionally, a fo rm analysis for classroom teaching purposes has been based 
around sentences, and most grammar studied in coursebooks is still at sentence 
level. This is despite the fact that, in recent years, researchers have shown 
increasing interest in language beyond sentence level. 

Here is a sentence: I'm playing le1lnis toi/h Pall/this evening. What do I need to 
know about this sentence?\Vhat do my students need to know? If I take the 
sentence apart, whal have I got? 

First.1y, there are a number of words - vocabulary items - that I need to know the 
meaning of: playing, tellnis, Wilh,efJeliing, etc. in fact, the whole sentence is in one 
sense nothing more than vocabulary - words in a particular order. Some words 
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commonJy go together: you play tennis (you don't do tennis or make tennis). 
Similarly, you play tennis with someone, not at someone, and not (in this case, 
at any rate) opposite someone. These 'going together' patterns (or 'collocations') 
need to be understood and learned by students. See page 202 for more on 
collocations. 

Similarly, we might say that I'm often goes together with a verb ending with ~j"g 
(ie it's not usual for I'm to be paired with a present participle).This pattern of 
I'm + ~illg is, in fact, a regular pattern thai we can use with many other verbs. If I 
understand how to construct /'11/ play + -ing, then I can soon learn to use other 
verbs: I'm u>orking, I'm eating, etc. I can also learn that changing the pronoun and 
the 'm (to 's or 're) has other generalisable results. The pattern itself generates a 
wide range of different possibilities quite separate from the vocabulary it uses. By 
changing the vocabulary, I can utilise the pattern to talk about a variety of 
different things. We have now,of course, started to look at the area of grammar. 

Grammar is concerned with the form of the language: that is, the patterns, the 
regularities, the nuts and bolts you connect together in different ways. Some 
common items have names: the past progressive tense, reponed speech, 
uncountable nouns, relative clauses, etc. 

In the sentence He was going to arrive at ten o'clock, we can isolate wasgojng loas a 
grammatical item. It has a consistent meaning that remains, even when we change 
the other items that surround it: Mike was going co clean the whole garage, The 
agmcy was going (0 cancel all comracts. There is only one variation in form: was 
sometimes becomes were, and it is not too hard to pin down the reason why this 
happens. It is also dear that was going to must normally be followed by a particular 
kind of word. For example, bookshelf, Imderwacer, laltghed, cookillg and by are not 
usually possible, whereas swim, laugh and cook are. \'Ve can now summarise our 
understanding of this piece of grammar as follows: 

arrive 
was 

going to cook ( ... ) ... 
were 

swim 

The same sentences could be summarised in grammatical terms as follows: 

subject + be past simple + present participle go + to + infinitive 

I find the first version both easier to unders(and and easier to manipulate and use; 
knowing that arrive and cook arc infinitives is sometimes essential, but, at least at 
low levels, studems seem to find 'patterns' (as in the table) more user· friendly 
than grammaticaJ terms. 

Analysing grammatical patterns 

Summarise the underlined grammar patterns using either a table or grammatical 
terminology. 

a Michael used to work in Moscow. 
b I'll haye finished by midnight. 
c How many apps haye you downloaded? 
d Did yoy fly over the Alps? 
e I'm playing tennis with Silvia this eyenjng. 



2 Analysing language: grammatical form 

Substitution tables 

Mary 
Has Juan 

he bought 
book 
chips 

eaten the chocolate ? 
you read story 

Have they magazine 
your friends 

This is a substitution table. By reading from left to right, choosing one word 
from each section, you can make a large number of grammatically correct 
sentences (although the meaning may require a little thought). A table such as this 
could be both a stimulus to practice activities in the classroom and a way of 
recording the studied grammar in notebooks. After working on new grammar, I 
often gt:t learners to help me construct a substitution table on the board, which all 
the class can then copy into their books. 

Simple variations on a table can alter the level of challenge involved: for example, 
removing the horizontal line in the substitution table above makes an activity that 
requires more thought on the student's part. 

Similarly, blanking out a column or leaving spaces in a column and getting 
srudems to invent words to go there adds to the difficulty (and probably the 
interest): 

Mary 
book 

Has Juan 
he chips 

the ............... ? 
you .. ............. 

Have they ............... 
your friends 

Oral practice in the form of drills (see Chapter 7, Section 4) is often based around 
substitution (abies. 

_ Writing a substitution table 

The following substitution table is for Wh-Questions (Who. Where. When. Why. How. 
What) in the past simple tense 

Where you go 
What he eat 
How did she see ? 
When Karolina do 
Why the teachers run 

Use a grammar book to help you write a substitution table for W~ Questions using 
the 'interrupted' past progressive tense (eg What was he doing when the guests 
arrived?). 

101 



Chapter 5 Language analysis 

102 

3 An introduction to English gralDDlar 

This introduction to gram matical terminology can only provide a starting point 
and a few signposts. It may be of use to you if you feci you are starting out without 
any bearings at aU. It's likely to be most relevant (0 native English speakers who 
have never studied their own language much and feel adrift amongst the quantiry 
of terminology. But bear in mind that this isn't any morc than a quick summary.To 
do any teaching of grammar, you'll need to use grammar books and other 
reference sources. 

Verbs 

_ Recognising grammatical Items 1 

Find at least one example of each of the fOllowing in the text below: a past 
participle , a base form, an auxiliary verb, an imperative and a multiword verb. 

Broadband Internet has become much 
cheaper over the last few years. Take up our 

special offer in the next seven days, and 
we'll throw in a free three~month subscription 

to the best viru5~protection service. 

Past participle: become 
Base form: lhruw 
Auxiliary verb: has, will 
imperative: take 
Multiword verb: lake up, throw in 

Verbs are usually listed in coursebooks and grammar books in three columns 
which show: 

1) the base form, 2) the past form, 3) the past participle. 

The base for m is used to make the prescnt simple (eg they walk or she rum). 
Putting the word lO in front of the base form makes an infinitive (eg to nm). 
Infin itives without to are called bare infi nitives. 
A prescnt par t iciple is made by adding -ingto the base form (sometimes 
requiring spelling changes). It is used in progressive tenses (eg we're arriving or 
he was singing). 

• The past form is used in the past simple tense (eg I coughed).There are regular 
past forms (endi ng in -ed) and irregu lar ones (with various forms). 

• The past par t icip le is used in perfect tenses (eg he's gone or they had begun). 

T he most commonly studied tenses and verb forms are: 

present simple 
• present progressive (also called present continuous) 
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• present perfect 
past simple 

• past progressive (also called past continuous) 
• past perfect 
• will 

going to 
• conditionals 

used to 

Many lenses require use of auxiliary verbs. These are short verbs such as dtJ, be 
and have which are used together with other main verbs. For example, tl'tt're 
making bread includes the auxiliary verb are (contracted to 're) and the main 
verb making. 

Modal auxiliaries are the auxiliary verbs may, might, must, shall, should, will, wouJd, 
can, couid (plus some other semi-modals such as ollght to and have LO) that show 
the speaker or writer's attitude or interpretation of the topic being discussed. 

When teaching verbs, you need to make sure that you cover not only affirmative 
statement forms, but also negative forms and questions. Students also need to 
know how to form imperatives (telling someone to do something), passives 
(focusing on the thing done rather than the doer) and conditionals (1/ ... , etc). 

Many English verbs are not simply single words but multiword, comprising a 
main verb and one or more particles. For example, the sentence Her jligJulook off 
at 3.40 includes the multiword verb lOok off. Students and cou rscbooks often 
classify these as phrasal verbs or prepositional verbs. 

Nouns and n oun phrases 

_ Recognising grammatical Items 2 

In the text below, find at least one uncountable noun, a pronoun, a compound noun 
and a noun phrase. 

Hey! When you said it was just a little 
studio flat, I never expected this! There's 
50 much light, and that panoramic view 

over the river is just amaZing! 

Uncountable noun: light 
Pronoun: YOII, it, I, this 
Compound noun: srudiofll1l, panoramic view 
Noun phrase:just a liule studio f1al, so milch light, panoramic view over lhe n'ver 
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An important grammatical distinction with English nouns is whether they arc 
cOIUltable (ie we can count them: one pencil, lWO pencils. etc) or uncountable (ic 
we can't count them: 0He flJe81he", ffi'6 weettlii!n). Some nouns (eg paper) can be 
countable with one meaning and uncountable with another. For example There's 
some paper on the table vs. He reads two papers every day. 

Compound nouns are made of two or more words, eg noun + noun or adjective + 
noun, but act as ifthcy were a singlc,one-word noun. Examples are slreetliglll,jirst
aid kit, video recorder. 

Noun phrases arc combinations of words that act as ifthcy are nouns (ie we 
could substitute a noun for them). For example, in the sentence I saw a realJy 
strange animal with vertical black alld white stripes alJ down its side, all the words 
after the fi rst two makc up a nou n phrase which could be substituted (with somc 
loss of information) by lhe words a zebra. 

Pronouns can be used instead of nouns or noun phrases, usually in cases where 
we already know what is being referred to, eg in the sentencelohn saw it, the word 
it is a pronoun. 

Prepositions 

_ Recognising grammatical Items 3 

How many prepositions can you find in this sentence? 

Put the ladder next to the cupboard, the toolbox 
under the stairs and the hamster in her cage? 

next to, under, in 

Prepositions are generally short words (or phrases) that tell us about: 

where something is (prepositions of place), eg on the rabie, at the bus Slop, agaillSt 
the wall; 
the movement of something (prepositions of movement), eg tou>ards Madrid, 
over the bn·dge; 
when someth ing happens (prepositions of time), eg at half past eight, on 
Christmas Day, illlhe afternoon; 
relationships berween things, such as cause and effect, eg because of 

Many words require the use of a specific preposition. For example, in the semcnce 
Chen listened to the news, the verb listen requires the preposition to. You listen to the 
news, notal or over it. 

Prepositions also occur as particles in multiword verbs (see above). 
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_ Recognising grammatical Items 4 

Find a comparative, a gradable adjective, an ungradable adjective. an indefinite 
article, an adverb of frequency and a relative pronoun in the fallowing ted. 

He gets to the cafe at about ten and always taKes 
the comer seat upstairs. It's smOKier and rather cold, 

but from his point of view, it's a brilliant choice - the only 
seat that has a view over the whole street. 

Comparative: smokier 
Gradable adjective: cold 
Ungradable adjective: briLliam 
Indefinite article: a 
Adverb of frequcncy: always 
Relative pronoun: thai 

Adjectives 

Adjectives give us more information about a noun or a noun phrase; for example, 
in the sentence There's a tall tree next to tIre hostel, the word tall is an adjective. 

When we compare things, we use the comparative form of an adjective. For most 
words. this is made by adding -erto the adjective, eg taller (sometimes with spelling 
changes). Longer adjectives make the comparative with more. eg more delightful. 
There are a few irregular comparatives, eg worse is the comparative form of bad. 

~lb say that something is 'the most' or 'the least', we use the superlative form. For 
most adjectives, you add -est (sometimes with spelling changes) and put the before 
the adjective. Longer adjectives make superlatives with the most, cg the most 
astonishj'lg.Again, there are irregular ones, eg the worst. 

Some adjectives are gradable, ie we can use them with modifiers to say there are 
different amounts or degrees of something, eg Il'S a bit hal, It's rather hot, It's very 
hot, It's extremely hal, etc. 

Some adjectives already show extreme conditions or describe things that can only 
be one way or the other with no intervening area. These cannot normally be 
graded in any further way, ie they are ungradable. Examples arc excellem, huge 
and esse1llial. 

Determiners 

Determiners are words that come in front of nouns or noun phrases. The term 
includes articles and quantifiers. 

Theis the definite article. A and an are the indefinite article. Uncountable 
nouns never take the indefinite article. When we have new information to state, we 
generally introduce it the first time with the indefinite article. The definite article is 
used when our listener or reader already knows what we are talking about; the 
noun it introduces is not new information. The following sentences show 
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examples of both: There is a very interesting library just OUlside Budapest. The Jibrary 
has over two million books. 

Beyond this, the guidelines for use are quite complex! 

Quantifiers tell us how much of something mere is, eg IolS of cake, afew boys, some 
apples, nOl mudl imerest. 

Adverbs 

There are some easily recognisable kinds of adverbs.lney are words that: 

tell us how someming is done (adverbs of manner), eg quickly, angrily; 
• tell us when someming is done (adverbs of time), eg soon, nowadays; 

tell us how often something is done (adverbs of frequency), eg regularly, usually; 
• tell us where something is done (adverbs of place), eg there, nearby; 
• tell us how much there is of something (adverbs of degree), eg very, rather; 

indicate an opinion or attirude, eg luckily, surprisingly. 

I never get on with adverbs. T hey always seem like the word class for everything 
that no one knows how to classify. If you can't work out what word class 
something is, it's probably an adverb! 

Relative clauses 

Relative clauses are parts of sentences that tell us more information about 
someone or something, eg in the sentence Canyou see the car lhat's parked outside 
the church? the relative clause that's parked outside the church tells us more 
information about which car is being discussed. 

Relative clauses often start with a relative pronoun, eg lhat, who, which, when, 
where, why, what, whose. 

Where to go from her e 

• Don't try and sit down with a grammar book and learn it; better to integrate 
your learning with your teaching. If you are going to teach the past perfect 
tomorrow, then sit down and research it tonighl. Read and rake notes. Make 
friends with the item. 
Slowly build up your grammar knowledge in this way, lesson by lesson, 
item by item. 
Make good use of the notes in Teacher's Books that accompany all major 
coursebooks.There are often a lot ofhcJpful hints about the lesson's grammar. 
Bur don't rely on only this information. You must get and use your own 
grammar references as well. 

• I often find that I need to refer to two or three different sources to really get my 
head around an item of grammar. It's interesting that grammatical description 
isn't fixed and set in stone. Different books can take very different angles on 
things, often classifying in different ways and giving different names.You need 
to gather and sort all this out in your head and decide what is most useful and 
helpful from your perspective. 
Having researched and got comfortable with a new grammar item, let it senlc in 
your head and then think coolly and calmly as to what small part of that you can 
deal with in a single lesson. 



4 Analysing concept: the meanings of words 

Some new native-speaker teachers get 'grammar drunk' when they s[an 
teaching. Having previously known little about their own language, they do 
their research and then find it so exciting that they go into class wanting ( 0 tell 
their students about aU that they have learned. Remember, you need to know as 
much as you can about grammar. But your students cannot absorb it all in one 
go. Good research should not lead to a 40-minute lecture on 'Everything I know 
about the p resent perfect'. 

It 's worth noting that there are different kinds of resource book that may be 
helpful, including: 

• Traditional grammars, \maen mainly for academics or native speakers, can be 
a bit overwhelming for the teacher. 
Pedagogic grammars are written specifically for teachers. These often include 
helpful notes about typical errors and student problems. 

• Usage books arc guides to how the language is used.They refer to grammatical 
points, but also include information on vocabulary and pronunciation issues, 
style, idioms and so on. The items may be organised alphabetically o r according 
to meanings or functions radler than by grammatical class. 
Student g rammars and workbooks often present bite-sized (or one-page-sized) 
nuggets of grammatical information alongside exercises to practise those points. 
Studems often like working through these, exercise by exercise, at home. They 
arc also a useful resource for teachers because of their clear, straightforward and 
sho rt explanations, often with usable teaching examples and contexts. 

4 Analysing concept: the meanings of words 

Meaning isn't as precise as we might feel it to be.At what point exactly does a 
Slream stop being a Slream and become a river or a brook or a creek or something 
else? Are mere fi xed and defmable differences between these meanings, o r is there 
a degree of' fuzziness' here? 1s it partly down to personal interpretation, to our 
own fcclings? 

Even where the dividing lines between one meaning and another seem clear, are 
they in the same p laces in o ther languages? Does language X interpret and name 
things in the world in the same way as language Y? Does it, for example, see leaflel, 
booklet and brochure as different things or as one thing -or even subdivide them 
further into more names?Translations of words cannot be exact because different 
cultures have interpreted the world around them in different ways. 

These arc obviously difficulties for learners and teachers. ln o rder for us to help 
our learners, it's going to be important for us to analyse the meaning oflexical 
items as effectively as we can. In this section, we'll consider three ways of doing 
this, looking at the components of meaning of lexical items, the meaning of lexical 
items in context, and meaning in relation to orner words. 

Components of meaning 

Imagine that a student is reading a text and comes across the sentence Liz took her 
wellingro"s off H e asks you 'What does wel/inglo1lS mean?'. Well. what docs 
wel/it/glons mean? A dictionary wrinen for native speakers says: 
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1 Also called 'gumboots'. Brit. knee-length or calf-length 
rubber or rubberized boots, worn esp. in wet conditions. 
Often shortened to 'wei lies' . 

2 Military leather boots covering the front of the knee but 
cut away at the back to allow easier bending of the knee. 

((19: named after the 1st Duke of Wellington] 

(Collins English Dictionary) 

OK, that's clear, and relatively easy for a good user of English to follow, but it is 
more problematic for a learner, for a number of rca sons: 

The definition is written in language more complex than the item being defined: 
if the reader doesn't understand wellingtons, then it is possible that he will also 
not understand knee-Ienglh, calf, rubber, rubberized, worn, esp., shortened. The 
whole entry is in a 'dictionary style', which may be hard to interpret. 

• There is no distinction between the everyday meaning (1) and the much rarer 
second usage (2). 

• There arc no examples of how these words might be used. 
• Common,everyday knowledge, feelings and reactions that we carry around in our 

head are ignored,cg \vcllies areoften black or green; \\'Cllies are associated with 
farmers, rnmblers and fishermen; wellies can get very smelly; you have to pull them on. 

In a classroom where a student has just asked Teacher,wllat meam 'weJ/iligtom'?I 
can help the student understand the meaning by: 

avoiding language more complex than the word I'm trying to explain; 
focusing on the most important usages; 
using examples; 
using my own and the student's knowledge and feelings to focus on what we 
understand by this word. 

One way to make language less complex is to avoid words that the students arc 
unlikely to understand. Another way is to avoid complex grammar. Another way is 
to keep your sentences short. In the example below, I have combined information 
from the dictionary definition with my own knowledge, and then segmented this 
information into small, bite-sized chunks, each chunk vcry simply stating one 
feature of this information in simple language: 

Wellingtons 

You wear them on your feet.* 

You wear them when it rains. 

You wear them in the snow. 

"ney're made ofrubber.* 

You wear them when you walk in or 
ncar water. 

You wear them when you walk in mud. * 
Farmers often wear thcm. 

Fishermen often wear them. 

Walkers often wear them. 

You wear them when you don't want 
your feet to get wet. 

You wear them so that your feet will 
be dry. 

They are difficult to take off. 

They are often black o r green. 

They are quite tall. 

Sometimes they are smelly! 

My socks come off in them. 



4 Analysing concept: the meanings of words 

I have put an asterisk beside the three sentences that seem to carry the essence of 
what wellies are; I \ ... ·ould use these sentences if I had to explain the meaning to a 
foreign student. However, a combination of any four or five of the sentences above 
would probably give a student enough information to understand what wcllingtons 
are. After all, in many cases, we won't be teaching the student what wellies are (they 
may well have them in their own country); we are simply trying to allow them to 
recognise that these new words are the English way of describing something that 
they know in their tongue. (Conversely, some students may not know what they 
are, and we may have to teach a new concept as well as a new word.) 

_ Analysing meaning 

Segment the meaning of the following words into their component parts, using 
language that is less complex than the words themselves: a calf, a watch, a clock, 
a poster. 

a calf It's an animal. It's a cow. It's young. 

a walch It tells you the time. You wear it on your arm. 

a clock It tells you the tUne. You see it on a wall, or a table, or a cupboard. 

a posler It has a big picture o r an advertisement. It's made of paper. You can 

put it on a wall in your house. You can see very big ones on buildings 

o r beside the road. Many ad\'crtise cars, airlines, fizzy drinks, etc. 

Meaning in context 

_ Finding missing words 

In the following short text. fill each gap with any appropriate word. 

There was (1 ) t.-afflc an tho way from tho 
airport to town and, when we eventually arrived at 
the hotel, it was (2) late. Luckily, we 
had phoned tha"t moming and (3) a 
room, 00 the rueptionis"t was (4) us. 

Unless you decided to be poetic or dramatic or to create any other specific effect, 
you will probably have found that each gap suggested a small set oflikcly 
alternativcs (0 you, perhaps: ( I) heavy; (2) quite ! rather / very / really; (3) reserved / 
booked; (4) expectillg. These are not ' right' answcrs, they are simply some of the 
most common or natural words for these contexts. You probably chose some of 
them because they seemed to 'go together' naturally (eg heavy lraffic rather man 
crowded traffic). Others you may have chosen because of the meaning of the text 
(eg 100 late might have seemed grammatically possible, but in the context of the 
second sentence, it made no sense). 
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Collocation 

When words typically 'go together' with certain other words, we can say that 
they collocate. Thus heavy collocates with traffic; so do jam, cop and light. Such 
collocations are an essential key to using English well. It may be that knowledge 
of collocations is morc useful to a student than an understanding of the fine 
differences of meaning between words. Perhaps it doesn't really matter exactly 
what the detailed meaning of book a room is (ie docs it happen differently in 
different countries?); it's much more important to understand its general meaning 
and to know that il is the normally used word in this context. 

We can help srudents better understand meaning in context by: 

• pointing out collocations when they occur; 
designing activities thal focus anention on the collocations of particular lexical 
items (eg finding a number of words that might come after high); 
encouraging the usc of dictionary research to check whether a collocation is 
typical or not; 

• setting text gap-fill exercises; 
asking learners to guess meaning from clues in the context, rather than always 
relying on explanations or dictionaries; 

• getting learners to predict likely meanings or lexical items before seeing or 
hearing a text (eg This story is abo"t two people arriving in a strange town at night. 
lV'hm words do you think might be illihe story?). 

You'll find more ideas in Chapter 8. 

_ Anding collocations 

Find one or more collocations for each of the fOllowing: 

safety, blonde, feel, bad 

Relations between words 

The meaning of words is often clearest when you can see them in relation to other 
words. 

_ Relationships between words 

What is the relationship between the words within each group below? 

1 hot, cold 
2 on, off 
3 stroll, amble 
4 drink, lemonade 
5 flower. pot, spade, seeds. weedkiller 
6 nation, national, International. internationalist 
7 fair, fair, fair 
8 fair, fare 

flot and cold are opposites or antonyms. Because we can vary their meaning 
with words such as very or quite (eg very hot, quite hot), they are known as 
gradablc antonyms. Hot and cold could be represented diagrammatically as [\\10 
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points on a straight line representing a scale of tempera[ures. We could add 
other words at various points along the same scale, cgjreezing, wanll, boiling. 

