The teaching process

The process of teaching a foreign language is 4 complex ope. as v
other subjects, it has necessarily to be broken down into com Onelthm
purposes of study. Part | presents three such components: the tEacf;]-tS f
(1) presenting and explaining new material; (2) providing Practic
testing. Note that the first two cOncepts are understood here rath
from the way they are usually used within the conventiong] ‘Preseng,,
practice-production’ paradigm. ity

In principle, the teaching processes of presenting, practising and teg,
correspond to strategies used by many good learners trying to aCquire.
language on theijr own. They make sure they perceive and understand;
language (by paying attention, by constructing meanings, by formyly,
or hypotheses that account for it, and so on); they make conscioys effo;
learn it thoroughly ( by mental rehearsal of items, for exam ple, or by fi
Opportunities to practise); and they check themselves (get feedback o
performance, ask to be corrected). (For a thorough discussiop of the ¢
processes and strategies of language learners, see O’Malley and Chamg;

In the classroom, it is the teacher’s job to promote these three [earn;,
processes by the use of appropriate teaching acts. Thus, he or she: preser
explains new material in order to make it clear, comprehensible and avz
for learning; gives practice to consolidate knowledge; and tests, in order
check what has been mastered and what still needs to pe learned or revi
These acts may not occur in this order, and may sometimes be combine
one activity; nevertheless good teachers are usually aware which is their
objective at any point in a lesson.

This is not, of course, the only way people learn a language in the l;l.z»
They may absorb new material unconsciously, or semi-consciously, m:jt
€xposure to comprehensible and personally meaningful speech or \tgl
through their own engagement with it, without any purposeful teac Ci
mediation as proposed here. Through such mediation, however, rht‘J f:”
provide a framework for organized, conscious learning, while Slmuf;w-
being aware of — and providing opportunities for - further, more in
acquisition, . , cesell

Thus, the three topics of presentation, practice and testing are pnorlg,
the following units nort as the exclusive source of student lea-m”}igéed b
representing a rigid linear classroom routine, but rather as Slmliu'nﬂ A
comprehensive categories that enable useful study of basic teaching
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odule 1: Presentations and explanations

P Unit One: Effective presentation

The necessity for presentation

It would seem fairly obvious that in order for our students to learn something
new (a text, a new word, how to perform a task) they need to be first able

to perceive and understand it. One of the teacher’s jobs is to mediate such new
material so that it appears in a form that is most accessible for initial

learning.

This kind of mediation may be called ‘presentation’; the term is applied here
not only to the kind of limited and controlled modelling of a target item that we
qu when we introduce a new word or grammatical structure, but also to the
initial encounter with comprehensible input in the form of spoken or written
texts, as well as various kinds of explanations, instructions and discussion of
new language items or tasks.

People may, it is true, perceive and even acquire new language without
conscious presentation on the part of a teacher. We learn our first language
mostly like this, and there are some who would argue for teaching a foreign
language in the same way — by exposing learners to the language phenomena
without instructional intervention and letting them absorb it intuitively.

However, raw, unmediated new input is often incomprehensible to learners: it
does not function as ‘intake’, and therefore does not result in learning. In an
immersion situation this does not matter: learners have plenty of time for
repeated and different exposures to such input and will eventually absorb it. Bur
given the limited time and resources of conventional foreign language courses,
as much as possible of this input has to become also ‘intake’ ac firs encounter.
Hence the necessity for presenting it in such a way that it can be perceived and
understood. o

Another contribution of effective teacher presentations of new material in
formal courses is that they can help to activate and h;lrnlcss learners’ attention,
effort, intelligence and conscious (‘metacognitive’) learning strategics in order
to enhance learning — again, something that doeg not necessarily happen in an
immersion situation, For instance, you might point out how a new item s L
linked to something they already know, or contrast a new bit of grammar wit
a parallel structure in their own language.

This does not necessarily mean that every single new bit
sound, word, structure, text, and so on — needs to be con
that every new unit in the syllabus has to start with a cleg

presentation. Moreover, presentations may often nozi 0
learning: they may be given after learners have already et
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Just as teaching activities need to be broken down into components for
convenient study, so does language itself. In a natural ‘immersion’ situation
learners may be exposed to stretches of naturally-occurring unsimplified
language data, and gradually learn the language this way. But in such a situatior
they may be able to use most of their waking hours engaging with the language.
and the ratio of ‘teachers’ to learners is often one-to-one — luxuries which
s_tudents. on foreign-language courses usually do not have. In any case, even in
‘immersion’ situations there is some evidence that people speaking to foreigners
slow down their speech, simplify and explain more, so that perhaps even here
there is a rudimentary selection and grading of language items to be taught and
learnt.