2 Another type of opposite. In this casc, we cannot grade the degree of 
oppositeness: a thing is nonnally either on or off Lexical items such as these are 
known as ungradable antonyms. 

3 These two words have a similar meaning; we cou ld say they arc synonyms. In 
fact, hardly any words have an exact synonym; the fact that two words exist 
usually means that there is some distinction between them. 

4 One word includes the orner. Lemonade is a type of drink. We can imagine this 
as a family-tree diagram, with drink as the 'parent' (superordinate) and 
lemonade, whisky, 'Waler, milk, etc being the 'children' (hyponyms). 

5 This group of words are all to do with the subject of gardening or jarming. 
6 If we take nation as the roO( word, it is possiblc to form the other words by 

add ing prefi xes (eg inter-) or suffixes (eg -at or -ist).These oftcn change the 
grammar (noun, \'erb, adjecth'e,etc) of the word (usually through adding a 
suffix) and I or the meaning (by adding a prefix). Many of the effects are 
generalisable; fo r exam ple, adding -alcan make a noun into an adjective (cg 
"alion, nalimlai; music, musical, etc). (The study of such pieces and how they 
combine together is morphology.) 

Relationships such as the ones in 1-6 are useful both in assisting an initial 
underslUnding of the meaning of new items and as a key to recording and 
remembering them. A group ofrclated words is likely to be more memorable than 
a list of unrelated items. Diagrams, such as scales or trees, can provide a useful 
visual hook for memory. It may also be useful to analyse relationships such as 
7 and 8 in order to help clarify confusions and problems: 

7 Words can have more than one meaning, sometimes quite unconnected. 
Context and collocations are essential clues to deciding which meaning is 
intended Uair hair, afair trial, thecoulllyfair). 

8 Different words, with different spellings, can be pronounced the same. 

5 Analysing concept: grarrunatical meaning 

I I'm playillg leWUS wich Pall/chis evening. 
2 'hadthecarrepaired. 
3 He/ell used to smoke. 

What do these sentences mean? How can I state the meanings as simply as I can, 
as clearly as I can and, if possible, using language that is itsclflcss complex than 
the language I am trying to explain? 

00 these criteria sound fam iliar?We are going to deal with the meaning of 
grammar items in the same way that we looked at vocabulary in Section 4, by 
anempcing to split sentences up into their component concepts. 

_ Analysing grammatical meaning 
Here is sentence 2: I had the car repaired. 

First of all, let's distinguish the grammar from the specific vocabulary used. At the 
moment, we are not primarily wanting to help students understand the meaning of 
caror repaired. let·s assume they know those for the moment. Rather, we want to 
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help learners understand the grammat ical concept, in this case the idea of have 
something done. We need a way of analysing concept that will be applicable even if 
the vocabulary items change. 

look at the sentences below and underline the ones that contain part of the 
essential meaning of the sentence I had the car repaired. Cross out those ones 
that you feel are wrong or do not apply. 

1 I repaired the car. 
2 I bought a car. 
3 Someone repaired the car. 
4 The car had an accident. 
5 I used to have a car. 
6 I didn't repair it myself. 
7 I paid money for the repair, 
S I took my car to a garage, 
9 I arranged for this to happen. 

10 My car runs well now. 

Sentences 3 and 9 carry the essential meaning of I had the car repaired. Sentence 6 
is also true and might help to make the mcaning clear. We don 't know if sentences 
2,4,7,8 and 10 are true. They may be, but the essential meaning of I had my car 
repaired docs nOlleli us this information. Sentences 1 and 5 seem untrue. 

The lexis changes but the concept remains 

Consider some variations on I had lhe car repaired, keeping the grammar, but 
changing the vocabulary, eg I had my haircut, I had a new lockjilled, I had lhe 
swimming pool emptied. The situations are all different. but the core meaning is 
always thcrc. lfwc change the appropriate vocabulary words. in the concept 
sentences they still work: 

Someone elil my hair. 

Someonejiued a new lock. 

Someone emptied the swimming pool. 

I didn't cut it myself; 
I arranged fo r this [0 happen . 

1 didn't fit it myself; 
I arranged for this to happcn. 

I didn't empty it mysel f; 
I arranged for this to happcn. 

_ Creating statements that focus on concept 

Focus on the meaning of the following sentences (and especial ly on the underlined 
words) by making two, three or four clear. simple statements. 

1 She's been reading since she came home. 
2 I'd rather haye a lemonade. 
3 Helen used to smoke. 
4 I'm playing tennis with Paul this evening. 



5 Analysing concept: grammatical meaning 

Once you have decided on your sentences, it's simple enough to turn them into 
concept questions. These arc basically the same as the statements, but in question 
form, with very simple answers -often no more than 'yes', 'no' or 'perhaps'. 
Again, they focus attention on the core meaning. 

Consider the concept questions for I had the car repaired: 

Did someone repair the car? (yes) 

Did I arrange for this to happen? (yes) 

Did I repair the car myself? (no) 

_ Making concept questions 

Turn your sentences for Task 5.12 into concept questions. 

She's been reading since she Cflme home. 
Is she reading now? (yes) 
When did she start reading? (when she came home) 
Was she reading all the time? (yes) 
Will she stop reading now? (perhaps; I don't know) 

2 I'd rather have a lemonade. 
Do I want a lemonade? 
More than something else? 
A lot more? 
Is it very important to me? 

3 Helellllsed lOSII/Oke. 

Did Helen smoke? 
On a number of occasions? 
Regularly? Often? 
Does she smoke now? 

(yes) 
(yes) 
(probably not) 
(no) 

(yes) 
(yes) 
(perhaps) 
(no) 

4 I'm playing tennis with Pall/this evening. 
Willi play tenn is with Paul this evening? (yes) 
Have I already arranged this? (yes) 

Why a na lyse concept? 

What are the reasons for being so clear about meaning? if you understand what 
the meaning is and can focus on it in simple and clear ways, then it is obviously 
more useful to the students than when you explain at length, fail to pinpoint the 
essential components of meaning and use complex language. 

By asking concept questions, you can also establish whether students are clear 
about meaning. You could, of course, ask 'Do you understand?' every time you 
teach something, but whether the answer was 'yes' or 'no', it would actually tell us 
almost nothing (students say 'yes' for fear of seeming srupid, because they don't 
want to waste time, because they don't want to be asked any more questions, etc). 

Perhaps one other reason for doing this kind of analysis is also becoming clear. 
The grammatical name for the I'm + -ing structure in sentence 4 above is the 
present progressive. Yet, in the analysis of meaning, we discovered that the 
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meaning is not really to do with me present - in fact, it's a sentence aboUl me 
future (and, to some extent,abour me past, when the tennis date was actually 
arranged). It's worm noting that the grammatical names of language items can 
acrually get in the way of understanding the meaning. A srudent who believes that a 
present tense must talk about the present may need some convincing that it can 
also refer to the future! Similarly, a teacher who does not clearly separate the issues 
of form and meaning may confuse stu dents. A focus on form is useful, but it will 
have considerably less use if there is no par.dld focus on meaning. 

, '\,11' t" .. n , .. 
"". u"lIlIk ~1f1II technique on the DVD 

6 Analysing communicative function 

Why do people speak o r write to each other?To show off their ability to make 
grammatically correct sentences? Obviously not. T here is no point making 
perfectly formed sen tences if we do not succeed in getting our point across. We 
speak or write because we have messages to communicate or there is something we 
hope to achieve. These purposes are the communicative function of what we say. 

_ Communicative purpose 

If I say the following to you, what are the likely results? 

1 Could you pass the sugar? 
2 Hey! Time to get up! Come on! 
3 Can I help you? 
4 Cheers! 
5 A day return to Brighton. please. 

1 You pass me the sugar. 
2 You wake up, then get up (quite quickly). 
3 You (a customer) see me (a shop assistant), reply and maybe gi\'e me a chance 

to sell you something. 
4 We raise our glasses and drink. 
5 You sell me a train ticket. 

How we convey our meaning 

It's worth noticing that \ve don't explicitly say ' I request you to pass the sugar to me.' 
The communicative function is not always directly stated or transparent. Its success 
is achieved because listeners are used to interpreting what such exchanges mean. We 
can clarify the purpose of many statements by adding back in the 'missing' verbs. 
For example, the other sentences in Task 5.14 could be reworded like this: 

2 I alert you with 'Hey' and inJorm you that it's time to get up! It/rge you to hurry 
up with 'Come on!'. 

3 I offer you help. 
4 I celebrale our being together and invite you to start drinking. 
5 I request a day-rerum train ticket to Brighton, please. 

In many cases, it's hard to decide exactly what the communicative function is 
unless we know the context and who is speaking. 



6 Analysing communicative function 

_ Analysing functional language 

For each of the fOllowing, suggest one possible context and who might be speaking 
to who. What might be the speaker's purpose? 

1 Phew. It's cold in here. 
2 The fish is very good today. 
3 Well, actually I 'm a bit busy at the moment. -Sentence Possible context Who? Possible meaning 

Phew. It's cold at home husband to wife I (politely) request you 
in here. to close the door. 

The fish ;s very in a restaurant waiter to I recommend that you 
good today. customers order the fish dish. 

looking at menu 

Well. actually in the office business woman I suggest we 
I'm a bit busy at to colleague who could talk another 
the moment. has just asked time rather than now. 

a question 

C ontexts and meanings 

Of course, many other contexts and meanings are often possible. it is worth 
working with your students to make sure they understand how language takes on 
different meanings depending on the context and how it is said, and that they get 
practice in making and interpreting language. We can use a grid such as that abo\'e 
to provide an interesting awareness-raising exercise by including only a part of the 
information and asking students to speculate on possible other elements. 

Sentence Possible context Who? 

The fish is very waiter to 
good today. customers 

in the office 

A fuller version of this task is given 

_ Making errors with function 

What is the problem in these situations? 

Possible meaning 

Will you close the door, 
please? 

Could we talk another 
time rather than now? 

1 A foreign student staying as a guest with an English family says I want breakfast 
at seven o'clock. I want two sandwiches and a cup of chocolate. 

2 Student 2 stops someone in the street and asks What have you got on your 
watch? 
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Although each sentence is grammaticaUy correct, each seems wrong in a different 
way. What is correct and suitable in one set of circumstances is partially or 
completely inappropriate in another. Example 1 might just be acceptable in a 
hOlel, but as a guest in a family, it is plain rude. 

We might ask a friend to Pass tIS that newspaper, wi/lyou?, but to a Stranger in the 
dentist's waiting room, we are more likely to say Excuse me. Could)'OlI pass me thal 
paper? Knowing the grammar of the language back\vards is often little help in 
fo rming expressions such as these; students need to discover what is appropriate 
in a particular siruation. They also need to learn some complete fixed expressions. 
Thus, for example, in sentence 2 Haveyougollhe time on YOII?or Cat/you tell me 
the time? would be correct. 

F unction s and their exponents 

Examples of language uscd to achieve a particular function are known as 
exponents of a function. Thus Haveyou gOl the lime onyolI? is an exponent of the 
function of , asking for information'. Some exponents arc fixed formulae mat 
allow for little or no alteration: you can't really change any word in HaveYOIl got the 
lime 01lYOII? without losing the meaning. Other exponents have more generative 
possibilities: COllldYOlltcli me the way to the station? is usable in a variety of 
situations by substituting different vocabulary for statio". 

Por classroom purposes, teachers often think of communicative functions under 
general headings such as 'complaining" 'asking fo r information', 'sympathising', 
etc and plan lessons to introduce students to sets of useful exponents which they 
can practise in activities such as role plays and communication games. 

_ Functions and exponents 

Match the functions below with the exponents on the right. There may be none , one 
or more than one exponent under each heading. 

1 Giving instructions a Put it in the bag. 
2 Refusing b Thanks, but I can·t. 
3 Apologising c I don·t think you·re right. 
4 Disagreeing d Surely not! 

e Well, to my mind, the UN has the best 
chance. 

f rm awfully sorry. 
g We regret any inconvenience caused. 
h I do apologise. 
i No. I won't. 

Write the answer in your book. 



1 a, j 
2 b, i 
3 f,g,h 
4 c, d,e 

6 Analysing communicative function 

_ Stress and Intonation in functional exponents 

How important are stress and intonation to the correct use of the exponents in 
Task 5.i7? 

Stress and intonation are very important. A change of stress and intonation (in 
relation to the specific context) can make an exponent change its function. For 
example, I'm awftdly sorry could be a genuine apology or a sarcastic expression 
of anger; It's midday could be a reminder, information, a warning, an invitation, 
a demand 10 hurry up, etc. 

_ Ailing In a function table 

Try filling in the following version of the function table: 

Sentence Possible context Who? Possible meaning 

It's midday. Reminding him to phone. 

It's midday. Warning her to do it now. 

It's midday. Inviting him to have some food. 

It's midday. Hurry up! 

There are no right answers to this sort of task (though some answers seem less 
likely than others). Students often enjoy fi nding convincing but funny solutions. 
Everyday contexts are probably the most useful to explore.eg the first could be a 
girlfriend to boyfriend who has had a job interview and was told to call back at 
twelve o'clock to hear the results. Asking students to consider how to say this in an 
appropriate way (and to practise it) is very useful. 

Working on appropriacy 

A lot of work in the area of function is to do with common sense and common 
politeness - and most of all to do with an awareness of audience.This,of cou rse, 
is partly cultural. We can help students become more aware of appropriacy by 
getting them to consider: 

Who arc you talking /writing to? How well do you know them? 
• How formal / informal is the relationship? 

Where are you?What unwritten rules or codes of conduc( apply? 
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Some ideas for integrating functional \"'ork into a course: 

• focusing on a functional area and studying a number of exponents; 
• role p lays: considering what to say in particular relationships; 
• listening: working out relationships between speakers; 
• deciding how different situations make one sentence mean different things; 

building dialogues and picture-story conversations; 
• acting out play scripts; 
• writing letters to different people; 
• altering written conversations to change the relationship. 

_ Relationships in functional exchanges 

What is the relationship of the speakers in the following conversation? Keeping as 
much of the original meaning as possible, change the dialogue to make it sound 
like a natural exchange between (a) two close friends; (b) parent and young child. 

A: I'm sorry to Interrupt. but I was wondering if you wanted to break for lunch yet? 
B: I'm afraid I'm still rather busy. But thank you very much for asking. 
A: Perhaps /'/1 see you in the restaurant later. 
B: Yes. That would be nice. 

7 English and English teaching in the world 

World Englishes 

English is a countable noun . There are many Englishes. 

Only a few years ago. teachers could work on an assumption that there was 
essentially one English language which was 'owned' by a small number of 
countries where it was spoken (with some widely known variations) as a native 
language: the USA, the UK. Ireland. Australia. New Zealand. Canada and a few 
more. Teachers viewed these as 'correct' models and could choose whether to base 
their course on, say, UK English or US English. 

But there arc also many other varieties ofEnglish.ln some places English has a 
second (or third) language status and may be used for education, law or 
government. for example: Singapore English, Nigerian English, Filipino English, 
Kenyan English, Pakislaru English. 

In addition, English is widely used as a liugllajranctJ (::;; a language in common) 
between people from different countries who do not speak each other's native tongues, 
whether in face-to-face interaction or via phone or the Internet. So, for example, when 
a Greek businesswoman meets a Vietnamese businessman, the one language they 
are most likely to both know (even ifit is only at a very elementary level) is English. 

In 1985, Braj Kachru proposed visualising this usage as three concentric circles of 
English. see Figure 5.1. 

The inner circle represents the countries where people would consider English as 
the first language. The outer circle contains all those countries where English is not a 
fi rst language but has historic roots. for example, countries of the Commonwealth. 

The expanding circle represents all the countries where English is nor formally a 
central part of the countr y's systems but where many people still study it as a 
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Figure 5. 1 Kachru's circles of English 

foreign language and use it as a lingua franca. This circle is expanding constanl1y. 
It is probably more than I\vice the size of either the inner or outer circles. 

Kachru suggested that the models of correct language are mainly set by the inner 
circle but that the outer circle is starting to create its own norms. David Graddol 
argues that the situation has already changed a lot since 1985 and that many 
supposed foreign language users are now so proficient in English that it is more 
like a second language for them. He proposes that we should consider levels of 
proficiency in English rather than country of origin - with an inner circle 
containing the highly proficient users - the ' functional natives'. In some countries 
where English is neither a first nor a second language (eg many northern 
European cou ntries) there may be very large numbers of highly proficient near
native speaker English users. 

English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) 

The vast majority of English-language interaction in 111e world is nOt between 
native speakers, but between non-native speakers. Having a native speaker join a 
conversation between non-native speakers is often actually a hindrance fo r them. 
The native speaker may be less experienced at understanding a range ofvarieties 
of English, less aware of his own language use and less able to adjust its complexity 
and cultural references to make it more accessible for people from other countries. 

Which raises an increasingly important (and increasingly difficult) question for 
teachers: what English is it appropriate to teach my students? Is an ' inner circle' 
native-speaker model still appropriate? 

Some writers and researchers have proposed that we should no longer be teaching 
English based on native-speaker models of correct grammar, pronunciation and 
cultural conventions. What, they argue, is the point of forcing students to practise 
saying weak form schwa pronunciations of auxiliary verbs wa5 and were in the way 
that someone in the South of England might do? !fthe majority of non-native 
speakers meeting together do not use these features, might it actually be hindering 

119 



Chapter 5 Language analysis 

120 

intelligibility to work on these?The alternative may be to work out what the lingua 
franca core is -an international version of English, a standard Global English. 
This would not be invented, but discovered by researching and analysing how 
non-native users speak when they come together. 

_ Your students ' interaction needs 

Do the students you work with need English to communrcate with English 
mother-tongue speakers? Or are they more likely to be using English as a language 
to interact with other non-native users? How does this impact on your approach? 

In many places, language teaching has for some time seemed quite UK-centric 
(or US-centric), with coursebooks drawing a lot on UK/US culture and with 
language samples mainly using one variety of pronunciation. There may also be 
an unstated assumption that learners will visit the UK or USA and need English 
mainly to communicate with locals there. 

But many learners who study the language have no intention of going to these 
places, and they may well not be learning English to communicate with native 
speakers, but in order to use it as a lingua franca, enabling them to meet (and 
maybe do business with) people from all over the world . 

So, would UK or US English be appropriate for them? How might your 
students feel about learning a simpler international English that would present 
far less of a challenge to them and which they might realistically be able to 
master and use? 

_ Choosing which variety of English to teach 

Imagine you are a Brazilian teacher of English who has just started a contract to 
work in a rural schOol in Tanzania. What variety of English is it appropriate to base 
your teaching on - your own? East African English? UK English? US English? An 
international English? 

'What can I teach?' is a question that many teachers face, especially if they take on 
work outside their home country. There is no simple answer, and there may be 
many constraints on what you choose (eg which cou rsebook you have). 

My brief, perhaps simplistic, answer is that I think you need to be aware of: 

• what your students need and expect; 
what you are realistically able to do; 

• the impact your choices might have in the long term, personally, locally, 
nationally and globally. 

Your learners' needs, such as having to take an exam that requires a certain variety 
of English or needing to communicate in a particular context, are probably 
paramount concerns. 

One approach I have seen a number of teachers adopting is that ofbeing 
completely open about acknowledging the range of Englishes available and raising 
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it for discussion and choice; for example, after playing a recording, saying 'Well, 
the person on the recording said ... but, myself, l say ... and here in this town. I've 
noticed [hat people say ... '. 

As yet, there is no agreement on what the lingua franca core might be. There 
is no standard international English, no single accepted Globish. But there 
might be one day. And in the meantime, we need to decide how these 
arguments affect our attitudes to things like correctness of grammar and 
pronunciation. 

Appropriate m ethodology 

_ It's Impossible 

In reading this book, have you come across ideas or techniques that have made you 
stop and think 'That's completely unsuitable for my students' or 'That is just 
impossible in this locality/culture'? 

I rather hope you have, because the book isn 't intended to offer any all-purpose 
solutions, but to suggest some possibilities and encourage you to enquire into how 
they might fit with your own teaching and its contex[. The kind of techniques and 
teaching strategies discussed in this book represent my version of what seems to 
me current good practice and thinking. Bm it is one person's view based on my 
experience in the kinds of schools and countries I have worked in. It may well not 
be appropriate methodology in other schools, other places, other cultures. 

There may be serious dangers in trying to 'export' en masse an approach that 
works in one place and assu ming it will also work elsewhere. The right 
methodology is the right methodology for a context.lt isn't a universal answer. 

This is not to say Lhat the right methodology is automatically whatever the status 
quo happens to be or what conservative thinkers in a locale believe to be best. Some 
teachers or managers may have a stake in maintaining things just as they are and 
reject any innovation or suggestion for improvement. In Lhese cases, the teacher 
who feels that they have something important to offer has a difficult dilemma as to 
whether it is right to implement their innovation and how to do it most effectively. 

Globa l i ssu es 

Beyond concerns about language and methodology, maybe teachers should also 
be asking about their role on the planet as a whole. 

_ Myrol. 

You might like to tryout some of these questions on yourself. 

• What cultural impact does my teaching of English have on the development of the 
country and on the use of its own languages? 

• Should I be concerned about the impact my teaching has on the world, the 
peoples of the world and the global future? 

• If I believe that some aspect of language education locally, nationally or globally 
1s bad (or not helpful) for my students (eg the exams they have to take are poorly 
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designed or not related to any real needs), should I tell them, keep quiet, 
campaign behind the scenes, etc? 

• How aware am I of the impact of what I do and say on other people's lives and 
happiness? 

• How much should I take a role in educating learners, not Just in language but 
also in raising awareness about prejudice. exploitation. environmental issues 
and interdependence? Is this part of my job? 

• What right do I have to take a stand on issues I believe in? 
• Can I playa role in establishing new sets of values among learners? (And should 

I? And whose values am I promoting, anyway?) 



Chapter 6 Planning lessons and courses 

There are many ways to approach the planning of lessons and courses and this 
chapter explores a number of these in detail. Thinking about the aims of the lesson 
you are about [0 leach is a fundamental skill for a teacher and one which impacts 
on the choices you make as the lesson prog resses. The role of English as a world 
language is also examined in Chapter 5 Section 7. 

1 Planning is a thinking skill 

Before yOll go into a lesson, it helps to be clear about what you want to do. A lot is 
going to happen on the spot in the class - you can't ever completely predict how 
learners will respond to anything-but the better prepared you are,!he more likely it is 
that you will be ready to cope with whatever happens. It is possible to leach (very good 
lessons sometimes) without any pre-planning, but planning increases the number of 
your options- and in doing so, increases your chances of a successful lesson. 

Although training courses tend to ask you to prepare detailed written p lans. it's 
important to realise that planning is essentially a thinking skill. Planning is 
imagining the lesson before it happens. It involves prediction,anticipation, 
sequencing, organising and simplifying. r sometimes wonder if the key planning 
skill is an ability to visualise before class how things might look, feel and sound 
when they are done in class. 

A written plan is evidence that you have done that thinking. It can also serve as 
a useful in-lesson reminder to you of your pre-lesson thoughts. Beyond that, 
however, it is not holy writ. It is not set in concrete. As a general rule: Prepare 
thor oughly. But in class, teach the learner s, not the plan. What this means is 
that you should be prepared to respond to the learners and adapt what you have 
p lanned as you go, e\'en to the extent of throwing the plan away if appropriate. 
A carefully worked-out plan is the end result of thinking logically through the 
content of the lesson before the lesson. Ir then informs your teaching in class. 
whether you actually follow it completely or not. Thinking through possible 
content and problems before class provides you with informed choices that 
set you free in class. But a teacher who is mainJy concerned with following a 
lesson plan to the letter is unJikely to be responding to what is actually happening 
in class. 

There are a number of general areas to think about: 

Atmosphere 
Can you visualise the characteristic atmosphere and look of the lesson? 
Can you imagine what the experience of the lesson will fee l like for any onc 
specific student? 

• T he learners 
How will the lesson engage the learners? 
Will they enjoy doing the lesson? 
Will they benefit from it? 
The aims 
What will the learners achieve? 
What arc you hoping to achieve yourself? 
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• The teaching point 
What is the subject matter of the lesson - the skills or language areas that will be 
studied and the topics you will deal with? 
The tasks and teaching procedures 
What are the things that the learners will do? 
What activities will you use? 
What sequence will they come in? 
The challenge 
What in the lesson will challenge the learners? 
Materials 
\'Vhat texts, recordings, pictures, exercises, role cards, etc will you use? 
Classroom management 
What will you say? 
How will the seating be arranged? 
How much time will each stage take? 
Can you picture the \vorking groups / the movement / the changing pace of the class? 

_ Considerations when planning 

The list below shows some more things you might consider when planning a lesson. 
Decide which items go with each of the above headings. 

• How many separate activities will there be? 
• Where will i stand or sit? 
• What do learners need? 
• What skills will learners be working on? 
• How willi contrOl timing? 
• What are some of the things that could cause difficulties or go wrong? 
• How am I going to deal with mistakes? 
• Is there going to be variety of activity in the lesson? 
• How do the lesson aims fit in with longer-term goals? 
• What do they know already? 

Important considerations when planning 

The two key questions when planning are often considered [ 0 be: 

• What is my procedure? (ieWhat sequence of tasks and activities will i use?) 
• What are the aims of the lesson? 

However, if you can answer the latter question, ie if you can be clear about what 
you hope your learners will have achieved by the end of the lesson, then perhaps 
the other questions will become easier to answer. If your aim is, for example, 'By 
the cnd of this lesson, my learners will have improved their ability to hear and 
pronounce the vowel sounds \1\ and \i:\', then you are already clear about where 
the lesson is going and you can begin to think more clearly about how you can go 
about achieving this end, what materials you need, how you will arrange the 
chairs, etc and you can start to select or invent some imeresting activities to hcJp 
reach this aim. (There's more on aims in Section 5 of this chapter.) 

My own experience of planning is that it only becomes a linear, logical thing in its 
later stages. Earlier on, it's a process of trying to think how certain material might 
work with my students or what material is nceded to aUow them to do something 
speci fic. Initially, at least, a lot of this thinking tends to be unfocused, following 
vague lines of thought or jumping from idea to idea.The semi-chaos may nOt last 
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long, but allows my personality and creativity to start owning the material. It 
usually coalesces fai rly soon into somelhing more concrete and usable. 

If you're having trouble planning. here's a possible starting paine: 

Look althe next unit of your coursebook (or whatever material you intend to 
teach with).Think about your students. Don't start writing yet! Let your mind 
wander and explore a number of ways that the two (material and learners) can 
meet. Don't dismiss the impossible or ludicrous ideas if they come; just enjoy 
them and keep wandering. Imagine having a conversation with one (or some) of 
your studentS about anything that appears on the coursebook page. What do they 
find interesting or problematic in terms of topic, activity, language? 

After a wh ile (one minute? ten minutes?), start organising your thoughts more 
systematically. Can you get a sense of the whole lesson?You'li probably need to 
start writing around this point! 

Planning becomes a lot easier if you have a clear idea as to how you think that 
people learn. We will look at this in lhe following sections. 

2 How do people learn languages? 

If we want to plan lessons that are more than simply random entertainment, we 
need a clear idea of how we think people learn language. The activities we plan can 
then closely reflect those things that we believe are an important part of the 
learning process. 

_ A student's progress when leamlng a new item 

The following list charts one possible explanation of a student's progress when 
learning a new item of language (eg a new piece of grammar). Match the labels to 
the numbered stages listed below. 

Active use NotiCing Ignorance Pracfice Exposure Undersranding 

1 The learner doesn't know anything about the item. 

2 The learner hears or reads examples of the item 
(maybe a number of times), but doesn't particularly notice it. 

~ 
3 The learner begins to realise that there is a feature he/she 

doesn't fully understand. 

~ 
4 The learner starts to look more closely at the item and tries to 

work out the formation rules and the meaning, possibly with the 
help of reference information, explanations or other help. 

~ 
5 The learner tries to use the item in his/her own speech or 

writing (maybe heSitantly, probably with many errors). 

~ 
Y6 The learner integrates the Item fully into his/her own language 

and uses it (without thinking) relatively easily with minor errors. 
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From top to bottom, the labels are: 

1 Ignorance; 2 Exposure; 3 Noticing; 4 Understand ing; 5 Practice; 6 Active use 

Ignoring 'Ignorance', we could put the other items together in a slightly expanded 
diagram showing how they might all fit together (see Figure 6. 1). 

L_ ___ I_n_p_ut ____ ~1 LI ~~L~e;a;rn~in~g~~IIL-----u-s-e----~ 

RESTRICTED EXPOSURE 
Reading 
Listening 

AUTHENTIC EXPOSURE 
Reading 
Listening 

OTHER DATA 
Coursebook information 

Teacher explanations 
Grammar books, etc 

Understanding 

Memory 

Reflection 

Noticing 

Preparing 
(to speak/write) 

Figure 6.1 The process oflearning 

_ 'Restricted' and 'Authentic ' exposure 

RESTRICTED 
OUTPUT 
Speaking 
Writing 

AUTHENTIC 
OUTPUT 
Speaking 
Writing 

The diagram is a little more complex than the shorter explanation given earlier. 

Exposure is separated into 'Restricted' and 'Authentic' exposure - what might this 
mean? 

Exposure to language may come through texts that are specially prepared and 
simplified for students (restricted) or are unadapted, authentic texts from 
non-specialist sources (authentic).The following section looks at these 
distinctions in detail. 



2 How do people learn languages? 

Exposure 

The distinction between authentic and restricted is whether the exposure comes 
from a text that is realistic - or reasonably like a normal narural text (= authentic 
exposure) - or if it is from a text that is recognisably simplified or perhaps including 
an unnarurally high number of examples of a specific target item (= restricted 
exposure). From a teaching perspective, the d istinction is important, as we may 
need to adopt different approaches to a text that is not specifically learner-friendly 
than towards material written to achieve specific teaching purposes. 

Authentic exposure 

This is exposure to language when it is being used fairly narurally. For example: 

Reading magazines, books, articles, product labels, etc 
Listening to small talk and listening to recordings, radio, etc 
Watching English films o r television channels (eg Cartoon Network) 
Living in a place where the language is used 
Hearing incidental language used in class 

• Reading pieces of language on notices, posters, etc around the classroom 

Restricted exposure 

Exposure to texts specifically designed to be accessible to learners - and probably 
to draw anemion to specific language points. 

The texts will often: 

be specially designed for learners, providing clear examples of target language 
items being used in context; 
be simplified through use of graded language; 
have unusually high quantities of specific target language items. 

Learners may: 

listen to you say sentences that exemplify the language point you are aiming to 
work on; 
read or Listen to coursebook texts designed to present features of certain 
language items; 
read examples of particular fearures of language in a grammar book. 

A passion for 'authentic materials' (eg newspapers, advertisements, letters, etc) 
has dominated language teaching for some years. This was a natural reaction to 
the previously very unnarural texts of many earlier teaching materials. However, 
it 's probably less important to strive for authenticity in classroom materials in 
favour of selecting material that is intrinsically interesting, engaging and relevant 
for your specific group oflearners. 

Stephen Krashen has hypothesised a distinction between acqu isition (ie 
language that we pick up subconsciously when we are engaged in communicating 
and understanding messages) and learning (ie language we consciously study 
and learn about, for example in a classroom). 

Krashen suggests that acquisition is the significant process here, and that 
language we learn is only of any usc to us in monitoring and checking our 
communication. In order to acquire language, we need to be exposed 
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to comprehensible input, ie rcal messages communicated to us that arc 
comprehensible but just a little above our current level. If i stands for a 
learner's current level, then ideal comprehensible input would be i + 1 (ie just 
above the current level). This suggests an important role in the classroom for 
exposurc that is restricted (ie gmded) in order for it to be at an appropriate level, 
ie not tOO simple, but juSt above the level of the learner. 

Output 

We can make a similar distinction between output that is deliberately simplified 
or controlled - maybe because of a teacher instruction or by the nature of a 
particular task that makes the load on the learner less demanding (= restricted 
ourput) - and freer or more natural interaction which might have many stresses 
and pressures (= authentic Output).The focus on restricted output tends to be on 
getting language right, whereas the emphasis on authentic output is more often 
the quality of communication of messages. 

Authentic output 

Speaking or writing using the full range oflanguage learners have at their disposal. 
For example: 

• Discussions 
Meetings 
Small talk in a cafe 

Restricted output 

Writing a postcard 
Negotiations 
Charting in class 

Speaking or writing that requires learners to use less than the full quantity of 
language they know. Learners get a chance to practise using language in ways that 
are controlled or deliberately simplified (maybe by a teacher instruction or by the 
nature of a particular task) in a way that makes the load on the learner less 
demanding. For example: 

• Drills 
• Written gap-fill exercises 
• Grammar practice activities 

'Repeat what I say' 
Simple games based on saying very similar sentences (eg 'Simon says') 

This analysis only defines some broadly different types oflearning stages. In 
reality, it's not always clear-cut as to which category things fall into -and for both 
exposure and output. 'authentic' and 'restricted' are really end points on a 
continuum. rather than two all-excluding categories! 

Figure 6.1 also added other clements - showing things that go on inside the 
learner's head, such as noticing, understanding. memory and preparing. For the 
moment, we'll just address one of these: noticing. 

_ Noticing 

Recall a specific example - from 'real life' or from a class you have taught or 
observed - that shows someone 'notiCing' or having their attention drawn to an 
item of language. 



3 Sequencing lesson components 

Noticing is seeing or having one's ancntion drawn to the meaning, form or use of 
language itcms. For exam ple: 

When a learner is reading a text, she stops and thinks ' I've seen that structure 
before - J wonder why it has that ending?' 

• In class, a teacher says Look at lille three- is that verb in the past orpresem? 

What is your theory of learning? 

It's important to remember that Figure 6.1 reprcsents one generalised (and 
possibly incorrect) theory of how a language item is learned.lr's important that 
you check our whether this theory fits with your own personal idea of how people 
lea rn - and then, whcn you read any other book on this subject, check the theory 
out again. Quite a few teachers laugh at or reject the idea that 'theory' should play 
any part in what they do in class. I'd )jay that, at the \'ery least, you do need to 
tackle onc basic question: how do you think people learn language?WithoUl some 
personal answer to this, the work you do in class is hit-and-miss. You need to sort 
out why you arc doing the things you do. (And make sure you keep doubting and 
questioning!) 

Figure 6.1 only shows the process of learning. It doesn't describe how that might 
be brought about, eg in a classroom lesson. It isn't a lesson plan! So, the next 
problem is ( 0 decide what we can do as teachers to help such a learning process 
happen. And obviously we will want to devise classroom work that fits in with our 
personal description of how we think learning comes about. 

3 Sequencing lesson components 

How can you decide what to plan and what order to put the stages in? For lessons 
where there will be a substantial focus on language stud y (eg grammar, lexis, 
function),one straightforward way is to think of parts (or 'stages') ora lesson as 
'building brick' components (using features from the learning diagram we looked 
at in the previous section). We can build different lessons by putting the bricks 
together in various sequences. 

Figure 6.2 shows a lesson procedure based on three bricks. 

Restricted 
exposure 

Clarification 

Figure 6.2 'Building bricks' lesson procedure 

Restricted 
output 

'Illis is a popular lesson shape for many reachers. Ler's look at it more closely. 

In the first stage, the learners get to see or hear examples of language being used 
(maybe in a reading text or by listen ing to a recording). 
C larification refers to a lesson stage in which the learners focus in on a piece 
oflanguage, to see it, think about it and understand it, to become much clearer 
on its form, meaning and use. It can be done in a variety of different ways 
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(eg students look it up for themselves in a granunar book). For the moment, in 
this lesson example,let's assume it means 'teacher explains the language point'. 
After this, the learners try using the language fo r themselves in relatively 
unthreatening ways. 

This type of lesson is often called 'prescnt- practise', ie first me learners meet 
(or are 'given') new language items, then they practise using them -then they 
produce them in freer , more fluent ways. 

Of course, the building-brick metaphor is something ofa simplification. In 
practice, aspects of the bricks arc likely to interweave, overlap or happen 
simultaneously; for example, in th is lesson, the explanations do nOt occupy one 
long block of time, but are shorter and more integrated with the exposure and 
output stages (see Figure 6.3). 

Restr icted ellposure Restricted output 

Figure 6.3 Breakdown of'bu ilding bricks' lesson procedure 

However, although this may be a more reaUstic view, it can still be helpful, for 
'thinking through' purposes, to plan lessons in terms of sequencing building 
bricks according to the major aspect of each stage. 

Figure 6.4 shows those building bricks plus others that reflect diffe rent aspects of 
the learn ing diagram we looked at earlier (Figure 6.1 ). 

I Input 

" 
Learning II Use I 

Not.: Ttle t ... o symbOls In ttle :/ "" 
upOturebO.es,fe,eminoeJlofWlys 
01 p1ant1lrC 'lKept"" .lulls ""0'''' \l7 ___ senUl f.",.-, Ie ....... I Undefstand,,,, I 1_ C .... pte< 10. SeetlOtI 3) 

I Mel!lOfY I o reQtesenlS !n~'N_ 
'",enl".I..,Itd,,,. I I 1_ ClNlple. 10. s.alon 2) Reflect,on 

t 
\l7 RESTRICTED 0 EXPOSURE 

\l7 
"-, 

f AUTHENTIC 0 ~ Noticing RESTRICTED OUTPUT 
EXPOSURE 

ClARIFICATION Prepafll18 

uplanation / Guioed (to ,,,,,ak/wrlte, 
,j AUTHENTIC OUTPUT 

dlseO\l.'~ / Self";"eete<.l r 
Figure 6.4 E.xpanded learning diagram 



3 Sequencing lesson components 

These bricks are purely a working tool to help you plan, Which bricks you choose 
to label and usc is up to you; there is no magic in the number of them, Maybe 
you'd like to add somc of me following to your set, as shown in F igure 6,5, 

Activities 
that promote 

'memory' 

Activities 
that promote 

'noticing' 

Figure 6.5 Additional blocks 

Activilies 
that promote 
'reflection' 

Activities 
that promote 
'preparation' 

Whatever the components we choose, we now havc a way to plan out a number of 
different lesson shapes in a fairly tangible,approachable way, 

_ Alternatives to present-practise 

look at the fOllowing lesson sequences. 

1 Can you imagine how they might look in class? 
2 How do they differ from the present-practise lesson above? 

Lesso;n~l,---____ --. 

Restricted 
output 

Lesson 2 

Authentic 
exposure 

Clarification: 
teacher 

explanation 

Activities 
that promote 

'noticing' 

Clarification: 
guided 

discovery 

Lesson 3 
.~----:;o 

Activities 
that promote 
'preparation ' 

Authent ic 
output 

Restricted 
output 

Restricted 
output 

We'll say more about these lesson components in Chapter 7 on grammar. 
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4 Forma1lesson planning 
On teacher training courses, trainees are often expected to produce a written 
lesson plan for each lesson taughl.This is not because teachers in the real world 
always do this for every lesson, but as: 

• training in 'planning-thinking'; 
evidence to your tutors that you have thought about the lesson; 

• a chance for trainers to understand your thinking and find out how to help you 
better if things go wrong in the actual lesson. 

Formal plans often divide into three distinct sections: 

• background information about the class, the teacher, the materials and the 
overall aims of the lesson; 

• language analysis of items that will be worked on in class; 
• a detailed ch ronological stage-by-stage description of the intended procedure 

for the lesson. 

In most formal lesson plans, the rollowing are required: 

• a clear statement of appropriate aims for the whole lesson; 
• a clear list of stages in the lesson, with a description of activities, their aims and 

estimated timing; 

and, ifil is a lesson that includes language system work: 

• a list of specific target language items (or a statement about how and when they 
will be selected). 

_ A formal lesson plan 

Figure 6.6 shows a sample background information page for a lesson written by a 
I you want to try the same format. there is a blank photocopiable 

~~!~,~~~,~~~,,:e'Dn the DVD). as well as a shorter version. You 
can plan to accompany the lesson on the DVD in the Lesson 
observation section. 

Read it and find answers to the fOllowing questions: 

1 IS the teacher on a training course at the moment? 
2 Which language systems or skills is the lesson mainly working on? 
3 Imagine you are the trainer observing the class. What will you be most Interested 

to look out for? 

Teacher's name Celia 

Observer's name Mike 

Class name Pre-intermediate 3 

Room 87 

Date 22nd October 

lesson start time 7.30 p.m. 

length of lesson 90 minutes 



4 Formal lesson planning 

Observation start time 7,45 pm 

Lencth of observation 60 minutes 

Observation agenda Mike says he is interested to see how my 
(observer) confidence has grown since the last formal 

observation, 

Observation agenda • I don't feel very good at 'doing grammar' - so I'm 
(teacher) going to do a grammar lesson for t he observation! 

Can you give me some advice on what J'm getting 
right and wrong? 

• Sometimes I feel the pace of the lessons drags a 
bit. Is it something I'm doing - or is it the 
students? 

• Monika and Gab! seem very quiet during the 
lesson, Could you notice what they do? Give me 
any ideas, comments or suggestions, 

Teaching point (ie What • Grammar/Speaking: Giving advice and warnings 
you will be working on in using Type 1 conditionals 
terms of language • lexis: Everyday household objects and electrical 
items / skills.) items 

Target language items • If you touch the dog, it'/I bite you. 
• /fyou use the washing machine after 10 pm, they'll 

complain, 

Main lesson aims By the end of my lesson learners will be better able to: 
tie What you hope the • give advice about living in a host family; 
learners will achieve I be • form accurate oral and written sentences using 
able to do better after Type 1 conditionals to express warnings, offers, 
your lesson,) threats and make bargains in controlled exercises, 

Evidence (ie How will • Students will respond accurately in drills and in 
you know that this has wri tten exercises, 
been achieved?) • Students will be able to invent sentences of their 

own following the same pattern. 

Personal goals (ie What • I tend to explain a lot; I'd like to elicit more and 
are you trying to guide students to finding out about the language, 
improve in your own • My drills are rather dull. I'll try and make these 
skills as a teacher?) more dynamic, 

Class profile 13 students (mainly young adults; nine female, 
four male). The class is a strong Pre-intermediate 
group, though Rebi is noticeably weaker in grammar 
knowledge than the others. The class works well 
together and usually participates actively, though 
some are quiet. Mixhail gets easily distracted and 
can waste others' time. .... 
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Timet able fit Students have recently been working a lot on 
talking about the future; talking about hypothetical 
events will be a useful next step 

Assumptions (about what Students know the present simple and wil/verb forms 
the students know I relatively well. 
cando) 

Predict ed problems • Wrongly using will/'ll in the If clause, 
• Pronunciation of the contracted '/I form. 

Context (for teaching) Story of when I visited the UK and stayed in a famity. 

Materials used • Own materials: oral story (based on a story in 
Challenge to think) substitution table; exercises 

• Box of Cuisenaire rods 

Figure 6.6 Lesson plan 

_ FInding the right part of a plan 

A trainee teacher on an initial training course is using the same background 
information format for her plan. Decide which headings the following items should 
go under. 

1 • Reducing my Tn 
• Getting students to listen more to each other 

2 Use different prepositions of place accurately in spoken English to describe 
where things are 

3 on the table. 
on top of the cupboard. 

It's next to the book. 
under the chair. 
opposite the window. 

4 Students are familiar with some basic household vocabulary, such as table, 
fridge, etc 

5 • Confusion about the meaning of opposite 
• Pronunciation of weak forms to, of, the, etc 

6 A mouse is loose in the house! Where is it? Frightened husband wants to know. 
7 Prepositions of place: next to, on, on top of, near, beside, under, opposite 
8 • They wilt be able to complete the information-exchange activity successfully. 

• They will produce the language accurately and appropriately in drills and in 
response to Questions. 

9 My own material: pictures on board 



5 lesson aims 

Writing a lesson-plan procedure 

Once you've written the background information, the other essential part of a 
plan is a statement of the intended procedure of the lesson. This is often done as a 
list of separate stages, with indications of what you will do, what the students will 
do, how long you expect it to last, what kind of interaction there will be, what the 
aims of the stage are, etc. It is possible, though not essential, to give a name to each 
stage,eg'presentation', 'practice', 'feedback', etc. Personally, I rmd numbering the 
stages to be sufficient. 

How much detail does a plan nced?What arc the criteria for whether it is a good 
plan or not? I think there's one key test as to whether your plan is OK or not: could 
someone else, who has not talked with you about the lesson, pick up your plan and 
say 'Ah, yes -I see exactly what the teacher intended' and be able to go in and 
leach your lesson herself? 

To achieve this, you need a plan that simply and clearly outlines the intended 
stages - in enough detail to he 'imaginable' by someone elsc. 

include: 

• the essential steps of each stage; 
• classroom management information, such as what sort of groupings you'll use, 

who will talk, etc; 
things that may be particular problems or hiccups (eg a note about making sure 
seating is in a particular position, the text of a particularly tricky instruction or a 
sketch ofa difficult board diagram). 