In the classroom it is simply more efficient to select and grade the language to
!)e learnt so that learners waste a minimum of time on frustrating
incomprehension and have plenty of opportunities to practise what they know
and use it as a jump-off point for the learning of new language. But such
selection and grading demand first some kind of segmenting of language into
‘bits’ to be organized into a systematic syllabus (see Module 12: The syllabus).

Conventionally, linguists have broken language down into three main
components: the phonology, or sound system of the language; the lexis, or the
words or phrases which express concepts; the structure, or the way words or
bits of words are strung together to make acceptable sentences or phrases.
Language reachers define these more conveniently as pronunciation, vocabulary
and grammar, and it is the teaching of these three that forms the subject of the
first three modules of Part II.

The fourth module describes a different type of language ‘segment’, but one
which is also important and complements the first three. This type of segment
may be called ‘holistic’: language used in a certain context to communicate
meanings. Such segments may include the language used to express a certain
topic, or within a certain situation; or that used to express a concept (notion) or
perform a communicative act (function).

A language course may be based on pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar,
or on the more ‘communicative’ categories of topic, situation, notion and
function. Probably, however, the most effective teaching and learning result
from a combination of them all, in a systematic but flexible programme in
which, for example, topics and situations provide a context for the teaching of
new words, and structures are learned in order to express notions or functions.



Module 15M \

p Unit One: What does a lesson invojy,,

organized social event that occurs iy .
ces may vary in topic, time, place, atmr al
rials, but they all_, fzsseptia]_ly’ are COnCQOSpheTe, a,
as their main objective, involve the participation of learner (5 ;ne iy
and are limited and pre-scheduled as regards time, place ang mnd teaChe:{ar
There are additional characteristics or perspectives to 3 lesSOCmbefShip |
less obvious, but which are also significant. One way to becor, : Whi A
is to look at metaphors that highlight one or another of thep, AWape Oft}{

—

The lesson is a type of
Lessons in different pla

methodology and mate

BOX 15.1: METAPHORS FOR A LESSON

a variety show a conversation

climbing a mountain doing the shopping
eating a meal a football game

a wedding a symphony

a menu consulting a doctor

© Cambridge University Press 1996

Group task Exploring metaphors

Stage 1: Choosing a metaphor
Which of the metaphors shown in Box 15.1 expresses best, in your opin
as a teacher, the essence of a lesson? There is, of course, no 'right as

but your choice will reflect your own conception. If you can find no
metaphor here which suits you, invent your own.

Stage 2: Comparing choices

If you are working in a group, get together in pairs or threes and shae!
selections and reasons for making them. Since any one choice s
any otl}er, there is no need to try to reach any kind of group consets™”
which is the ‘best’; the aim of the discussion is simply to beco™® 'y,
aware of the different attributes different people feel are signi -
are on your own, go straight to Stage 3 below.

Stage 3: Analysis ot
csici)sr:e of the main elements that may have come up in you | c:ilgn
ussion about the various metaphors are discusse in the &
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which takes place in the lesson.

ion. This is most obvious i
_Interaction. _ Vv10us in the metaph : ,
2 expresse d in the wedding, the variety show p CIOlj of conversation, bu is also
: football >OW, and, in perhaps a rather different
way, 11 the football game. Here what is importanc are the social relationshi
between learn(?rs, .or between learners and teacher; a lesson is seerrf ::1 o
something which involves relaxed, warm interaction that protects and
romotes the confidence and happiness of all participants.
For a more detailed discussion of the transactional and interactional
aspects of a lesson, see Prabhu (1992).
3. Goal-oriented eff.ort, involving hard work (climbing a mountain, a football
ame). This implies awareness of a clear, worthwhile objective, the necessity
ffort to attain it and a resulting sense of satisfaction and triumph if it is
ofe . UG Satis P
schieved, or of failure and disappointment if it is not.

4, A satisfying, enjoyable experience (a variety show, a symphony, eatinga
meal). This experience may be based on such things as aestheric pleasure, fun,
interest, challenge or entertainment; the main point is that participants
should enjoy it and therefore be motivated to attend while it is going on (as

isti o satisfied with the results). .
distinct from fecling s . roles (the teacher) involve responsibility

5. A role-based culture, where certain roics (the te vity (consultation
iy, ot (e ) 708 0 LT

i . : . articipan e
with a doctor, a wedding, eapng o mot) him and their expecrcd
advance the demands that will be made on them,

behaviours. This often implies: ¢ icual (a wedding, a variety
6. A conventional construct, with elements 0 behaviours occur every b
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gure who imposes choices.