For the most part, do not use: 

long prose descriptions of everything that will happen; 
• detailed descriptions of routine actions that any competent teacher \"'ouJd do 

nawrallyon the spot in class, eg 'stand up'; 
sho rthand no tes that may be too cryptic for a reader to unravel; 
word-far-word texts of all your instructions and explanations, etc. 

5 Lesson aims 

For every lesson you teach, and for every activity within that lesson, it is useful to 
be able to srate what the aims are, ie what's the point of doing it?What will the 
students gt:l out of it? It is important to scparatc mentally: 

• lhe material you use; 
• the activities that will be done; 
• the teaching point (ic the language skills or systems that you will work on); 

the topics or contexts that will be used; 
the aims of the lesson. 

On training courses, or when you are being observed by a director of studies o r 
other supervisor, you will often be expected to offer a clear statement of aims 
before you start teaching a lesson.This can be a useful training discipline. forcing 
you to concentrate on deciding what activities and procedures arc most likely to 
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lead to specific outcomes for the learners. It also enables an observer evaluating 
your teaching to make that assessment against criteria that you have decided 
yourself (rather than against their own). 

But the detailed formal lesson plan (like the pre-lesson statement of aims) is 
basically a training tool. Most tcachers in their day-ta-day teaching do not usually 
make such a formal statement of what they hope to achieve. Sometimes they may 
formulate and change the aims while they are teaching; sometimes what was 
achieved may only really become clear after the lesson has come to an end. 

However, teachers who have been th rough a training process that requ ired 
them to do this may be much more aware of why they are doing something in 
class. They arc probably able to makc more informed decisions betwecn 
options, choosing the ones that are most likely to lead to a useful result. Most 
effectivc teachers, if gently pushed, will be able (0 explain what they believe 
their students have achie\'ed in class. This is an important thing to be able to 
do; the writing-out of aims on a training course is one route to help you learn 
to do this. The rest of this section is about aims that have been set before a 
lesson. 

You may ha\'e aims of various kinds for the actual running of a lesson, to do 
with yourself (' I will try to talk less'), to do wiLh Lhe classroom ('I will make sure 
the seating is rearranged appropriately whcn Lhe activity changes') or to do 
with individuals ('I will keep an eye on Maria to check thal she isn't getting 
lost'). The mOSt important aim usually concerns intended student 
achievements: things that they will have learned, skills they will have improved, 
points they wilt have reached by the end of the lesson. This is often called the 
'main aim' of a lesson. 

_ Procedure aims and achievement aims 

Some teachers write aims that are only statements of procedure (ie what students 
will do during the class) rather than stating what the teacher hopes the students 
will achieve by doing them. In the following aims, decide which are procedure aims 
and which are achievement aims. 

1 Students will be better able to ask and answer simple informal questions about a 
person's life, likes and dislikes. 

2 Students will have done a role play about meeting new clients. 
3 Students will be better able to use the phone to order food, call a taxi, etc. 
4 Present and practise comparatives. 
5 Listen to coursebook recording 16.4. 
6 Students will be better able to assess different people's attitudes when listening 

to a phone-in discussion on the radio. 

Aims 1,3 and 6 are achievement aims. If you had trouble distinguishing these, 
keep thinking about this question when you read the sections below. 
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Achievement aims 

Although many aims in trainee lesson plans are wrinen as procedure aims. I feel 
that the achievement aim is considerably more useful for teachers when planning. 

lmagine a lesson in terms ofa cross-coumry hike (see Figure 6.7). You may not 
have been to this pan of the countryside before, but you can still imagine 
something about the journey and predict things you need to prepare beforehand. 
You know where you probably want to end up,even though you perhaps can't see 
the end from the starting point. Getting to that end point is your main aim. You 
may have various decisions to make about the way that you get to that goal: the 
speed you walk at, the route you take, what map you usc, where you will rest, what 
aids you take to help you, whether you need a picnic lunch, etc. All these decisions 
are related to the main decision about the aim; if this is not clear, the walk could 
still be enjoyable, but you will probably pass by fe\l.'er imeresting sites. meet a 
number of unexpected problems, and are more likely (0 get completely lost. And if 
yOll have been to this place before, you can make better predictions about the 
excursion, though never with 100% chance of being spot-on, as so many variables 
can alter things. 

objective 

Figure 6.7 Getting to the objective 

A lesson might involve learners individually reading a text like the one in 
Figure 6.8 and writing the answers to some comprehension questions.ll1e 
material is the text itself; the activity would be 'learners reading a text and 
answering questions'. The teaching point - the subject maner of the lesson in 
terms of language skills - is 'reading comprehension of information or advertising 
leaflets' and 'writing answers to questions'. The topic is 'tourist information'. 

The achievement aim requires a little more thought. You know how the 
mechanics of the activity will work, but why are the learners doing it? How will 
doing this activity, using this material, help their English? Aims are the results of 
the lesson from the learner's perspective. It can be helpful to start with a phrase 
like 'By the end of the lesson, me learners will have ...• or'By the end of the lesson, 
me learners will be better able to ...• 
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Here are two example aims based on the reading lesson described above: 

• By the end of the lesson, the learners will be better able to find specific 
information in tourist information leaflets. 

• By the end of the lesson, the learners will ha\'e had practice in completing timed 
exercises on reading comprehension in preparation for their exam next week. 

Figur e 6,8 Museum leaflet text 

....... 1111 IdI "*' 
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_ Same material, different aims 

The example above used the leaflet for two quite different aims. Bearing in mind 
that t he text could be used in many different ways in class, in different activities, 
with different aims, which of the fOllowing aims could it be an appropriate piece of 
material for? 

1 By the end of the lesson, the learners will have a clearer understanding of the 
use of imperative verb forms, 

2 By the end of the lesson, the learners will have had practice in listening to and 
giving instructions, 

3 By the end of t he lesson, the learners will be better able to understand and use 
the past perfect tense, 

This aim is possible. The activitics you devised for using the material would be 
very different from the oncs used when 'reading to fi nd specific information' 
was the aim. T he activities would draw on specific items of language in the text 
and ana1yse or focus on them in ways that made the students clearer about their 
form, meaning and uses, 

2 T h is aim may seem inappropriate at a first glance, but bear in mind thal you 
could use the material in many different ways, If you devised a role play, giving 
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the text to only some of the students (the ' information office') and asking the 
other ones (the 'tourists') to find the anS\vers, then the aim would be appropriate. 

3 This is a much more unlikely aim; I'm sure it would be possible to invent an 
activity that used this material and involved work on the past perfect, but there 
are surely more obvious pieces of material to use. 

Conclusion so far: a piece of material can be used in many ways, in different 
activities, with quite different aims. Your decision as to what your aim is w ill 
determine the way in which you work with the material.With a piece of text, for 
example, if your aim is to improve students' ability to read fast, then you might set 
a time limit to force them to read quickly, or you might tum it into a team game 
where quick answers win points. But if your aim is to focus on the use of a 
particular tense, you might want to allow time to discuss the problem, to use the 
board to draw some timelines, etc. 

_ Matching material to aims 

Here are three aims for three separate activities. Which of the following pieces of 
material (a. b, c) might it be possible to use in order to achieve each aim? 

1 By the end of the lesson, the learners will have had oral practice of six or seven 
examples of the function of apologising. They will be better able to use them 
accurately and in appropriate situations. 

2 By the end of the lesson, the learners will have revised the use of in case and 
practised using it orally and in writing. 

3 By the end of the lesson. the learners will have had written practice in using 
going to to express future events. 
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If you have a clear aim for a lesson, you can bear this in mind all the way through 
the class. Knowing where you arc going enables you to make moment-by-momcnt 
decisions about different paths or options to take en route} while keeping the main 
aim always clearly in front of you (which you are far less free to do if you have only 
set aims that are descriptions of intended procedures). Good lesson planning, and 
especially good specifying of aims, docs not therefore restrict you, but in clarifying 
the cnd point you intend to reach, sets yOll free to go towards that point in the 
most appropriate ways in class. Thus Figure 6.9 complements Figure 6.7 at the 
start of this section. 
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objective 
-.(). 

Figure 6.9 Options and objectives 

_ Lesson alms and content 

Look at Figure 6.10, showing a sample of a staged procedure for a 50-minute 
lesson. 

1 Write some main aims for the whole lesson. 

2 list language items you think might be worked on in this class. 

3 Decide what sort of 'story' you think the teacher has planned. 

Procedure Tasks Interaction Alms 
(What the teacher (What the students 
wilt dO) will do) 

Draw a picture on Name items on T & Sts learners will 
the board of a picture. understand and 
landscape (forest, Note and practise be able to use 
villages, river, hilts). items that are new. texis necessary 

Elicit vocabulary. Pronounce lexis 
for the story in 
Stage 3. 

with correct stress. 

Use cut-out paper Tell and remember T & Sts Learners will 
character (and story of the walk, learn and 
sticky tape to attach Practise saying practise 
to board) to elicit prepositional prepositional 
details of a story of phrases, phrases. 
a walk through the 
landscape, 
especially including 
prepositional 
phrases (over the 
bridge, around the 
lake). Get students 
to repeat frequently. 
Concept check new 
items as they 
appear. 

Time 

6 mins 

12 mins 



3 

4 

5 
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Ask students to Students narrate Pairs learners will 8 mins 
recap by asking new route. become more 
students to confident and 
describe a new accurate at using 
route. How would the target 
you get from A to B? language. 

Write up ten prompt Students read Small learners will get 12 mins 
quest ions (What's questions. discuss groups practice using 
the name of the together and target language 
hero? Where does negotiate together more creatively 
the journey start?), to invent a new to invent a story. 
Ask students to story, 
draw their own 
landscape and 
invent a story 
according to the 
prompt questions, 

Ask students to Students form new Small learners practise 12 mins 
swap groups and groups. Students groups forming and 
show their ask yes I no asking 
landscape, then questions. Students questions. 
(a) ask yes I no hypothesise. learners practise 
questions to elicit Students tell narrating stories 
story; (b) hear the stories. using target 
story from new items. 
partner. 

Optional: re·swap 
partners so that 
people have to now 
tell a story that was 
not originally theirs. 

Figure 6.10 Staged lesson plan 

Here are two possible main aims: 
By the end of my lesson the studems will be better able to , .. 
1 narrate a story about a walk through a landscape; 
2 describe the movement of people using prepositional phrases more 

accurately. 
2 rlne lesson might include some orthe following language items: 

Landscape lexis: trees, wood,foresl, stream, river, lake,po"d, waterfall, lane, path, 
river balik, hill, IIIOWIUlill, valley, beach, field, suburbs,garden,fence, waU, island, 
bridge, building, cOltagc, street, road. 
Prepositional phrases: through Iheficld, down the lane, round the lake, along the 
river bank, by the river, around the building, over the u'<lll, down the parh,arOlmd the 
pond, over the bridge, lip /0 Ihe hOllse, Ilnder a tree. 
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3 A possible story: 
She walked through the field, down lhe lane, round lhe lake and along lhe river bank. 
She sal down by the river for a drink from her thermos. 
17/£n she looked around and sighed. 
She saw a high wall infrom of her. 
She fllalked all around the walllookjngfora way in,bm she couldn'tfind aile. 
So she took a ladder OUl of herpachet *, leaned it against the wall and climbed over. 
In the beauu]ulgarden, she walked down the palh,aroulld the pond and towards the 
house. 
A man was siuing at a desk umJera tree playing a game 0" a computer. 
She stood next to him, walChing his game,for a long time. 
On the screen, she saw agirl. 
Thegirlwalked through afield,down lhe lane, round Ihe lake Q1Id aumg the river 
bank ... 

• Thcre's no harm in occasionaUy shocking your students with a bit of surrealism! 
It'l l make them ask questions- and there's a good chance thcy'll always remember 
ladder afterwards. 

6 Alternatives to formal planning 
Just because you may have been trained into using 'traditional' formal lesson plan 
formats, don't assume that they are the beginning and end of planning. There may 
be good reasons for not using a standard 'aims-plus-procedure' plan. For 
example, you may feel: 

you haven't got the time; 
• the lesson methodology you wish to use cannot easily be characterised using 

this format; 
it doesn't seem an economic or helpful way of describing a lesson's way of 
working; 
it might restrict your freedom to respond to learners in class; 
the lesson content and I or aim will emerge during the class rather than being 
pre-decided; 

• your priority is to create a specific atmosphere, a certain type of rapport, etc; 
you want to experiment or work on specific aspects of your teaching. 

Here are some ideas for other approaches to planning. You may like to choose one 
or more and try them when preparing lessons. 

A brief 'running order' 

T he simplest type oflesson plan, and one used by many teachers, is a basic 
'running order' of activi ties, perhaps with a note of specific language points or 
materials that will be used (see Figure 6.11).This plan has the advantage of being 
something you can do on the bus in to work or on the back of an envelope in the 
sraff room five minutes before going into class! 
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Figure 6. 11 Informal running order 

Flowchart 

Write your procedure notes in sketch boxes, rather than in traditional linear 
down-the-page fashion. Show a variety of different possible running orders 
and routes through the stages by drawing lines between different boxes 
(see Figure 6.12). 

~;~ 
f 
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Figure 6.12 Aow chart 

Dream through the lesson 
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Don't write anything. Repeatedly imagine your way through the lesson, perhaps 
with your eyes closed. Think up possible different routes lhat you might initiate
or that learners might. See where each leads. (You might want to try this just 
before you fall asleep at night!) 

Focus on the 'criticallearning moments' 

Rather than planning the entire lesson procedure, before class decide on a number 
of specific key things you hope learners will gain from the class (eg being able to 
pronounce a set of new words well, being able to replay a difficult recording until 
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they can understand the main message.). For each ofthesc, decide what the 
'critical learning moment' will probably be, ie which thing you or they do (lasting 
no more than 30 seconds) that is likely to make the most significant impact on 
their success - and why. Think through each of these moments very carefully. 

Even if you are writing a formal lesson plan, you may still find it useful to mark 
critical moments with 'e' and perhaps give more detailed information abou t how 
these will be dealt with. 

Half-pla n 

This idea is for more experienced teachers, or others who feel confident 
about thcir own language awareness and of their ability to quickly think of 
mini-activities. Put your energy into planning how your class will do skills work 
(eg reading, speaking,etc). Don't plan any language systems work (eg lexis, 
grammar, etc). In class, spontaneously work on language issues as they come up if 
they arc useful, interesting and appropriate for students. 

NB 'Work on' doesn't just mean 'explain' - can you invent on-the-spot practice 
tasks as well? 

Where's the m eat? 

List the main 'teaching points' for your lesson. Go back and list the inherent 
'challenges' in each of these for the students you arc working with: 

What do you expect them to find important, difficult, or hard to pick up? 
• Where will they make mistakes? 
• What mistakes and problems are likely? 

Pocus 95% of your planning on paying attention to this 'challenge'. (NBThis 
refers to the challenge in the teaching points themselves, not in the activities or 
tasks you use to focus on them.) Decidc on your teaching strategies to 'get to 
where the learning is going on'. 

Plan the ' critical tea ching m oments' 

Which instructions, explanations, feedback stages, etc will be 'critical moments' 
for you, the teacher, which may need to be prepared in detail in advance? 

Lesson images 

Draw sketch pictures oflhe class at several key moments in the lesson. Show what 
learners and teacher arc doing. (Not appropriate for a 'sit down and write all the 
time' kind oflesson.) 

The jungle path 

... o r perhaps don't p lan anything! 

Mostlcssons involvc you pre-planning a sequence of activities, predicting what 
language areas will be worked on, what problems are likely to arise and what the 
students may achieve in the lesson. An alternative approach would be to not 
predict and prepare so much, but to create the lesson moment by moment in class, 
with you and learners working with whatever is happening in the room, 
responding to questions, problems and options as they come up,and finding new 
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activities, materials and tasks in response to particular siruations. The starting 
point might be an activity or a piece of material, but what comes out ofil will 
remain unknown until it happens. You arc working more with lhe people in the 
room than with your material or your plan. 

I imagine a group of people hacking their way through the jungle towards new 
experiences, new learning. Sometimes the teacher may lead, sometimes the 
students. Everyone would be encouraged to think, make connections, ask 
questions and draw conclusions for themselves. 

The main pre-planning for a lesson of this kind would involve you using your 
knowledge ofLhe learners and oflhc available resources to choose some activities 
and materials that arc likcly to prove challenging and raise important questions 
and issues. You would have an inruitive sense of various potential links between 
activities, based partly on previous experiences of the outcomes of lessons using 
similar activities. 

In class, some of these activities and materials may be used, some not. You may 
also feel the need to find other materials as the lesson proceeds, some from a 
course book, some from your head, some from the statT-room library. Nthough 
you may be clear about a number of possiblt= directions the lesson might take, it 
will be impossible for you to state the lesson's aims until after it has finished. 

Mter a lesson like this, many teachers are surprised to find that they come out 
feeling that they have taught particularly well; this may be to do with the fact that 
they have had to listen and respond to students far more carefully than they 
usually do. 

Here is an example Jesson description: 

Lesson A 

You take a communication game (concerning different attitudes to smoking) 
into class. The srudents do this in pairs. 

2 When mey have finished) some students ask about some language problems 
they had. The students discuss and work out some answers to the problems. 

3 You invent a quick practice exercise that will focus on one of the language 
points that arose. 

4 When that has finished, a student asks about the pronunciation of some words 
in the exercise. You work through some examples on the board and then tell 
them to turn to a page in their coursebook where there is a game to help raise 
students' awareness of word stress. The class decides that they don't want to do 
tl,is now, but will do it ror homework. 

5 Some srudents remind you that they haven't yet discussed smoking as a whole 
class and they'd like to hear what some of the rest of the class thought,etc. 

Here are three common examples of a 'jungle path' lesson where you start without 
any materials: 

Lesson B 

You ask How was lhe weekencf? (or a similar question) and, after listening to a 
number of answers, lead this into a discussion based on something a srudem said. 
At some point, you select particular items oflanguage that a student has used, 
focus on these (perhaps considering grammar or pronunciation), im·ent a simple 
exercise that will hclp students work on this, etc. 
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LessonC 

A student asks a question at the start of the lesson. This leads into some work on 
the board (perhaps you set the class a problem to solve that will help to clarify the 
language difficulty). While the students are working on the puzzle, you go to the 
staff room and collect a further exercise on the same language area. You return 
and offer the students the new exercise, but they say they feel clear now about the 
language item. However, there is another question which has arisen ... 

The final example demonstrates how a competent and confident teacher might 
hand over responsibility and decision-making entirely to the class: 

Lesson D 

You start the lesson by asking l\'t'hal shall we work Oil loday? You then wait while the 
class decides, taking care not ro manipulate them into deciding someth ing that 
you want them to do. Once the decisions are made, you do whatever you have 
been asked to do. 

The 'jungle path' lesson can look artless to an observer, yet to do it successfully 
requires experience. It is not simply a 'chat' or an abd ication of responsibility, 
though in inexperienced hands it might well be simply a muddle and a ' lazy' 
alternative to careful planning.ln fact, for a competent teacher, it involves working 
minute by minute with the class, actively planning and replanning as you go, 
constantly basing the work around the students and their needs, statements, 
problems, questions, etc. 

When doing this, you need to be aware both of the people in the room and of the 
wide variety of options open to you. You need to be able to make decisions, 
moment by moment, about which route is the best one to follow. You need to be 
familiar with all the resources of material and information available to you. 

The need for teaching experience and awareness of resources available suggests 
that lessons of this type are more appropriate for teachers who are already fairly 
competent in planning and executing morc traditional lessons. For this reason, it is 
the lesson you don't normally learn to do on teacher-training courses! 

7 Planning a course 

I can pia" a /esso". But how can I plall a ciay,a week, a momh,a LCrm,ayear? 

There are two main considerations: 

• What will I leach (ie what is the syllabus)? 
• How will the separate items be sequenced (ie what is the work plan or timetable)? 

What will ] teach? 

On a day-to-day basis, there arc a variety of reasons for the selection oflcsson 
content. 

_ Selecting lesson content 

look at the following Jist of reasons. Which seem to you the most important ones to 
consider when selecting content to work on? 

a I'm following a required school syllabus. 
b It's the language featured in the next coursebook unit. 
c The students requested it on a Needs Analysis form. 
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d The main class teacher asked me to do it. 
e 1 understand this bit of grammar myself! 
f I think this will be useful for them. 
g This is appropriate for their level . 
h A student has asked me about it. 

1 always teach this item at this point in the course. 
j I don·t want to work on the language item the book has next. 
k I've noticed that the students seem to need this structure. 
I I like teaching this language item. 
m We negotiated and agreed that we would study this now. 
n I think they might enjoy my lesson about this. 
o They have problems with this. 

There are many valid reasons for choosing what to teach. I would tend to value 
those that directly respond to learner needs (eg ' I think this will be useful for 
them') over those that arc only (or primarily) following a pre~sellist (eg ' It's the 
language featured in the next coursebook unit'). Having said that, many teachers 
work in contexts where they are expected to work on specific things on certain 
days. In some schools, for example, the management may even require that 
different classes work on the same areas in lessons at the same time. 

The syllabus 

A syllabus provides a long-term overview. It lists the contents of a course and puts 
the separate items in an order. In some schools, the syllabus may simply be the 
coursebook- 'Get to Unit 17 by half term' - whereas in others, there may be a 
much more detailed requirement. 

A syllabus can be mainly grammatical or functional or lexicaL Alternatively, it may 
be based on skills work (eg speaking and listening), or it may contain a mixrure of 
work on systems and skills. Some syllabuses describe course content in terms of 
topics or tasks. 

Having a syllabus can be a great help, setting out clearly what you are expected to 
cover with your class. It can be a burden, too, ifit is unrealistic for your students in 
terms of what they need or are likely to achieve within a certain time. 

_ Your syllabus 

What syllabus are you currently working to? Is it prescriptive? detailed? 
non-existent? useful? How does it affect what you do? Who decided on it? 
How much say have you had in it? How much say have your students had? 

The Common European Framework 

An important document called the Commoll European Framework (CEF), 
published by the Council of Europe, has had a lot of influence over syllabus design 
in Europe. It describes possible course content in terms of what learners need to 
do with language to communicate in the real world, a radical departure from 
many syllabuses that describe what people need to know. The CEF organises the 
content into a clearly defined level system. With more schools and educational 
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establishments taking up the CEf; it now provides a common basis for discussion 
and reform in language teaching, course design, testing and materials writing. 
From the students' perspective, there is more chance that the level and 
qualification they achieve in one cOuntry will be understood in any other country 
they go to. 

Timetables and work plans: how will the teaching content be 
sequenced? 

In school management, timetabling refers to the preparation (by a head teacher, 
head of department or director of studies) of an overview master plan of which 
classes are with which tcachers in which rooms at which times. 

For a teacher, timetabling refers to the day-to-day, week-to-week decisions 
about how to interpret a syllabus into a series ofiessons.You could also call this a 
work plan or a scheme of work. It is usually wholly or partly the teacher's job. 

The process of making a work plan typically involves looking at a school syllabus 
or a courscbook contents page and trying to map out how you will cover the 
content in the time available, ie selecting items from the syllabus and writing them 
as a dated List, under headings or by placing into appropriate spaces on a blank 
timetable grid (ie a diagrammatic or diary-like page representing a day, week or 
month with spaces for lesson notes). The work plan is your translation of the 
syllabus requirements into a balanced and interesting series of lessons. 

Work plans arc usually ",rinen out in advance, prepared by the teacher responsible 
for teaching a subject with a particular class. You may be required to show it to 
your supervisor or head of department, and you may have to get formal approval 
for what you intend to do (some schools require them months ahead). In some 
places, a head of department or director of studies may provide ),ou with a pre
written work plan, though this is unusual. If you are nOl required to hand in a work 
plan far ahead of time, you have the option of working it out in negotiation with 
your class. In some schools, you may be expected 10 fill in rctrospective work plans 
showing what you actually taught, rather than what you intended to lcach. 

A work plan cnables other teachers to understand what work is being done in your 
class. The information it provides may be especially important if another teacher 
shares your class with you, if you arc ill or absem one day, or if your manager is 
concerned about your class in any way. It is also useful for your studems to see 
what they will be doing. The work plan should give others a clear idea of what 
work was planned for a particular lesson and also show how that fits into the 
overall shape of the week and the course. 

A work plan may be more or less detailed: 

• A skeleton work plan lists only general headings or labels (egTuesday 9.00 
listening; 10.30 grammar and speaking) or perhaps coursebook page numbers. 
This type of work plan is used for planning the overall shape of a week or 
course; it hclps to cnsure that there is balance and variety in a course. 

• A detailed work plan contains more information, specifying exactly what is 
to be done (eg 'input on present perfect simple plus oral practice using 
coursebook Unit 7E; listening Exercise 3, page 56'). A detailed work plan is for 
your own planning, for keeping an accurate record of the course and for 
infonning others (eg your director or another teacher) about what you are 
doing in class. 



7 Planning a course 

_ Interpreting skeleton work plans 

Figure 6.13 shows two excerpts from different skeleton work plans prepared for a 
mid-level full-time English course with young adults who need English for general 
and social purposes. Evaluate the two work plans. thinking about: 

1 whether you would be comfortable using it as your own work plan; 
2 what conclusions you can draw about writing work plans for a course that might 

help you plan your own. 

Work plan 1 Monday Tuesday 

9.00-10.30 Grammar Grammar 

Vocabulary Vocabulary 

10.30-12.00 Grammar Grammar 

Vocabulary Vocabulary 

1.30-3.00 Pronunciation Written exercise 

Grammar Grammar 

Speaking game Song 

Work plan 2 Monday Tuesday 

9.00-10.30 Speaking Grammar (review 

Listening (coursebook) 
yesterday's work) 

Vocabulary game Speaking: role play 

10.30-12.00 Grammar Listening (radio news) 

Pronunciation Reading (newspaper) 

Check homework 

1.30-3.00 listening (song) Writing (preparing a 

Speaking 
class newsletter) 

Figure 6. 13 Work plans 1 and 2 

Work plan I looks problematic. It is clearly biased strongly towards work on 
language systems, and especially towards grammar and vocabulary. Work 
on the skills oflistening, speaking, reading and writing is minimal or non-existent. 
The last lesson of the day seems to include a game or a song as a sort of , bonus' or 
'extra' rather than integrating speaking and listening work into the course. 
Whereas some element of systematic work and routine can be beneficial, there 
does seem to be a very predictable shape to this course (if ii's nine o'clock, it must 
be grammar), that could prove demotivating in the long rUIl. 
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Conclusion I: a balance of activities on a timetable is important. Include work on 
language skills and language systems in appropriate proportions for your 
students' needs. 

Conclusion 2: variety is useful. Choose varied topics and include varied activities. 
Don'talways start the day with the same kind of work. 

Both of these problems seem to find some answers in Work plan 2.11lere is an 
interesting balance of \ ... ·ork on skiUs and systems; there is variety, both in terms of 
what is done and when it is done; there is also some sense of separate activities 
adding up to something bigger - for example, in the three related activities based 
around 'news'.There is attention to links between work done on different days 
(thc homcwork checking. for example. or the review of the previous day's work). 
If the aims of the course are in the area of ' general English', then this timetable 
seems to offer more chance of achicving them than the mainly grammar and 
lexis-based programme of Work plan 1. 

Conclusion 3: it is important to p lan activities thal wiJI add to a sense o f moving 
forward; of growing achievement and p rogress. 

Conclusion 4: it is essential [0 consider the aims of a course; a course leading to a 
written grammar exam will have very different timetables from a general English 
course. 

_ A task-based plan 

Figure 6.14 shows a different kind of skeleton work plan for a similar course. 

1 How does it differ from the two you have just looked at (Figure 6.13)? 
2 How do Monday and Tuesday differ? 

Work plan 3 Monday Tuesday 

9.00-10.30 Introduce task. Introduce task. 
language help and language help and planning. 
planning. Review and feedback on task. 

Task. 

10.30-12.00 Review and feedback on Introduce real·world task. 
task. Task. 
Research to enrich task Read follow·up material. 
performance. listen to competent language 

language help and users doing task. 

replanni·ng. 

Listen to competent 
language users doing 
task. 

1.30-3.30 Repeat task. Introduce real·world task. 

Review and feedback on Task. 
task. Read follow·up material. 

FOllow-up reading. language review and feedback 
on task. 
Repeat task. 

Figure 6. 14 Work plan 3 



7 Planning a course 

T his is an interesting variation. instead of listing language skills and systems, it 
plans the days in terms of preparation fo r and undertaking of real-world tasks plus 
fo llow-on stages. In other words, it is thinking about language study in terms of 
things the learners might do in real life (exam ples of real-world tasks migh t 
include 'phoning and asking for information', 'asking for directions and finding a 
location' ,'making a shorr public speech'or 'writing a job application letter'). 

On Monday, the whole day is given over to a long cycle based around a si ngle 
major task. On Tuesday, a number of shorter task cycles are done. The selection 
and sequence of stages in each case is a little different. 

How can you go about making a detailed work plan? 

Preparing a work plan can seem a very daunting challenge - there are so many 
factors to consider and evaluate. You'll need to draw on all your knowledge, skills 
and intuition to make it work. Figure 6. 15 shows one possible cleven-step method 
for planning. It starts by making a skeleton and then expands on this to make a 
more detailed plan. 

1 Decide the Decide how long you want to plan for (the whole course? 
duration one week? a term?). 

2 Consult the If you have a syllabus, consult it to see the intended 
syllabus course content. Check what work has not been done. 

3 Review Review any Needs Analysis data you have gained from 
learner needs your students. 

4 Decide the Write down a number of things learners should achieve in the 
alms course (or part of the course): these are the course aims. 

5 Choose the Decide if you want to plan in terms of (a) language 
components systems and skills, (b) tasks. (cl something else (eg 

exam items? texts? topics?). 

6 Prepare a grid Draw a blank grid showing the number of lessons you 
have to plan for. Each grid cell should have enough space 
for you to write in some lesson information. 

Moo T" "'" Tho Fri M," T" Wod TO" eo 

9.30 

11.30 

2.15 

7 Make cards Cut up a number of rectangles of paper, each the same 
size as the cells. 

a Select Think of some activities that are appropriate for your 
activities learners and help lead towards the course aims you set. 

Write these down, one item to each piece of paper. 
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9 When you have a number of filted·in pieces of paper, Arrange the 
cards lay them on the blank grid. Play around with them, move 

them, order them, rearrange them untit you start to feel 
that certain sequences work effectively. 

'0 

10 Complete the Fill in more scraps to complement and complete the grid. 
skeleton making a coherent skeleton timetable. 

11 Flesh out the Remove the cards one by one and write in a more detailed 
timetable description of what you intend to do on the timetable grid 

underneath it. 

Figure 6.15 Eleven steps to planning a work plan using a blank timetable grid 

The detailed timetable shown in Figure 6. 16 is based around tasks and was 
planned using this method. It directly reflects some wishes and needs mentioned 
by students. When you read it, decide: 

• whether it seems to provide coherem, balanced days; 
• whether you think planning work around tasks might be more useful to you 

than planning around language systems and skills. 

Work plan 4 Monday Tuesday 

9.00-10.30 Discuss differences between Plan a possible class 
various locations in the world. newsletter. 
Read texts and compare 
lifestyles in these places. 

10.30-12.00 Decide on criteria for Compare a range of published 
choosing a holiday. Choose a magazines and notice features 
holiday by reading brochures you could use in your own 
and advertisements. magazine. 

Write a booking form for a Write a newsletter article. 
holiday and car hire. 

Deal with problems and reach Read and give feedback on 
a satisfactory outcome. other students' articles. 

1.30-3.00 Buy a train ticket (role plays). Use the Internet to research some 
jokes to add to the newsletter. 

Find your train by listening to Prepare a final draft of the 
station announcements. newsletter. 

Meet and socialise with other 
guests at your hotel. 

Figure 6.16 Work plan 4 
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Work plan 5 (Figure 6.17) is a more traditional one, based on systems and skills. It 
was written by a teacher in Spain who meets her class for twO hours each week on 
aTucsday c\'ening; this timetable covers one month, me second month of a six
month course for adults who want (0 improve meir general English for a variety of 
reasons (but no one is planning to take an exam).Their level is Elementary (ie 
they are not beginners; they know a number ofstrucrures and can create a number 
of sentences themselves, though often inaccurately). 

_ Understand a work plan 

Place the following items into one of the numbered spaces on the work plan. 

a Speaking: in groups, they design their ideal home. 
b Students do oral pairwork activity: 'Finding out about what they've done in their 

lives'. 
c Class discussion about the course so far. 
d Students, in groups of three. compare how they spent the last week, filling in a 

diary for the other group members. 

Work plan S 

WeekS 
Talking about experiences the students have had: class discussion. 
Teacher focus on use of present perfect; clarify form and use. 

1 ........................................................ 
Unit C6: students do listening Exercise 3 and written Exercise 7. 
Homework: keep a simple diary this week. 

Week 6 
Teacher uses clock to revise telling the time and talking about the time (four 
lessons ago). 
Teacher asks students for any other expressions involving time they know (write. 
eg 'at the weekend' on board; focus on use of on. in. at). 

2 ..................................... ..... ........... .. 
Unit Cl0: students do written Exercise 3. 
Game: past participle quiz (revising last lesson). 
Homework: Unit Cl0 Exercises 1. 2. 

Week 7 
Vocabulary: around the house. Use large poster to find out which words they 
know and which would be useful to learn. 
listening: Students must fill in this information on a picture of the house. 

3 .............. ...................................... ... 

Week 8 

4 ....................................................... 
Negotiating / planning the next month. 
Students work in groups to write a test that they will take next lesson. 
listening: pop song. Task: listen and fill in the blank spaces in the text. 

Figure 6.17 Work plan 5 
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Ib 2d3a4c 

Activity (b) seems to go well with grammar work on lhe present perfect tense, so 
space 1 is appropriate. Similarly, activity (d) will offer a number of opportunities 
to practise using the time expressions stud ied in week 6's lesson (space 2). The 
'home designing' activity links in with the olher activities in week 7. The 
discussion about the course so far would make a good starting point for 
planning the following month. 

Topic-based work plans 

Many teachers plan a day's - or a week's - work around a single topic, looking for 
ways to link lhe course aims with the ongoing theme. Having a single theme may 
help to give a sense of coherence to the work. This can help you find good ideas, as 
instead of struggling to find 'any idea' for teaching something, you can focus your 
crcutive thinking ontO a specific topic area. For example, the topic of'celebri ties' 
might allow you to incorporate a number of useful lessons that focus on skills, 
systems and real-life tasks, eg: 

Grammar: presenl perfect - saying what celebrities have done I haven't done in 
their lives; 
Speaking: discussion: ' Is it good to be famous or not?'; 

• Writing: writing a fan letter to a star; 
Reading: biography of a celebri ty; 
Lcxis: items connected with a luxury lifestyle. 

_ Choosing teaching content for a topic area 

You are going to use the topic of 'money' with a general English class around 
Elementary level. What teaching content could you use that will link neatly with this 
theme? 

8 Unrealistic requirements 
Teachers are often faced ,vith planning a course when there are syllabus 
requirements they don't agree with or teaching material that they don't like . There 
is a fine balance benlJeen doing what YOll are required or expected to do and doing 
wh:lt you believe is appropriate, useful or needed. 

There is obviously no single, magic answer to problems of this kind . However, it is 
often possible to do what is expected ofyoll, to reach the goals you have been told 
to reach, to use the pages of the book you have been told to use, to get students 
through tests they need to pass, to make the end point of the lesson, the day, the 
course exactly where it is supposed to be, but still to make the journey Lhere 
surprising, interesting and exciting. The parabola ends up at the same point, but 
follows a much more interesting route. 

Some examples: 

• Your boss has told you that the only aim of your course is to get students to pass 
a (very boring) wrinen grammar and essay exam at the end of term. 

The straight line approach is to spend all the class time doing grammar and 
written work. The parabola is to fo llow a balanced syllabus that includes a lot of 
speaking, listening and o ther skills work of all kinds, as well as g rammar and 



8 Unrealistic requirements 

vocabulary. Sometimes the parabola is the shortest road; you may find that the 
students make much better progress and get bener results than students who only 
follow the straight line. 

• You have been told that you must 'do' two pages of the coursebook every day. 
The whole book must be covered by the end of the term. 

The straight line would be to work through everything in the coursebook as it is 
written, doing each exercise in order, in the way that the coursebook writer tells you 
[0. The parabola is to use the two pages every day as required, but really exploiting 
them using them as resource material, inspiration. Change the order! Get students 
to cross out boring exercises! Design better pictures for a text! Debate with the 
students how to use the book! Agree with students to speed through six pages in 
one day (and free yourscJffor (WO days)! Supplement with lars of your own 
goodies! Turn texts into dictations, information gaps, listenings, games, etc! 

Straight lines are boring! Be bold - travel by parabola! Don't assume that an edict 
from above completely closes down all your options. 
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Chapter 7 Teaching grammar 

This chapter examines what we mean by gmmmaras well as looking at a number 
of different ways to approach the teaching of grammar. 

1 What is grarnm.ar? 
For many years, 'learning the grammar' has assumed a central role in students' 
expectations about what learning a language involves. Nowadays, however, lhcrc 
are many different views about what learners need to learn and how best to go 
aboulleaching it. 

Here are some key questions concerning teaching grammar: 

What is grammar? 
How do people learn grammar? 

• How can I analyse form, meaning and use for tcaching purposes? 
What arc possible component parts of a grammar lesson? 
How can I provide relevant input for learners? 

• How can I help learners notice, understand and memorise language? 
Il ow can I help learners p ractise using language? 

BUI before we decide how we can leach grammar, perhaps our first issue should 
be to work OUt exactly what we mean by 'grammar'. 

_ Defining grammar 

When thinking about teaching the grammar of a foreign language, which of these 
definitions of 'grammar' seems most appropriate? 

a Rules about sentence formation, tenses, verb patterns, etc in a reference book 
b The moment-by-moment structuring of what we say as it is being spoken 
c Exercises (eg fill in the gap, multiple choice) about tenses, etc 
d Our internal 'database' as to what are pOSSible or impossible sentences 

I think all of these are arguably valid descriptions of something 'grammar-like' . 

When thinking of , grammar' , many people probably first picture a book full of 
explanations and rules !.hat tell them which verbs have what endings, how to usc 
adverbs, how to make a superlative, etc. That's certainly one kind of grammar, but 
il's not really what we are talking about when we say that we are 'teaching 
grammar'. Let's try a different starting point. 

Imagine my friend Leona starts saying )-eSlerdayajrernoofl I .... What's the next 
word going to be? Can you predict possible words that might come next? Maybe 
you think she's going to describe an action or something she did (so the next word 
might be welll or saw or broke or mel, etc). Or maybe you imagine her describing 
something that didn'l happen (so her next word might be did,,'t or ctmld,,'t, etc). 

How were you able to make such predictions? You could du it because you had a 
son of mental list of possible patterns of English. You were able to look, even 
withou t thinking about it, at this internal collection of information and know what 



1 What is grammar? 

sort of words were possible and, also, what kinds of words were not possible. For 
example, you are probably quite sure that Leona didn' t say }~s rerday afternoon I 
greC1l .... Similarly, she probably didn't say Yeslerdayaftcmoon I meel .... In 
grammatical terms, we might say that the next word could be a verb (eg saw) or an 
auxiliary verb (eg didn't). We could also say that the next word wouldn't normally 
be an adjective (eg green). We also ex pect that, whatever the word is, it will be in a 
form thal follows certain other guidel ines; for example, if we are talking ahout the 
past (yesterday), then the verb form will normally be in a past tense. 

This, of course, is me kind of infonnation you'll find systematically arranged in a 
grammar reference book, or maybe in a simplified form in a book for learners. And 
it's the sort of thing that grammar exercis<.'s practise and test. However, instead of 
being a dry record of facts and rules, the infonnation in your head is a living 
resource that allows you to communica(c and be understood. For this reason, 
learning rules in a grammar book by heart is probably not 'learning grammar'. 
Similarly. reciting grammar rules by heart may not be ' understanding grammar'. 
Even doing tests and exercises may nOt necessarily be ' learning grammar'. There 
is actually no hard evidence that any o f these things lead to people bei ng able to 
use grammar accurately and fluently in speech. These things are only useful if 
there is some way that students can transfer this studied knowledge into a living 
ability to use the language. The information is not in itself of much usc. In real life, 
people rarely come up to you and say 'Please tell me about conditionals.' 

SconThornbury, in his book UncovcN'ng Grammar, has suggested that we could 
open up our concept of'gr'.!mmar' if we start thinking of it as not just a noun 
(ie the information), but as a verb as well (ie the active skill of using Janguage).lt's 
probably this 'verby' kind of grammar thaI we m ost need to help our learners work 
with in class. 

But,how can our sruden ts 'grammar' better? How do people get to that point 
where they are able to use language competently, nuem.ly and accu rately? Is 
studyi ng and mem orising rules a helpful waystage on the route to that goal? Are 
practice activities he1pful?What role does teacher explanation and active 
'teaching' have? And do we need 10 teach grammar at all ? 

We will look at these questions in some detail, but first I'd like to sel out a brief 
overview of the conclusions you' ll get if you read through all the following 
sections. 

It seems likely that learners have to do a number o f things to be able to start 
making any new grammar item part of their own personal stock of language. 

They probably need to have exposure to the language; they need to notice and 
understand items being used; they need to try using language themselves in 
'safe' practice ways and in more demanding contexts; they need to remember the 
things they have learnt. 

The table on the next page expands o n this description. If you look back at the 
diagram (Figure 6.1 on page 126) showing a hypothesis about how people learn, 
you can probably draw some connections between the table and that diagram. 
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To learn a language Item, learners It follows that, In class, you probably 
need to: need to: 

• be exposed to a lot of language • include lots of reading and listening 
while reading / listening. activities. These should include realistic 

texts a little above the apparent current 
language level of learners so that 
learners are exposed to a lot of 
comprehensible new language (see 
Chapter 10). 

• notice specific items when they • provide texts, exercises and techniques 
are being used, in texts (eg in that help learners notice specific items. 
stories, in conversations). Texts specifically written for learners (eg 

containing multiple examples of a target 
item) may be particularly useful (see 
Section 3 of this chapter). 

• understand the form, meaning • be informed about form, meaning and 
and use of an item. use of language (see Chapter 5, 
Form refers to how the pieces fit Sections 2 and 4). 
together, the endings, etc. • focus learners' attention on meaning 
Use refers to the typical and use by means of exercises, 
situations, conversations, explanations, dri l ls, games, questions, 
contexts in which it might be etc (see Section 3 of this chapter). 
used. 

• try things out in a safe • give many opportunities to practise, 
environment with limited other speak and write, with encouragement 
linguistic demands. and feedback (see Section 4 of this 

• have opportunities to practise chapter). 
new language, to 'get their 
mouths around· new items. 

• use the new language when • offer speaking and writing tasks that 
speaking and writing to allow learners to make use of aU the 
communicate in different language they know (see Chapter 9). 
contexts. 

• remember items. • pay attention to how learners record 
items; 

• return to items again and again with 
revision tasks. 
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2 Present-practise 
If there is one basic tcaching sequence used around the world with classes of all 
types, it must be 'present then practise'. In other words, the teacher fi rst presents ! 
introduces I explains I clarifies ! inputs the language point that the lesson is aiming 
to work on, and then, when it seems to be reasonably understood, moves on to 
give learners a chance to practise using the language themselves. 

How does this 'present-practise' cycle relate to the image of learning we looked at 
earlier, in Chapter 6? 

I Input II Learning II Use I 
I lJn(lersU'rw:\lng I 
I Memory I 

RESTRICTEO EXPOSURE V RenltCtion l 
q7 0 \ 

AUTHENTIC EXPOSURE 

) q7 0 Nolleln!! 

~ RESTRICTEO OUTPUT 
CLARIFICATION 

Explanation Preparing 

r~ Guided dlSCOVt!'y (to speek / "Intel 

5ell-dirltCte<:i 
AUTHENTIC OUTPUT 

J 
'-- ---'\... -' ---v- -V 

When teachers do classroom work 
Teachers often call work 

on these areas, it is often called 
on these areas practice . 

presentation , Input or clarification 
Authentic output is also 

Authentic exposure is the same 
known as production 

as listening or reading skills work. 
or simply as speaking 
or writing skills work. 

Ifwc wam to plan a \vell-focused grammar lesson, we need to decide: 

• Which of these areas we want to spend time on; 
How long we want to g ive to each one; 

• What the best sequence is to have them in. 
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Restricted 
exposure 

Many 'present-pracLise' lessons arc structured as shown below. 

Clarification: 
explanation 

Figure 7. 1 Prcscnt.practisc structure 

Authentic 
output 

Lead-in:The teacher shows pictures connected to the lesson tOpic I context 
and elicits ideas from students. 

2 Teacher clarification: The teacher gives / elicits examples of the language and 
explains I elicits information about them from students. The teacher may use 
any of the c1arificaLion ideas (eg explanation) outlined in Section 3 of th is 
chapter. 

3 Restricted output: The students work on oral practice of examples of 
these items. 

4 Restricted output: The students do a wrinen exercise to practise these items. 
5 Authentic output:The students are gi\'en the opportunity to use these items, 

along with the other language they know, in communicative activities. 

Many 'present-practise' lessons make usc of restricted textual material (eg 
printed in the coursebook or using specially recorded material to provide 
examples of the target language items being used in context).The lesson structure 
might then look like this: 

Figure 7.2 Present-practise with restricted exposure 

Lead-in: The teacher shows pictures connected to the lesson topic I context 
and elicits ideas from learners. 

2 Restricted exposure: Learners read / Iisten to a text and get a general 
understanding ofit (maybe via a sequence of tasks and feedback). 

3 Teacher c1arification:The teacher uses the text to gi\'e I elicit examples and 
explain I elicit information about the item oflanguage. 

4 Restricted output: The students work on oral practice of examples of 
these items. 

5 Restricted output: The srudents do a written exercise to practise these items. 
6 Authentic output:The students are given the opportunity to use these items, 

along with the other language they know, in communicative activities. 

Of course, many 'present-practise' lessons are more complex than the ones we 
have looked at so far. In many cases, the stages will not necessarily be clear and 
distinct. Your use of examples, your explanations and some practice elements may 
all be integrated, cg a cycle of examples, explanations and learner drills all being 
offered within a few minutes. 



2 Present-practise 

Situational presentation 

An interesting example of pres em ali on is the popular situational presentation, in 
which language is introduced via a context that the teacher has created (using 
board drawings, for example). Here is a description ofa teacher using a situational 
presentation to teach used to. 

Establish the context 

The teacher draws a picture of rl country house and a rich man (holding dollar 
bills). She asks the students to tell her about him and his life (eg He's rich. /-Ie 
Jives ill a big house). 

2 She adds more pictures one by one (eg a Rolls Royce, a four-poster bed, a 
swimming pool) and elicits more statements about his life (eg He drives a I?olls 
Royce). She checks that all students are clear about this contexl. 

Establish the meaning of the target item 

3 She adds a picture of an 'interviewer' to the context and establishes that the rich 
man is being imcrviewed about his past life. 

Figure 7.3 Used to board plan 

4 She draws a picture of his thoughts about the past (cg a 'thought bubble' with a 
bicycle inside it). She invites the students to make a semence about this. She 
taps the board to ex plicitly link the Rolls Royce (now) and the bicycle (past). 
She asks concept questions, eg IVhat's this? (a bike) Does he ride a bike nO'W? 
(no) Did he ride one in lhe past? (yes) But IIot now? (no) Docs he ride a bike 110ft'? 

(no) . She has now introduced and focused on the target meaning of used 10 

without actually using the target language. Note that the meaning comes first, 
before the students meet the target form - the students understand the concept 
being dealt with, and, hopefully, feci the need for a piece oflanguage to express 
it, before the teacher introduces the target language itself. 

Introduce and practise the targe, language 

5 When the ' bike' concept is clear, she asks if students can say the sentence he 
said to the interviewer, ie that has the meaning of'I rode a bike in the past, but 
not now.' If a student produces a reasonable sentence, she works with t11rlt; if 
not, she models it herself (eg He used 10 ride a bike). 

6 She gets studellls to repeat this round the class (a drill) and corrt"Cts any 
problems, especially taking care that she doesn't only notice incorrect words 
and word order, but also notices unnatural pronunciation. 
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Generate more sentences from the context 

7 She adds more pictures to the 'interview' (eg bottle of water). She elicits further 
sentences using the target structure (eg H e llsed to drink tvaler, He lISed to sleep in 
lhe slreet, He lIsed to be poor). 

Recording in notebooks 

8 She recaps semences made so far and invites the class to help her construct a 
substitution table which they can then copy into their notebooks. 

Moving on to practice stages 

9 Now that the class has met a number of examples of me target language and has 
had a chance to repeat these sentences, she moves them on to practice activities. 

teaching technique on the DVD 

_ Balancing presentation and practice 

What should be the balance of practice to presentation? 

If your aim is to spend an hour helping learners get better at using a particular 
piece of grammar (for example. too + adjective + to + verb - too heavy to lift. etc), 
which of these two lesson structures seems, in your opinion, likely to be more 
useful to the learners? 

o 60 

Presentation Practice 

o 60 

I Leadin Presentation Practice I 

Many teachers spend most class time on presemation because they see this as me 
most important thing they can do to help their learners with grammar. They see a 
language teacher's job as primarily supplying information. Are they right? 

I'd say 'no'. For me, a language teacher's job is primarily to push, encourage and 
help learners to try using the language themselves. In fact, you don't need very 
much information before you can try using language yourself, and once you start 
trying to use it, you can get feedback, correction and help on how to do it better.The 
primary learning experience is doing the thing yourself, not listening to someone 
else telling you about how to do it. So, I'd argue thaI students in many classes do not 
need long explanations or detailed information. \XThat they tend to need more are 
challenging opportunities to try using the language items themselves. 

Thinking about grammar teaching as primarily 'practice' rather man 'presentation' 
can help to solve a number of problems that teachers feel they face in class, not least 
the situation where students say I~ have swdied this be/oreor I~ kncw lhis already. 



3 Clarification 

Many students think they 'know' certain items; what they actually mean is that 
information about these items has been presented to them, but the chances are 
high that, when pushed to use that item, they will make errors. A major problem 
with many grammar lessons is that they provide too much 'information' and not 
enough 'expectation' of quality srudent production. This is not to say mat learners 
don't need the information - they almost certainly need some (and they need it 
clearly) - hut mey don't need all of it every time they have a lesson on a certain 
grammar item. They don't need to always be starting again at Step 1. What makes 
the lesson challenging is not the level of theoretical knowledge the lesson deals in, 
but what you ask students to try and do. It 's the difference her-veen up-here 
knowledge in the head and knowledge-in-usc, in other words: 

moving the 
language from 

here 

to here 

Figure 7.4 Knowledge in use 

.. 
Thus, in theory, it is possible to have a really challenging, involving lesson on, say, 
the present perfect simple, at Advanced level. "This is nOt because you will add 
more and more complex information, but because you would expect more in 
terms of quality of student output. 

3 Clarification 

You have reached a point in your lesson where you want the learners really to 
focus in on a piece of grammar, to see it, think about it and understand it, to 
become much clearer on its form, meaning and use. This is what many teachers 
refer to as clarification or presentation. However, these are quite broad 
headings; there is a significant difference between a presentation in which I give 
you a lecture for 60 minutes and one where J nudge and help you towards 
discovering much of the same information for yourself via a process of 
questioning and looking at suggested reference material. We could differentiate 
three general categories: 

I Teacher explanation 
2 Guided discovery 
3 Self-directed discovery 
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We can perhaps see these as falling on a continuum (see Figure 7.5): 

Explanation 
Guided discovery Self-directed discovery 
(TeaCher helps the (The learner 

(Teacher tells the learner) 
learner to tell hlmseln tells himself) 

I I I 
Figure 7.5 Three categories of clarification 

_ Grammar clarification activities 

Classify the following grammar clarification activities by placing them on the 
diagram in Figure 7.5. Are they mainly (E) explanation, (G) guided discovery or (5 ) 
self-directed discovery? 

1 You write some sentences (all using the past perfect) on the board. but with the 
words mixed up, then hand the board pen to the students and leave the room. 

2 You tell a story about your weekend. Every time you use a verb in the past simple, you 
repeat it and write it on the board. At the end, you write 'past simple' on the board 
and explain that you used all these verbs in the past because the story happened last 
Saturday. 

3 You lecture about the constructIOn of conditional sentences. 
4 You create a board situation, clarify a specific meaning and then elicit appropriate 

sentences from the students or model them yourself. 
5 You hand out a list of 20 ifsentences. You ask students to work together, discuss and 

find out what the 'rules' are. 
6 Students discuss interpretation of time lines on the board and try to make example 

sentences for them. You intervene when answers seem elusive and at one point 
explain the difference between two tenses. 

7 Students decide they want to learn about reported speech. They go to the library or 
learning centre and find out more. 

Different people will, of course, interpret these short descriptions differently. I'm 
sure your positioning is nOI exactly the same as mine, but is the ordering from left 
to right the same? 

3 2 4 6 5 1 7 

I I I 

Explanation 
Guided discovery Self-directed discovery 

(Teacher tells the learner) 
(Teacher helps the (The learner 

learner to tell himself) tells himself) 



3 Clarification 

Teacher expla nation 

_ Teacher explanations 

Most teachers want, at some pOint, to give their class explanations about language 
points. Which of the following guidelines seem appropriate to you? 

When explaining language ... 

1 talk at length; 
2 talk fast; 
3 use language more complicated than the point you are explaining; 
4 bring In as many other language issues as possible; 
5 don 't give examples; 
6 don·t ask Questions; 
7 don·t use any diagrams or visual aids; 
8 assume that the class is following your points -don·t waste time checking; 
9 always explain every difficulty before students encounter the problem themselves. 

My personal list of guidelines fo r giving helpful explanations would (you've 
guessed!) be the opposite of that list - especially 'Keep it short'. 

Giving helpful explanations 

Two minutes of focused explanation can be really helpful; 20 minutes of the same 
is likely to get students confused, bored and embarrassed.The problem is that it is 
not necessarily a very involving teaching method; it is easy for a learner to switch 
off or misunderstand. It can appear successful because there is often an illusion of 
a large amount of work being covered, but the fact that the teacher has expounded 
on a particular topic does not mean that the item has been understood or 
internalised. Remember that they arc foreign-language learners, not science 
undergraduates; lecture is not generally an appropriate style. Explanation will be 
better as a small componenloflessons rather than the driving force. Having said 
that, a good explanation can often be the clearest and most efficient way to teach 
something. 

The best way to avoid over-long, unhelpful explanations is to prepare them 
carefully when lesson planning. Decide whar information will be necessary to 
state explicitly. Plan a simple, clear way to convey this information. Plan the use of 
timelines, substitution tables, annotated examples, diagrams, etc that might make 
the information easier to lake in. 

Point 9 inTask 7.4 is really a mauer of personal choice; teachers often hope to 
pre-empt learner problems by pointing difficulties out in detail before they arise. 
Sadly, many learners don't appear to be helped by this! Explanations given before 
learners really know what is being discussed often seem to make no difference. I 
find that I generally tend to let learners try using language first and give the 
explanation that clarifies the issue only when they hit problems. 
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Guided discovery 

An alternative to giving explanations would be to create activities that allow 
learners to generate their own discoveries and explanations. Tasks at just the right 
level will draw anention to interesting language issues. Teacher questions (and use 
of other techniques) will 'nudge' the learners towards key points. In this way, long 
explanations can be avoided and learners can take a more active role in their own 
progress. 

Your role in guided discovery is to (a) select appropriate tasks; (b) offer 
appropriate instructions, help, feedback and explanations; (c) manage and 
structure the lesson so that all learners are involved and engaged, and draw the 
most possible from the activity. 

The key technique is to ask good questions, ones that encourage the learners to 
notice language and think about it. These questions may be oral (ie asked live in 
class) or they might be on a worksheet that leads learners in a structured way to 
make conclusions. This kind of guidance is sometimes referred to as 'Socratic 
questioning', ie leading people to discover things that they didn't know they knew 
via a process of structu red questions. 

You can: 

ask questions that focus on the meaning (concept questions); 
ask questions that focus on the context (context questions); 
ask questions that focus on the form; 
offer appropriate examples for analysis and discussion; 
ask learners to analyse sentences from texts; 
ask learners to reflect on language they have used; 
ask learners (0 analyse errors; 

• ask learners to hypothesise rules; 
set problems and puzzles concerning the language item; 
offer tools to help clarify meaning,eg timelines, substitution tables (but 
perhaps encouraging the students to use them to solve the problems); 
help them to smy focused if they get sidetracked; 
raise their awareness as to what they have learned. 

Guided discovery is demanding on both you and the learner, and although it may 
look artless to a casual observer, it isn't enough to throw a task at the learners, let 
them do it and then move on. Guided discovery requires imagination and 
flexibil ity. Your job here is not simply to pass over a body of information, but 
rather to create the conditions in which that information can be learned.This 
seems to be a particularly fruitful way to work in the language classroom . 

. . '.' "I~·~ 
, 'ti " .... ~,I,;..\,. I8Chnlque on the DVD 

_ Guided discovery questions 

Study the following brief transcript from a lesson involving guided discovery 
techniques and decide what questions the teacher might have asked at the point 
marked *. 



3 Clarification 

The Elementary students read a text that reviews and compares different 

dictionaries. The teacher first ensured that learners had a good sense of the 

general meaning of the text and is now focusing on the use of comparatives 

(which learners have worked on before) and superlatives (which learners 

haven't explicitly studied before). 

TEACHER How many dictionaries are mentioned in the article? 

STUDENT 1: Five, 

TEACHER: OK. Look at this diagram. What does it show? 

STUDENT 2: How big. 

TEACHER: Yes - how big or small the dictionaries are. Where can you put the 

different dictionaries on this diagram? 

The teacher offers a pen to the student to add to the diagram; various learners 

come up and write the names of the dictionaries on the diagram, placing them 

to reflect the writer's comments. As items are added. the teacher asks 

questions about their decisions, such as * 
The teacher then works in a similar manner with diagrams showing lighl- heavy, 

cheap - expensive, etc. 

The teacher would be likely to ask questions that: 

encourage learners to reflect on and articulate reasons for their choices; 

• encourage learners to return to the {ext and find texrual evidence that supports 

their choice; 
• draw learners' anention to the specific language used in the text that leads to 

this meaning; 
focus on how the language item is formed; 

build on earlier questions and answers to construct a growing picrure of the 

language item; 
ensure that all learners are grasping the issues and not just the faster ones. 

Questions might include: 

• Why did you put that book in that position on the diagram? 

What does me writer say about that book? 

What were the writer's exact words? 

So, what does biggest mean? 

• How do you pronounce this word? 

Do bigger and biggest mean me same? 

What's the difference in meaning between bigger and biggest? 

Do you know the name for this piece of grammar? 

How do you make a superlative? 

Where a question is one that learners do not know me answer to, you can briefly 

offer the answer yourself. In this way, teacher explanations are only made when 

{hey are seen to be relevant and necessary. Later questions can be used to check if 

learners have grasped this input. 
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Guided discovery: typical comments, instructions 
and questions 

The following list shows various ideas and examples of guided discovery 
questions from different lessons. 

Questions about form 

What word goes in this space? 
How many words arc there in the 
sentence? 

Questions about function 

Do they know each other? 

Is this formal or informal ? 

Problems and puzzles 

Put these words in the right order. 
FiJI in the spaces. 
Change this into the past simple tense. 

Reflecting on use 

Write down some of the sentences 
you heard. 
Why did you use that tense? 

Hypothesising rules 

Is this possible? 
What will the ending be in this 
example? 

Sentence analysis 

Mark all the prepositions. 
IVlark the main stress in the sentence. 

Discussion about language 

Which sentence do you prefer? 
What might help you remember this? 

Contexts and situations 

How do you spell that? 
Is that a verb? 

Where do you think they are speaking? 

How does he feel? 

Write this sentence again, with exactly 
the same meaning, but only using 
seven words. 

Where was the problem? 
Which of those twO sentences is 
correct? 

Why is that incorrect? 
Can you think of another word that 
could go here? 

How many auxiliary verbs are there?' 
Cross out any unnecessary words. 

What mistakes are you likely to make 
with this? 
Is this the same in your language? 

This is PauL Where does he work?Tell me what he does every day. 
)o's got a full diary.\Vhat's she doing tonight? 
Look at this picture. What's going to happen? 
If r throw this pen at the picture on the wall, what'll happen? 



4 Restricted output: drills, exercises, dialogues and games 

Self-directed discovery 

In this book, we will spend oruy a linle time looking at the right-hand side of the 
diagram. This is what learners do when srudying on their own without a teacher 
or in a class where the teacher's role is primarily to 'facilitate' the learner's own 
self-direction. It is the least commonly found in classrooms. Where you want a 
class (0 work mairuy in this way, it is essential that learners understand and agree 
with the working method. You need to ensure that the learners have sufficient 
information and experience to be able to work out their own rules and 
explanations, and perhaps work out their own goals and learning strategies as well. 
The obvious danger here is that you will abdicate your real responsibilities. 

4 Restricted output: drills, exercises, dialogues and games 

Language practice activities are arguably the most important part of any grammar 
lesson. Although teachers often spend a lot of time on 'input' stages - for example, 
in giving explanations - the real learning exp erience is wh en learners try to 
use the language them selves. 

In order to give srudents intensive oral or written practice of specific language 
points, you can use activities carefully designed to restrict the language needed 
and require the use of the target items. Restricted output activities are defined by 
their focus on (a) limited options for use of languagej (b) limited options for 
communication; (c) a focus on accuracy. Typical restricted activities are oral drills, 
written exercises, elicited d ialogues, and grammar practice activities / games. 

Drills 

Drills provide intensive oral practice of selected sentences, giving the learners a 
chance to practise 'getting lheir moulhs around' lhe language wilhout worrying 
(00 much about meaning. The basic drill involves simple repetition: 

TEACHER: 

STIJDENTS: 

TEACHER: 

SllJDENTS: -
He's going to open fhe door. 
He's going to open the door. 
He's gOi"g to drive the car. 
He's goillg to drive the car. 

Drills are so old-fashioned 

You are planning a lesson that includes some drills. Your colleague spots you in the 
staff room and says Drills? Surely you don't still do those! They're so old·fashioned, 
and they've proved they don't work. Is it worth arguing back? What would you say? 

Many tcachers consider drills old-fashioned and nevcr use them. I think lhey are 
wrong and they are depriving their learners of some important chances to learn. 
T he next section oudines some possible reasons for d riUs. 
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Why drill? 

Drills are often associated with the largely discredited behaviourist philosophy 
which suggests that we can be trained intO automatic responses to stimuli through 
repetition or restricted response drills. However, I don't think we need to throw 
drills out with the behaviourist bathwater. We can still argue that our brains need 
to 'aummarise' tasks without having to buy the entire 'stimulus-response' 
philosophy. It seems reasonably clear from day-to-day experience that we become 
bener at doing certain things through practice - I can feel this myself when trying 
to learn to say a difficult sentence in a foreign language. I may need to ' rehearse' it 
slowly and carefully many rimes before I eventually start to get the sou nds nearly 
right and in the right order. Only after a lot of this 'cutting a groove' in my brain's 
record can I start to get 'up to speed' with the new item. Eventually, it is so easy for 
me to say it that I hardly notice I'm saying it and I can stop worrying about it. But 
my own private 'drilling to myself' has helped. 

Drilling is important for 'getting your tongue around it' problems. They can also 
help with other things, for example on issues to do with selecting the right form 
quickly (again, something that improves with familiarity). 

For many years, some writers encouraged teachers not to offer students any 
speaking tasks that did not involve an element of ' genuine communication'. 
Recently, there has been a reassertion of the value of experimenting and playing 
with language even where the language doesn't represent realistic communication. 

So don't worry too much about colleagues or methodology books who tell you not 
to borner with drills! Certainly there is some danger that students repeating are 
just making noises with li ttle idea what they are saying, but of all activities in the 
classroom, the oral drill is the one which can be most productively demanding on 
accuracy. 

When the students speak, you are probably listening carefully. You will use error 
awareness and correction techniques. You will give clear indications about what 
needs to be done in order to say the sentences berter. You will encourage students 
to try a number of times to say the semences with better pronunciation, with the 
words in the right order,ctc. You will keep the level of challenge very high. When 
teachers are 'kind' and make drills easy (That's good! Not quile,blllgreal! Perfect! 
Hmtastic.l Wolldetful!) . the exercise quickly becomes boring; it is the difficulty and 
the sense of achievcmem that make drills worth doing. Give precise, honest 
feedback rather than gushing praise. If the whole aim ofa drill is to improve 
accuracy, it seems to make sense to aim for a very high standard . There is little 
poim in doing a drill if the teacher and students are prepared to accept sloppy or 
half-good production. Honest fccdback is vital. 

_ Variations on drills 

What variations cou ld enliven the basic drill technique (while still keeping the drill 
as no more than simple repeti tion)? 



4 Restricted output: drills, exercises, dialogues and games 

The following section lists some possible variations. Note that evcn the apparently 
silly ones (like doing it with flat intonation) serve to raise awareness of the 
importance of intonation - sometimes messages are easier to take in when the 
example is exaggerated! 

Factors that can vary a drill 

Figure 7.6 summarises a range of drill rypes. Pick the options you like. 

Variations on a drill 

1 Repeat the grammar item on its own. 
2 Repeat the grammar item in a phrase I sentence. 
3 Repeat the intonation panern (as hummed music, no words). 
4 Repeat the grammar item with exaggerated anention to intonation. 
5 Repeat only the stressed syllables in a sentence ('get the rhythm'), then 

l:l ter 'put back' the missing syllables. 
6 Repeat a sentence, building it up bit by bit, starting with the fltst word(s) I 

syllable(s). 
7 Repeat by 'backchaining' (ie build up the sentence bit by bit, starting at 

the end rather t1lan the beginning). 
8 You g ive open ing of sentencc, srudents completc it. 
9 You give part of sentence, srudents complete it. 

10 You introduce sentence by repetition, then say new word that must be 
substituted within it. 

11 You introduce sentence by repetition. Students must respond with a 
follow-on'reply'. 

12 You introduce sentence by repetition, thcn give an instruction for 
transformation of sentence (eg 'Change to the past perfect'). 

13 You say sentence with errors (eg words in wrong order), students put it 
right. 

14 You say I show cues (eg some key words, pictures) and students construct 
a complete sentence. 

15 You ask real questions about students' lives. Students respond with true 
sentences, all using the same grammatical item. 

16 You invent or read a short text (one or two sentences), then ask questions 
about it, all using the same grammatical item. 
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Var iations o n the var iations 

All the above can be further varied by doing them ... 
1 as a whole class ('choral') 
2 as a half J quarter of a class 
3 as an individual in front of the whole class 
4 as individuals around the class ('passing the baton') 
5 as an open pair (everyone else can hear) next to each other 
6 as an open pair across the room 
7 as two halves of the class speaking to each other as if they were a pair 

(eg male I female; this side I that side) 
8 as closed groups 
9 as closed pairs (ie privately, simultaneously) 

10 loudly 
11 quietly 
12 whispering 
13 shouting 
14 singing 
15 slowly 
16 fast 
17 with exaggerated intonation 
18 with fl at intonation 
19 with a specific accent 
20 with exaggerated rhythm 
21 with intonation fo r specific moods 
22 walking around (separately) 
23 mingling 
24 changing places 
25 taking on the teacher's role (once any individual drill is established) 

Figure 7.6 Range of drill types 

_ Designing a drill 

Devise a drill to work on practising Wh- questions about the past (eg Where did he 
go? What did they do? When did Mary arrive?). 

Irs important to insist on accurate pronunciation when you are conducting a drill 
with students. This is the time to make sure they are saying the words and 
sentences correctly; pay careful attention to rhythm and stress as well as 
pronunciation of the individual words. 

AfOcIeIJltW connected speech teach ing techniques 

Also see Chapter 12. Section 1 for more about giving feedback on errors. 
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Moving beyond repetition drills 

Substitution drills 

Repelition, though useful for allowing full concentration on pronunciation, can be 
a little mindless. The following drill demands a little more thought: 

T EACHER: 

STUDENTS: 

TEACHER: 

STUDEl'.'TS: 

TEACIIER: 

He's going LO drive the car. 
He'sgoing 10 drive the car. 
bw 
He'sgoing lO drive the bus. 
taxi (etc) 

Not much more thought, admiuedly! But it's not difficuh to make it harder: 

T EACHER: 

STUDEl'.'TS: 

T EACHER: 

STIlPEl ... ·TS: 

TEACHER: 

STUDENTS: 

He's going to eallhe cake. 
He's going lO eallhe cake. 
coffee 
He's going to drink the coffee. 
film 
He'sgoillg 10 walch theft/III. (etc) 

These drills are based on the principle of substitution. In the two examples above, 
the noun is being substituted by another - but it could be any word. And ( 0 make it 
really demanding, i[ could vary sentence by sentence: 

TEACHER: He's going to eat the cake. 
S ·llJDE:"',·S: He's going to eat the cake. 
TEACHER: coffee 
STIIDENTS: He'sgoing LOdrink (lie coffee. 
TEACHER: Mary 
STUDENTS: Mary'sgoiflg 10 drink Ille coffee. 
TEACIIER: make 
STUDENTS: 

T EACHER: 

Mary's gOi'lg to make the coffee. 
beds 

STIlDEl'<lS: Mary'sgo/flg to make the beds. (etc) 

Transformation drills 

A completely different kind of drill is based on the students making their 
own sentence based on a model and information given by you.Thcse are 
transformation drins, ie the srudeOl transforms a sentence of one kind into 
another form: 

TEAOIER: 

STUDEl'.'TS: 

T EACHER: 

Sl1JDENTS: 

TEACHER: 

Sl1JDE:-.rrs: 

TEACHER: 

He's opening lhecake lin. 
He's going to Cal Ihe cake. 
He's slandiug beside the swimming pool. 
He'sgoing 10 swim. 
Susall'sgoing imo the post office. 
She's goi"g to buy a stamp. 
The students are wailing alllie bllS Slap. (etc) 
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True sentences 

The most useful drill may be one where the student is giving real information in 
their answers - in other words, there is communication as well as language 
practice: 

T EACHER: 

STUDENTS: 

T EACHER: 

STUDENTS: 

TEACHER: 

STUDF_"-'TS: 

Finally: 

What are you going to do after school? 
I'm going /0 play football. 
And lOlligllt? 
I'm going to walch TV. 
Areyou going to waLCh theftllll? 
No, I'm nOl.l'm going to watch the concert. 

keep the aunosphere humorous but keep the language focus serious; 
personalise some elements; 

• jazz it up with mime, pictures, board cues, silly postures, etc; 
don't worry too much about whether it is a 'meaningful ' o r 
'communicative' drill; 

• do worry about whether what you're drilling is a realistic piece of 
real-world language; 
don't drill possible but improbable English; 
keep the challenge high; 

• make sure students get the practice, not you! 

. ," '-"; ., 
,. ...." ... ..l. IIIQhnIque on the OVD 

Written exercises 

Written exercises are a common and useful way of giving students concentrated 
practice of language items. How can they be less ofa chore and more of an 
enjoyable challenge? 

_ Analysing a textbook language exercise 

Here is a textbook exercise. What area of language is it working on? 

(1) __ computer is certainly (2) __ great invention, one of (3) __ 
wonders of (4) __ modern world. But late on (5) __ cold Friday 
afternoon. towards (6) __ end of (7) __ miserable December, I'm 

( beginning to wish that I'd never bought one. Alii want to do is write 
(8) __ letter to (9) __ Aunt Diana. But (10) __ machine seems to 
have (11) __ different idea altogether. After (12) __ two hours' work. 
alii have to show are (13) __ torn piece of paper filled with (14) __ 
inky. black smudges and (15) __ computer screen that happily tells me 
'There is (16) __ error. Please restart.' Give me (17) __ pen and 
(18) __ pad of (19) __ paperllf this is (20) __ modern world, I'll vote 
for (21) __ Stone Age! / 



4 Restricted output: drills, exercises, dialogues and games 

The exercise is designed to help srudents become more familiar wim the use of 
articles in English (the, a and an or'no article'). 

_ Different ways of using a printed exercise 

The above exercise could obviously be done by students individually in class or at 
home. What other ways of using this material can you think of? 

Some ideas: 

Do it as individuals, then compare and discuss answers with neighbours. 
Work in pairs. 
Work in small groups. 

• Work in teams - make a competition out of it. 
Do it together on the board -teacher-led. 

• Do it together on the board - student-led. 
• Hand out a jumbled list of answers to match to the questions. 

Do il orally in a language laboratory. 
Dictate the sentences, leaving spaces where the missing words are. 
Do it at great speed (give them, say, mree minutes to do the whole exercise). 
Then shuffie papers and give to small groups to discuss and mark. 

• CUI up the sentences and give one to each student; negotiate arrangement 
and answers. 
Hand out the cxercise with your answers already written in, some right, some 
wrong. Thc students must correct your work. 
Make a game out ofit,eg 'Auction': d ivide class into teams; allocate a certain 
amount of'money' to each team.1ne aim is to use this money to 'buy' correct 
words to ftil the gaps. Givc srudcms time to read through the exercise, then, 
starting with Gap 1, proceed to 'auction' pieces of paper with llie,an and aon 
them.The reams must buy the word they need to complete the gap. The team that 
buys the correct word gets a 'money' prize. Anyone else loses the cash they spent 
on the wrong word. Keep a record of how much thcy have'spenr on the board 
through the game; the winner is the team with the most money at the end. 

_ Making a printed exercise more game-like 

Devise a variation on the following written exercise to make it more game-like. 

Choose the correct verb form for each sentence: 

1 I want to see I see I seeing the film. 
2 I'd like to have I have I having a coffee. 
3 I maytogol gol going to london. 
4 I enjoy to watch I watch I watching TV. 
5 I must to go I go I going home now. 
6 I can to play I play I playing the guitar. 
7 I suggest to have I we have I have a rest. 
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This exercise is working on the difference between -ing forms and infinitives and 
helping students to sort out which ones go with which verbs. 

By writing sentence halves on small squares of paper (or blank cards), we could~ 
for example, turn an exercise like the one above into a game of '$nap'.You deal out 
all the cards, which the students keep face down, not looking at them.The 
students (as individuals or in teams) take it in turns to playa card into one of two 
card piles (beginnings or endings).They must call 'Snap!' when the beginning 
and ending make a correct semence.lfthey call 'Snap!' at the wrong time, they (or 
their team) must pick up both piles of discarded cards. 

I want to play the guitar 

E licited dialogues 

These are short dialogues (four to ten lines) which comain a number of examples 
of specific items to be practised. Using a dialogue places these items in a typical or 
useful comext, integrating practice of newer grammar with practice of items 
previously stuqied, social English expressions and pronunciation. The students 
will get many chances to repeat the dialogues in class and thus increase their 
familiarity with these items. They are often an amusing and enjoyable way to 
enable oral practice oflanguage. The procedure is as follows: 

Befor e the class 

Write a short dialogue. Perhaps you have recently taughtlt 's too + adjective + to + 
verb (eg It 's too iloilo dn·nk).You can now make a short dialogue, set in a specific 
situation, that includes a few examples of this language item. For example: 

lAzy boyfriend on sofa;girlfrietld in doorway. 

GJlU.: 
Boy: 
GIIU.: 
Boy: 
GIRL: 

BOY: 
GIRL: 

In class 

Could you help me~ Mike? 
What do you want? 
Bring me that suitcase~ please. 
Oh, I'm too tired! 
It's too heavy for me to carry. 
(tryillg al/dfailing) And it's toO heavy for me, loo!What's in it? 
Your birthday present! 

Use board pictures (or some other way) to establish the context and the 
characters very d early. 

2 By using mime,gestures~ questions or picture cues, try to elicit from the 
students each line of the dialogue you have prepared. The aim is to gel them to 
produce as much of it as possible. 



4 Restricted output drills, exercises, dialogues and games 

3 When the srudents say sentences in response to the eliciting, you need to select 
a suitable one, correcting it if necessary. 

4 You must now establish this !jne of dialogue (ie every srudent in the class needs 
to be able to say it and remember it).This will probably be done through choral 
and individual drilling and correction; the students are given lots of chances to 
repeat it, with you helping them to say it fluently and accurately with the best 
possible pronunciation (especially intonation!).You can help the srudents 
remember the dialogue by drawing up simple cue pictures on the board (eg a 
hand trying to pick up the suitcase).* 

5 Steps 2, 3 and 4 are repeated for each line. 
6 There arc also frequent repetitions of the whole dialogue (0 date (in pairs, 

perhaps, or by dividing the room into two halves). 

* It's tempting to make Stage 4 easier by writing up the words on the board and 
reading itout from there. lf you do this, the srudents won't need to think very 
much. The fun and challenge of the activity is in trying to recall previous words! 

" ,'" \1"1";1":'" ., • 
'io.lI_. ontheDVD 

Follow-on activities 

\'\!hen the dialogue is complete, follow-on activities could include writing it out, 
acting it out, continuing it, etc. 

Grammar practice activities and games 

Grammar practice activities are designed to focus on the use of particular items of 
grammar. The material is designed so that the srudents have few opportunities for 
avoiding working with the target language. Here are some examples: 

Split sentences 

Write out some sentences using the fir st conditional for warnings (eg IJyou touch 
the dog, it '1/ bileyoul) and then cut each sentence in half. Hand out these pieces to 
the students, who have to read out their half and find the matching half amongst 
the o ther studems. 

If you eat that, 
If you touch the dog, 
If you steal my boyfriend, 
If you go out now, 
I[ you don't leave, 
If you don't book a ticket, 

Grammar quiz 

you'll be sick. 
it 'll bite you. 
I'll never speak to you again . 
you' II get soaked. 
)'11 call the police. 
you'll be lucky [a get a seal. 

Run a quiz for two teams. Write a verb infinitive on the board; the fir st team to put 
the past participle correctly on the board wins a point. It's not tOO hard to find 
variations to make a simple quiz like this more interesting. For example: 

use a noughts and crosses (tic-tac-toe) grid to score on - the team must get 
three symbols in a row; 
get students to prepare the questions themselves for the other team to answer; 
add in special rules of your own to allow penalties. ' jokers', bonus points, etc. 

177 



Chapter 7 Teaching grammar 

178 

Memory test 

Prepare copies of three pictures showing people doing various things. For 
example, shopping in a department store; dancing in a nightclub; having a picnic 
by the river. In class, this material is used as a 'memory test' to work on the 
present progressive tense (is / am / are + ·ing). Show the first picture to the 
students for a length of time, and then hide it. Then read out some true / false 
questions about the picture (eg for Figure 7.7, 'The cat is walking past the litter 
bin') 'The policeman is talking to the shop assistant'). In teams, the students 
discuss them, then give their answers and are awarded points. At the end, the 
learns are given a different picture and prepare their own list of ten questions to 
ask the other team. 

Fib>ure 7.7 Memory lest 

Picture dictation 
The material for 'Memory test' above could be used as a picture dictation (you (or a 
student) describe the picture while other students, who haven't secn it, try to draw 
it from the instructions). 

Miming an action 
Students in turn are given a card with an action on it, which they must mime well 
enough for the other students to guess. For example, a srudenl mimes swimming 
and the other srudents say 'You're swimming in the sea' (present progressive). 
Depending on your introduction, this could be used to practise a variety of tenses, 
eg 'Show us what you did yesterday'/ 'You swam in the sea'; 'Show us what you 
were doing at midday yesterday'/ 'You were swimming in the sea'. The mimes 
could also refer to future time. An interesting idea to practise going to would be for 
the student to mime what she would do before the actual action, eg mime walking 
down to the beach, putting on swimming costume, getting ready TO dive: 'You're 
going to swim'. 



4 Restricted output drills, exercises. dialogues and games 

The game works beautifully with adverbs. Prepare two sets of cards: one set with 
actions, one with adverbs. The students take one card from each pile. They tell the 
class what the action is, but not what the adverb is. They then do the action in the 
manner of me adverb. The others, of course, have to guess what the adverb is. 

Growing stories 

Storybuilding activities are excellent for ,,"orkon the past simple. Here are two 
examples: 

Start a story by saying one sentence in the past simple tense. The students 
continue the story by adding one sentence each. 

2 Hand out a large set of different magazine photos, which me students, in small 
groups, look at. Then hand .out a pre-\VTitten selection of verbs (eg decided, 
wished, exploded, etc). The students match me verbs to pictures of meir choice, 
and then invent a complete sentence including the verb. When a group of 
students has ten picture I verb matches, they attempt to invent the other details 
ofa complete Slory, which they prepare orally and tell the rest of the class. 

Questionnaires 

Tum your current grammar items into a questionnaire. Get srudents to survey 
each other. It's usually better if your questionnaire does not contain fuUy written
out questions. Give mem the 'bones' of the questions so that they need to think 
and make the sentences themselves (eg Where I go l tonight?). Otherwise it will be 
you who has had the most challenging language work, and all the students have 
had to do is read out your work! Even better, get them to write the questionnaire! 

Grammar auctions 

Prepare a mix of correct and incorrect sentences. Students working in groups are 
allocated an amount of pretend money. You read out a sentence. They must decide 
if it's correct or not. They then "bid" on the sentence as ifin an auction. They aim 
to only buy correct sentences (as only these arc worth anything at the end). When 
all sentences have been auctioned, reveal what each is-worth (ie nothing for 
incorrect, variable amounts for good ones). 

Board games 

A board ganle ,,"chas !Rlfla·u resc.u",«)nthe DVD could also be used. 

For more on freer practice f authentic usc activities see Chapter 9 Productive skills 
and C hapter 10 Receptive skills. 
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5 Other ways to gratnlllar 

The lessons in the previous section were all based on the 'present-practise' 
structure. BUllet's look again at some possible 'building brick' components of a 
lesson (see Chapler 6, Section 3) so that we can consider alternative lesson shapes. 
If we selcct and then sequence components as shown in Figure 7.8 that seem 
important to us, we can construct various significantly different lesson structures. 

Clarification: 

AuthentiC 

Authentic 
output 

discovery 

Figure 7.8 Ahemativc building blocks 

Test-Teach-Test 

Activities 

What would happen ifwc 'turned around' the 'present-practise' lesson, and put a 
practice stage first? 

o 

Lead·ln 
Practice 

(restricted 
output) 

Clarification 
(guided 

discovery) 

Restricted Restricted 
output output 

Figure 7.9 l est-Teach-Test strucrure 

Practice 
(restricted 

output) 
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5 Other ways to grammar 

\X'hat's happening here?This suggests that we set the learners a task to do that 
requires them to use language and then, as a result of monitoring them while they 
work, we offer input, correction, explanation, etc. Here is an example lesson in 
which a group of Elementary learners arc studying prepositions of place : 

Restricted output: The srudents work in pairs. Both srudenls arc given a 
separate picrure of the same hotel room (which they do not show to their 
partner). The pictures are identical, except that five familiar objects (eg a chair, a 
bonle,etc) are in picture A but not in picture B,and a different five objects are in 
picture B but not in picture A. Students have to describe where the objects arc [Q 

each other,drawing items when they find out exactly where they are. 
2 Clarification (guided discovery): When the activity has finished, the teacher asks 

the students to compare pictures and recall how they described the various 
locations. Pairs work together for a while, then some arc invited to put their answcrs 
on the board. The teacher asks the class to decide togethcr which semences are 
correct and which not. She encourages the class to discuss and agree together 
(using reference books ifnecessary);she directs the discussion so as to get the class 
thinking and working together, but only offers specific help with the language 
problems towards the end if problems remain that the class could not solve. 

3 Restricted output: Learners do a task ,'ery similar to the original hotel task, 
but involving a different location. 

It looks as if we are throwing learners in the deep end and finding ou( what they 
need to know by firs t testing what they can use, then tcaching those things that 
revealed problems or were absent but needed, then letting learners try again to use 
the language (ie test-teach-test). 

The exam ple we have just looked at involved 'restricted' tasks. A test-teach-test 
lesson could also set learners a general speaking task without restriction of 
language; in this case, learners may reveal a much more Wlpredicrable set of 
errors, problems, etc. 

This lesson type is much harder to fully plan in advance. as you do not necessarily 
know what specific language items might come up and require work, info rmation, 
etc. For this reason, this is a lesson type thal tcachers tend not to try until they have 
gained a certain amount of experience and sufficient familiarity with the basics of 
English grammar and usage. 

You may be wondering how either of these lesson structures might be possible. 
How can learners use language before it has been raught? 

When I come to teach many of my students a 'new' grammatical item, I may be 
surprised to find that they 'half-know' it already. With students studying for a 
period of time on any course that includes skills work (reading, listening, etc), lhis 
effect is even more marked because studen ts have been exposed to a large amount 
oflanguage on recordings and in texts, and they have often become half-aware of 
many grammatical patterns. A common example is the present perfect tense: 
students have often heard and read many examples of this tense before it is 
actually focused on in class. 

From this [can conclude that 'new' grammar is often not completely new for 
students and they may have met it many timcs before it is actually 'taught'. 
Teachers often talk about 'teaching' (or 'presenting') new grammar; what is meant 
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is that it is the first time that they have focused in detail on a particular item in 
class. And, in fact, it is extremely hard to do such teaching iflearners haven't had 
this kind of exposure. It 's almost impossible to learn something the very first time 
you meet it, but ifit has 'drip-fed' into your brain over a period of time, you have a 
reasonable slarting point. For these reasons, giving students chances to be 
exposed to, or to auempt to use, language 'above' !heir apparent lcvel of 
knowledge of grammar is extremely useful and greatly aids future work on 
grammar. It both celebrates what students can do and clarifies precisely what still 
needs to be worked on. Maybe we should call these approaches 'exposure-test
teach-test' rather than just 'test-reach-test' for they will only work iflearners have 
been exposed to language. 

_ Appropriate teaching strategies for Beginners 

Do you think it would be possible to use 'exposure-test-teach-test' approaches 
with low·level students, say with Beginners? 

There are few people in the \\'Orld who know nothing of English. Even someone 
who has studied no English has probably picked up a number of'international 
English' expressions and words (duty free, no smoking, it's the rea/thing, etc). Many 
adult learners who call themselves Beginners have, in fact, studied English at 
school for t\\'O or morc years; most or this has been 'forgotten' or is hard to activate 
through lack of use or lack of confidence. These are the so-called 'false Beginners'. 
By providing listening and reading work at an appropriate level, this stockofhalf
known language will quickly increase. Provided learners have sufficient exposure, 
it is certainly possible to use 'exposurc-test-teach-test' approaches at low levels. 

Total Physical Response (TPR) 

TPR is, in fact, a whole methodology and has proved to be very successful, 
especially at low levels. Initially learners are given restricted exposure to a large 
number of instructions (eg Walk LO the door, Pick up Jolanda's pen). Gestures and 
demonstrations quickly help learners to understand the meaning, and learners 
then do what they arc asked to. 

Lessons continue in this manner for a long time, with increasingly complex 
instructions and, la(er, other sentences. Learners are not required (0 use the 
language themselves until they want to and feel ready. Many teachers, while not 
necessarily adopting the i 
from it.lfyou'd like to tryout a lesson, look at the 
on the DVD for some sample instructions. 

Restricted 
exposure 

Figure 7. 10 Total Physical Response lesson 



5 Otherways to grammar 

Task-Based Learning (TBL) 

TBL is a generallerm for some more variations on the 'exposure-test-teach-test' 
lesson structure. 

Lessons are centred round a task, ie the learners have to do a particular 
assignment (which will probably have a clear outcome).This task will usually be 
'real world' rather than 'language focused' (eg 'Plan a birthday parry' rather than 
'Fill in the gaps in this exercise').The lesson will often start with the task itself 
(maybe after some lead-in introducing the theme or topic) and may include other 
stages such as ' listening to a recording of competent language users doing the 
same task', 'Learners give a report back on how they did the task' and a 
'Preparation of the report' stage. 

Authentic 
exposure 

Figure 7. 11 Task-Based Learning lesson 

Text starts 

? 

... ? 

In the section on 'prcsem-practise') we saw how restricted texts could be used as a 
way of providing language exposure. You can do exactly the same with authentic 
texts, though you may need to take more care planning how you exploit them. 

Because lhese texts have not been specifically designed for language srudems, 
they will have neither simplified, controlled language nor lots of specially placed 
examples of a specific target language item. As with the restricted lexlS, you will 
probably need to start out as ifil were a normal task-based skills reading or 
listening lesson, following a sequence of tasks from general to specific so that 
learners get a reasonable understanding of the text before we focus on language 
points. Notc that it's hard to do any useful language work unless the learners have 
a fair idea of their way around the text. 

With an authentic text rather than a restricted one, there may not be multiple 
examples of a particular grammatical point to study, and individual language 
items will probably not'jump out' in the same way as with a restricted text.This 
suggests that an authentic text will often be more useful for drawing anention to a 
range of various language points in action rather than a single target point. 
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Authentic 
exposure 

promote 
'noticing' 

Figure 7. 12 Text starts lesson 

100% exposure 

Someone going to live in a country who does not know the language and does not 
attend classes may learn by 'picking up' the language, ie they will receive lots of 
authentic exposure and will attempt authentic output in return (sometimes with 
helpful feedback from friends, shopkeepers, etc). Some teachers believe that the 
best way to teach language formally may be to reproduce this approach as far as 
possible in class. A teacher who wanted to work in this way might therefore engage 
learners in lots of real activity and conversation (making coffee together, walking 
along the street and looking at shops,etc) and hope that learners pick up language. 
Less strict interpretations would allow 'teaching' as well, to give feedback, 
explanations guidance, etc. A more structu red variant would be based on a 
syllabus where the teacher had chosen a planned sequence of topics and tasks so 
that lessons had a clear sense of progress and challenge. Whether any of these can 
be termed 'grammar' lessons is arguable; they are more general 'language' classes. 

Authentic 
exposure 

Figure 7.13 100010 exposure 



Chapter 8 Teaching lexis 

Students often approach the learning of vocabulary in a fairly random way. This 
chapler looks at how to encourage them to be morc systematic. It presents a 
number of ways to present and practise vocabulary as well as exploring what 
aspects of meaning it takes to really know a word. 

1 What is lexis? 

Teacher altitudes to vocabulary have changed a 10( over recent years. The use of 
the word texis (rather than the more familiar vocabulary) reflects a fundamental 
shift in understanding,artitude and approach. The increasing avai labil ity of 
corpora (large computerised databases of analysable real conversations and 
other text), and dictionaries, grammar books and other resources based o n them 
have revealed many surprising features of language that had been previously 
unrealised. An influential book, The LexicalApproach by Michacl Lewis published 
in 1993) had a significant impact on the profession in raising awareness of the 
importance of lex is and of the weaknesses of much classroom vocabulary work. 

So what is lexis? Is it more than just a fancy word for vocabulary? How does lexis 
relate to grammar? I'll give some definitions on the next page, but flTst it may be 
useful to see why there is a need for these differem words. 

_ Lexis compared with grammar 

Which of the following items would you consider appropriate for inclusion in alexis / 
vocabulary lesson (as opposed to, for example, a grammar lesson)? 

computer, water, stock market, go of(, pass the exam, swim against the tide, it's up 
to you 

When teaching, should we consider every set of letters that is bordered by spaces 
as a separate entity? Or does it make more sense to rake some combinations of 
words as a single grouping, a single meaning, a single lexical item? 

CompUlcrand walerare familiar one-word vocabulary items, but what about seock 
markCI?These two words are regularly found together with a fixed meaning; this 
surely coums as a single item of vocabulary (it has its own entry in the dictionary). 
How useful would it be to only teach stock and market separately and hope that the 
learners will somehow find a way of combining them to make a new meaning? 
Stock market is an example of a single lexical item, in this case with two words 
rather than one. 

One possible meaning of go offis explode (as in The bomb wcm off). Here (in 
contrast to stock market), the meaning is not guessable,even if a student knows the 
meaning of both go and off on their own. This two-word lexical item quite clearly 
has an individual identity that is more than the sum of its parts - and it also has 
variant forms (go off,goingoff, went of{, etc). In class, we need to deal with go 01las a 
p iece of vocabulary in its own right. 
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In swim againstthc tide, the four words have a specific, definable meaning 
(perhaps in another language it could be said in a single word). It is listed in 
dictionaries (sometimes classed as an idiom). Do we need to teach this as a fixed 
chunk oflanguage? It seems to be a four-word lexical item - a single unit of 
meaning that requires four words to be expressed. If we change anyone of the 
words, we lose the familiar chunk - srvim along the lide or dive againsllhe tide don't 
seem to work in the same way. Similar chunks arc jump on the band-wagon, kick the 
bucket,paiw the town red, put two and tWO together, have both jeel on the ground, etc. 

Pass tile e:ram doesn't have quite the same kind of separate identity. The exam and 
pass seem more separable, ie we can think of lots of alternative words that could 
equally well go in front of exam. All the same, it's clear that pass vcry often goes 
together with exam (as do jail, lake, elller and a few other words). These are all 
common collocations with exam, ie words that typically go together with that 
word. These are not fixed lexical items, but probable, common collocations. 

A more difficult problem is provided by expressions such as It's tiP to you. Is this 
a single lexical item, or is it a sentence that a speaker (knowing the ruJes of 
grammar) constructs afresh every time he needs it? Consider some other 
examples: it's aU tile same to me, what Oil earth ... , minding myo'lJ.m business,jwlIlY 
YOII should say lhal, sorry I'm /are, wollidn't you rather ... , it'll do, etc. These items 
would probably not be found in most dictionaries, but, all the same, they do seem 
to have an element of being fixed items, in the same way that individual words do. 
lt is now generally believed that native speakers do not construct expressions of 
this type word by word) but ralher extract ready-made chunks oflanguage from 
an internal store and then put them together with other language items in order to 
express complete meanings. 

Lexis, vocabulary and grammar: a summary 

• Vocabulary typically refers mainly to single words (eg dog,grcen,wash) and 
sometimes to very tightly linked (WO- or three-word combinations (eg stock 
markcl, compact disc, sky biuc, go off). 
The concept of lex is is bigger. It refers to our 'internal database' of words and 
complete 'ready-made' fixed I semi-fixed I typical combinations of words that 
we can recall and use quhe quickly without having to conStruCt new phrases 
and sentences word by word from scratch using our knowledge of grammar. 
Lexis includes: 
a) traditional single-word vocabulary items; 
b) common 'going-together patterns' of words (eg blonde hair, lrafficjam). 

These frequent combinations are known as collocations; 
c) longer combinations of words that are typically used together as if they were 

a single item (eg someone)'OlI call1alk to, on-lhe-spot decisions, I'd rather flOt 
say).These longer combinations (which a few years ago would probably not 
have been considered as anything remotely related to vocabulary) are 
commonly referred to as chunks or sometimes as multiword items. 
(Categories (b) and (c) are both classed as lexical items.) 

Grammar refers to the generalisable patterns of the language and to our ability 
to construct new phrases and sentences out of word combinations and 
grammatical features (verb end ings, etc) to express a precise (and probably 
unique) meaning. 



2 lexis in the classroom 

We could argue that collocations and chunks occupy an intermed iate zone between 
vocabulary and grammar (see Figure 8. 1). 

vocabulary • • grammar 
lexis • • • • 

single words 
formatIOn of and fixed twOoI 

collocations 
'ready·made' 

new phrases three-word chunks 
and sentences combinations 

Figure 8. 1 Vocabulary, lexis and grammar 

l'laving said all that, most teachers still use the terms vocabulary and lexis fairly 
interchangeably. Similarly, as the tenn lexical item is quite a mouthful, staff-room 
chat lends to avoid it, referring instead to words, col/ocalions and cJllmks.The word 
word is a useful shorthand for all three, and I shall occasionally use it as such in the 
rest of this book. 

2 Lexis in the classroom 

Lexis is a powerful carrier of meaning. Beginners often manage to communicate 
in English by using the accumulative effect of individual words. A student who 
says 'Yesterday. Go disco. And friends. Dancing'will almost certainly get much of 
his message over despite completely avoiding grammar; the meaning is conveyed 
by the lexis alone. A good knowledge of grammar, on the other hand, is not such a 
powerful tool. ' I wonder if you could lend me your ... ' means little without a word 
to fill the gap, whereas the gapped word -calculalor-on its own could possibly 
communicate the desired message: 'CalcuJaror?' 

A learner, recognising the communicative power oflex.is, might reasonably aim to 
acquire a working knowledge of a large number of words: 'The more words I have, 
the more precisely I can express the exact meanings I want to.' But (as many of us 
will recall from our own studies of other languages) gelling to be on familiar terms 
with lexis is quite difficult.The long lists of v .. ·ords and their translations in our 
exercise books somehow always seem to defy memory, and even when we can recall 
the wo rd we walll, it doesn't always seem to fit comfortably into our own sentences. 

Perhaps the translation approach is part of the problem. Lex ical items live within 
their own languages, and though a dictionary translation can give an introduction 
to the meaning of a word, it can never really let us into the secrets o f how thal word 
ex ists within its language. Instead, we are left with questions: 

• What lexical items have a similar meaning to this one? How do they differ in 
meaning? 
Is this lexical item part of a family or group of related lexical itcms?What are 
the other members? How do they relate to each other? 
What other lexical items typically keep company with this onc (often coming 
before or after it in a sentence)? 

• Is the lexical item normally used as part of a fixed phrase? 
• What other lexical items can be formed by adding or taking away bits? 

What arc the situations and contexts where this lexical item is typically found or 
not found? 
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Many teachers find that a useful first step towards answering such questions is to 

encourage (and train students in) the use of English-English dictionaries rather 

than translation dictionaries. Such dictionaries usually offer sentences 

exemplifying typical usage, notes on common sentence patterns, pronunciation. 

relationships with other lexical items. etc. Leamer training in the effective use of 

dictionaries gives students a valuable skill that they can use in and out of the 

classroom. 

Vou need to find other systematic ways of helping learners with lexis. Random 

explanations and examples off the top of your head in the middle of a lesson may 

solve unexpected problems on the spot, but lexical items dealt with in this way are 

unlikely to become a long-term part of the learner's own store of English. in 

contrast, a systematic approach might devOte lesson time to helping learners at 

each of the following stages ofiearning lexis: 

( I) Meeting new lexical items and understanding them and their use 

(2) Practising using them 

(3) Memorising them 

(4) Recalling and using them 

An important consideration for planning lexis work is the distinction bet\vecn 

productive and receptive lexis. We all understand many more lexical items than 

we actually use in everyday situations; for example, in this section, you have seen the 

words defy, colrveyed, acquire and systematic, yet it is unlikely that you have actually 

used any of these in the past few weeks. Our receptive lexis is the sel of lexical items 

that we recognise and understand. but tend not to use ourselves in everyday speech. 

Ar Beginner level, most new lexical items learned by srudents have obvious 

immediate practical uses; they quickly become part of the learners' everyday 

English - their productive lexis. You can help this by giving students opportunities 

to practise new lexical items in spoken communication. Good pronunciation 

might be encouraged - getting the sounds and the stress right. 

However, as students learn more and more lexica1 items, they will find that many 

items seem less immediately useful and are perhaps only occasionally mel with in 

the context of reading or listening material. There may seem less point in getting 

students to practise such lexical items. Work on pronunciation can still be useful, 

but is more likely [Q be analytical (cg Which is lhe slressed syllable.» rather than as 

part of communication practice. 

The role oflexis in the classroom 

Lexis is important and needs to be dealt with systematically in its own right; it is 

not simply an add-on to grammar or skills lessons. 

2 Our job does not finish as soon as srudents have fir st met some new lexis; we 

need to help them practise, learn, store. recall and usc the items. 

3 Training in the use of English-English dictionaries provides students with a 

vital tool for self-study. 
4 We need to distinguish bet\veen lexis for productive use and for receptive 

recognition, and adapt our classroom work appropriately. 

5 As we saw in the previous section, we need to deal not onl y with single-word 

lexical items, but also with longer, multiword items. 
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3 Presenting lexis 
You may sometimes want to offer a short, teacher· led focus on the meaning, form 
and use of lexical items. This may be to clarify a single item, perhaps when a 
problem comes up unexpectedly in the middle of a lesson, though more often you 
will group items together and teach a small set at the same time. It is usually most 
useful when the lexical items presented are connected in some way, for example: 

• words connected with the same location or event (eg shop\vords, wedding words); 
• words that have the same grammar and similar use (eg adjectives to describe 

people, movement verbs); 
• words that can be used to achieve success in a specific task (eg persuading a 

foreign friend to visit your town). 

_ Grouping lexical Items for teaching 

Think of one or two other ways to group lexical items for teaching. 

Presentation techniques for lexis 

If you just want to quickly convey the meaning of one or more lexical items, there 
are a number of ways you could do thal. The most common technique probably 
involves a presentation-practice route: 

• Present: you first offer some cues, pictures or information about the target 
items and elicit the words from students or modellhem yourself.You will need 
to check that learners have understood how they arc formed, what they mean 
and how they are used. 

• Practise: you then get the students to practise, eg by repeating items, using them 
in short dialogues, etc. 

These techniques are similar to those used in the present-practise section on 
grammar (see C hapter 7, Section 2). 

Alternatively, there are many other ways to convey meaning. For each lexical item 
in the following random list, I\·e suggested a different way that you could help 
students begin to learn the meaning. 

gloves Mime putting them on. 

disgllSling Mime (eg smelli ng old food) and make a facial expression. 

swmulljng Translate it. 

cafe Draw a quick sketch on the board or show a flashcard or 
picrure in a book. 

oJlen Draw a line. Mark never at one end and always al the other. 
Mark points along it: Ilsllaily, rarely, etc. 

chase Get two or three students to act it out. 

Jrightened Tell a personal anecdote. 

crossroads Build a model with Cuisenaire rods or toy construction bricks. 

wi"dow sill Point to the object. 

exploitation Explain the meaning (with examples). 

hope Read out the dictionary defmition. 
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put up with ~re ll a short story that includes it. 

stapler Bring one into class to show them. 

plltYOlir fooL down Act out a sha ri conversation. 

comac( lens Students who know explain to those who don't. 

reduction Draw a d iagram or graph. 

Some of these ideas used on their own might seem more time-consuming than is 
worthwhile fo r a single word. However, they may be valid ifthcy arc gener a t ive, 
ie if they also allow you to introduce other items using the same technique, context 
or illustration. For example, the idea given above fo r crossroads involves using 
C uisenai re rods to make a lime road scene, which presumably would take a 
minute o r so to set up and introduce. That might arguably be long-winded , but 
becomes more usable if, having set up the scene, you can then also easily teach 
traffic lights, zebra crossing, sigllpost~ traffic using the same situational context. 

Bear in mind that, whatever you do, the stand-alone words are not much use on 
their own. For example, disgusting as a si ngle word has some use but is limited. But 
if students know that they can smell food and say 'Ooh!That's disgusting!' and 
'That cafe was absolutely disgusting!', it starts to become a really usable item. So, 
if you p resent lexical items, remember not just to teach isolated items, but to make 
su re that learners get to hear and use them in realistic sentences. 

_ Teaching Ideas for lexls 

Continue the list with teaching ideas for the fallowing words: Wednesday, tunnel. 
chilly, overtake. 

A simple lexis-presentation activily at Beginner or Elementary level might involve 
using techniques such as these to introduce students to a short list of new lexical 
items. This input (ie teaching) of new lexis would probably be followed by a 
practice activily in which students could find ways to use the words that they had 
just met or revised (see the next section). 

However, even if you have used these techniques in class, you can't reall y say that 
the students have learned the new item. The fIrst meeting with a lexical item (in 
class or elsewhere) is only one step. Coming to really learn the scope and limits of 
a lexical item is a long and gradual process; a lexical item learned initially at 
Beginner level (for example, book) can go on revealing more and more ofitsclf 
even up to Advanced level (LO do something by the book, bookworm,bookish, liule 
bUick book, /0 IhrO'W the book at someone, LO book somCOlle, etc). The list of teaching 
ideas for swimming can be extended to include some ways of studying this lexical 
item beyond a first meeting, for example: 

draw a circle with the word swimming in the centre. Add lines leading from this 
word to a variety of collocations or phrases: - pool, - Icssot/, - trllnks, Shall toe 
go -, etc. These items could be elicited from students, searched for in 
dictionaries, found in texts, etc; 
use swimming as starting point and collect a number of connected lexical items, 
eg water polo, diving board, deep end, crawl, etc; 
collect grammatical variatio ns on stvimmitlg, eg swim, swam, swum, swimmer, 
swImmers. 

The teaching ideas in lhis section are mainly to do with showing, illustrating or 
demonstrating the meaning. This is possible for many words (particularly 
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tangible, visible objects or simple verbs), but problematic for marc complex 
meanings (cg SlIperfidal, revelaliOfJ,avert). In such cases, learners are likely to need 
to see or hear words in specific contexts in reading texts or listening materials. 

4 Lexical practice activities and games 
After students have seen and heard a new lexical item for the first time, they will 
need opportunities to become more familiar with it, to practise recognising, 
manipulating and using it. Many simple lexical practice activities are based 
around the following ideas: 

• discussions, communicative activities and role play requiring usc of me lexical items; 
• making use of the lexis in wrinen tasks. 

There are many published exercises on lexis.These include: 

matching pictures to lexical items; 
matching parts oflexical items to other parts, eg beginnings and endings; 
matching lexical items to others, eg collocations, synonyms, opposites, sets of 
related words, etc; 
using prefixes and suffixes to build new lexical items from given words; 

• classifying items into lists; 
using given lexical items to complete a specific task; 
filling in crosswords, grids or diagrams; 
filling in gaps in sentences; 
memory games. 

Many such tasks seem to be designed for students working on their own, but can 
easily be used in class. 

_ Using lexical practice exercises In class 

This is a practice exercise from a lexis book for Beginner / Elementary students. 
How could you use it in a class of students? 

11 
Which word is differ..,t f,om tho OtMn' 

From IY1Jrd Games with English 1, Howard-Williams and Herd (Heinemann, 1986) 

J'J 
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There are many options. For example: 

Vou could ask each student to do the exercise on his I her own. 
• Students could work together in pairs or small groups to find me answers 

(possibly comparing with other pairs later). 
• The whole class could decide on answers together. 
• Vou could make reams and the exercise could be run as a competition, giving 

questions in rurns to the separate teams and awarding points for right answers. 

You could also use this exercise as sou rce material for a series of activities, perhaps 
gening students to: 

match word groups with the pictures; 
look up any lexical items they don't know in their dictionaries; 
explain new lexical items to other students; 

• do the exercise in pairs; 
• check and compare answers as a whole class; 
• in groups, write their own questions in the same style; 
• use me new questions as a quiz between teams. 

This kind of practice is mainly focused on reading and writing and on using the 
lexical items individually and away from any contcxt.Thc students are learning 
about the lexical items rather than actually using them. In lexis work, you also 
need to provide chances for students to get oral and lor written practice in using 
the lexical items. 

_ Lexical Items In a practice task 
Here are two exercises from a higher-Ievellexis book. List ten or more items of lexis 
that students will practise when they do these exercises. 

Practice 
[jJ Write or discuss the answers to these questions. 

1 How much do you know about each of the planets in our system? 
2 How far do you think man will get in space discovery in the next 

hundred years? 
3 Do we really need to know what other planets and systems are like? 

You are an astronaut reporting back to Earth from outer space. 
Describe what you can see as you float t hrough space. 

From Iflordbuilder by GuyWellman (Heinemann, \989) 

Some possible lexis: planel, solar syslem, Earth, Mars,Jupiler,Salllm, Sun, slaT, 
galaxy, UFO, comet, spaceshi~saullite, moon, rockel, alien, black hole, n'ngs, asteroids, 
speed of [ighl, ET, etc. 

Many practice activities combine giving the students a list oflexical items and 
setting them a task to do with those lexical items. The practice activity in Task 8.S, 
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for example, is preceded in the book by an acti\1ry that focuses the students dearly 
on a large number of useful lexical items. 

_ Designing a task for specific lexical Items 

Look at the picture and lexical items below. Design a task that will give students 
written or oral practice in using a number of these lexical items: cash register, shop 
assistant, trolley. credit card, expensive. thief, purse, change. shopping bag, 
receipt, customer, pay. paid, shopping(noun). 

Figure 8.2 Supermarket picture 

Here are four ideas: 

You were at the shops yesterday and you lost your purse. You think another 
person took it. Look at the picture and think about your story. The othcr 
student in your pair is a police\\·oman.lcll her exactly what happened. 

2 Do you like shopping? What are some of the problems? Perhaps this picture will 
give you some ideas. Write five or six sentences about what you like and dislikc. 
When you are ready, compare with other students. 

3 Get into groups of three. Look at this picture. In your group,one student is this 
man, one student is the shop assistant, and one student is this woman. First of 
all, think about what they are discussing. Are they arguing?Why?Then stand 
up and practise the conversation. 

4 Write a strong letter of complaint to the manager of this shop about a terrible 
incident that happened to you yesterday. 
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5 Lexis and skills work 

A great deal of lexis work in class occurs in relation to reading and listening tasks. 
There arc definite advantages in this, most importantly because learners meet the 
language in realistic contexts and sec how the items fit into the meaning and style 
of a whole text. 

The text that immediately surrounds a lexical item is referred to as co-text. Co
text provides important exposure for learners to samples oflanguage being used. 
This suggests why texts are often more useful for teaching lexis than lessons that 
focus on lexis as separated, stand-alone items without such su rrounding language. 

When using reading or listening texts, a focus on lexis may occur before, while or 
after the students read or listen. 

Pre-teaching texis 

The teacher may select some activities specifically designed to revise, teach and 
practise lexis before moving on to work on the text or recording. The lexis selected 
for teaching is likely to be that most needed for completion of whatever listening 
or reading tasks are to be set. Although this is usually called pre-teaching, 
remember that this work may be helping students to recall items they already 
know as much as introducing new items. The main aim is to help ensure that the 
following activity will work (because there will be fewer stumbling blocks of 
unknown lexical items). This work may, of course, also teach or revise some lexis 
mat may be useful in its own right. 

_ Lexls and listening work 

The following audioscript is for a recording that will be used with an Elementary 
class. The students have recently been working on ways of describing position 
(next to , behind. beside, etc). Their task when listening will be to look at a picture 
(Figure 8.3) and note the mistakes. 

Read the audioscript and ynderline three or four lexical items that you might 
pre-teach. What other items do you think students will need (or want) to 
understand? 

Audioscript 

Well, he's made a few mistakes, hasn't he?1nis place selling snacks - that should 
be a souvenir shop, shouldn't it? $0, change that name from 'Snacks' to 'Gifts' .Yes, 
it ' ll be selling postcards and toys and things. And why is the phone box over by the 
lake? I 'm going to sack that artist when I see him again! He's absolutely 
incompetent. He gets twice my salary and can't do a basic sketch. I mean, we 
wanted the phone next to the shop, didn't we, not over there by the lake.Yes,on the 
right of the shop, by that street lamp. And I think there should be a letter box there 
as well, on the wall of the shop would be fine. And there aren't enough trees- we 
could do with a lot more trees - beside the lake, along the edge of the water. Yes, 
that looks better. 
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Figure 8.3 Amusement park 

The following lexical items are useful to do the task: snacks,sou"Veuir shop,gifts, 
phone box, street /amp, letter box, trees, edge. 

Note that sack, artist,absolutely, inCOmpele1U, twice, salary, basic and skelcll, although 
probably unknown to the students, are not necessary in order to complete the 
task, and therefore do nO[ need to be pre-taught or otherwise focused on. It is 
likely that you would not deal with them at all, unless a student specifically asked 
about them. 

Here are some common pre-teaching tasks of the kind you frequentJy fmd in 
coursebooks. 

• Match the words with the picrures. 
Check the meaning of these words in the dictionary. 
Match the words with the definitions. 

• Brainstorm words on a set topic (ie collect as many as you can). 
D ivide these words into two groups (eg food words and hobby words). 
Label the items in a picture with the right names. 

• Complete gapped sentences with words from a list. 
• Discuss a topic (that will feature in the texl). 
• Say which words (from a list) you expect to be in a text about ... 

In addition to these ideas, you may want to do some teacher-led presentation or 
clarification. You could use ideas from Preseming lexis (Section 3 of this chapter), 
for example offering students defmitions or illustrations of words and eliciting the 
items from learners. 
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