APPENDIX 8

An example from the discussion with one of the students

contribution by Bc. Ján Naď (stud FI MU), 25/9/2007 

Learning a foreign language can be a daunting task. I’d like to do a small survey on how we tackle it. In this thread I'll try to explain where I see the most serious obstacles, my experience in coping with them etc. and I'd like you to tell me how YOU go about learning English, what you think about how English was taught at your secondary

school, ...

Some of you may think that what I'm writing about is clear. You may find my post full of truisms and cliches, but I think these matters are not clear at all. At least to me (a few years ago, perhaps partly till this day).

There are two crucial things you need for the learning to be efficient: a vision and a method. Answering the question why you should put in so much effort and learn the language is important but it is not what I mean by the term "vision" here.

It rather referes to what to expect from your learning. When learnin a foreign language there are a lot of skills you have to work on, each of them requiring special attention. So the student should be aware of what and why he or she is doing, how to approach the activities and what results they can expect. One can't learn a language overnight. It's a long-term (and, to a great extent, never-ending) process and that's why having a timeline is essential. Knowing something like how long I have to be doing this in order to be able to do that. This is something that a beginning student cannot estimate without an

experienced teacher's advice.

Vocabulary, listening comprehension, reading fluency etc. Not only you have to learn all of this and more, but you also have to learn how to learn it. A lot of teachers seem to have forgotten they were not born with this knowledge and skills and had to learn it just like their students do. There are many questions a beginning student needs answered, yet they are seldom (never?) addressed, even at higher levels. How to learn new vocabulary? What vocabulry size do I need to be able to express myself accurately in most situations? How to read and understand written english immediately without having to reread and translate it word by word even if there is little new vocabulary?****We could go on. Why is it so difficult to understand spoken English?

Yes, words linked into sentences sound very different from words pronounced individually - there are a lot of interesting phenomena going on.

I think that both the vision and the method part (being both equally important) are often neglected and ELT is often conducted improperly. I'd like to make my point by telling a story from my secondary school years.

I had a few classmates who had been attending a private language school besides the regular classes. Despite that their knowledge of English was very disappointing at best. I wouldn't say it was entirely their fault. They were certainly of that kind of hard-working students who obey the teachers' instructions to the letter but from someone who had been learning English for 8+ years I'd expect a "slightly" better performance. I admit they had this kind of knack for talking nonsense for extensive periods of time, which I lacked at the time :) You could give them any topic (I knew very little about/wasnt interested in at all) and they could just go on talking about it at great length, quite fluently at first sight. Nevertheless (which is one of my fave words,

btw:) their grammar (U/C nouns, articles, prepositional phrases, ...)was a mess! They didn't have the slightest idea of how English pronunciation works (guess they'd nevva heard of no such thing as syllabic stress; some absolutely wrong pseudopronunciations were very common as well as a kind of very disgusting pseudoaccent).

My knowledge of English was desperate at the time (kvinta, 8-rocne gymnazium). I'm not going to explain why or how it happened, all you need to know is I decided it was time to do something about it. I bought a copy of Longman Active Study Dictionary: Because You Are Serious About Learning English (a small brother of LDOCE). Now please don't laugh at me, this worked. It had some 3000 most frequent words

highlighted with blue labels. I leafed through it reading all these entries, copying the most common meanings, phases, phrasal verbs, ...into a notebook; covering about 8-10 words a day. At an early stage I wasn't even able to fully understand the definitions (written using a2000 word defining vocab.) without a bilingual dictionary. (after about

5 years of English classes at school! This was partly my fault though.) This systematic process was the only way out of the misery and it proved very useful. I needed to learn everything from scratch because what I knew was either incomplete or wrong. I couldn't have chosen a better text than the example sentences and definitions in the dictionary. Some may argue it must have been boring but I beg to differ. This was a really enlightening experience with everything beginning to fall into place and make sense (gradually). There were certainly other ways but my then goal was efficiency. In this way one can also, surprisingly (?), learn a lot of grammar. (However when one’s

reached a certain level, a fully-fledged roundup such as the Eng.Grammar in Use series is vital, of cours.e)

Our first English teacher (we had 2 over the 8 years) started our first lesson by hurling some short english phrases at us and we were to repeat after her. We were absolute beginners (there were a few false ones) and I didn't have a clue. From this she somehow inferred that some of us had a talent for languages. (which implies some of us did not, LOL) What a great way to put the students off, isn't it? Anyway, over the next few years she was quite tolerant to those "less-endowed". It's a whatchamacallit, one helluva BS, if you'll pardon the expression!!! A drives-me-mad approach!

I don't want to make this post longer because it is already a bit too long to read. There are, however, a lot of things I think are not covered systematically at secondary schools. I don't know how English is taught at other schools but I can see their results when I see the performance of (a great number of) my fellow students (I mean those I could meet in person at FI) and lots of other learners elsewhere. For example I thought that knowinhg the subset of IPA used in English dictionaries should be a norm among university students. I thought wrong.

Some of the problematic areas (in random order) besides common grammar

issues such as tenses: polysemy, idioms, collocations, phrasal verbs, choice of register,

PRONUNCIATION, "other Englishes awareness", ... These cannot be dismissed as advanced topics, they can (and should) be dealt with, to an appropriate extent, at _every_ level of learning.

OK, for now, time to end it here. Later, I'd like to discuss some specific methods of ELT and contrast it with how we were taught German.I guess I wouldn't be able to form a single meaningful German sentence (4 years of "learning", entirely my fault, but I don't regret a thing)), but I believe that the German language teaching we received was far more effective nonetheless. Next I’d like to ask what you do to improve your 4 language skills and why you think it works (or why it doesn’t yield the results you want).

Some interesting articles:

- A Comparison of the Receptive and Productive Vocabulary Sizes of some Second Language Learners

- How should teachers incorporate vocabulary teaching into their classes?

- A Study of Receptive and Productive Vocabulary Learning from Word Cards.

- Intensive/Extensive reading, extensive listening (there is very little material out there on this topic)

Sorry, no links, but it's easy to google them if you use the whole

titles as search queries.

+ LDOCE online: http://pewebdic2.cw.idm.fr/  

****For example an answer to the last one could go like this: Read as much as you can. However the text should only be a few degrees above your current level, so that you can follow the plot and don't get distracted too much by a lot of unknown vocabulary. Thus you will mprove your reading fluency, progressing from reading word by word to reading in ideas, you will improve your ability to deal with uknown words e.g. to guess the meaning from context, and you can reinforce your grammar as well (since you come across some grammar patterns quite frequently in the text). Sometimes the answer can be this simple. Sometimes not. (This is actually a bit more complex but I don't want to

waste space here).

P.S. I find proofreading a real chore (=> I don't do it unless it's evaluated.). There are likely to be mistakes in this text so feel free to let me know.

contribution by Petr Hruška (stud FI MU),  6. 10. 2007

Hi. My name is Peter Hruska. I'm 20 years old and I'm from Nove Zamky, Slovakia. I study at Faculty of Informatics and if I will not improve my English until next examinations term this will be history. My hobbys are programing, playing comuper games, table tennis, footbal, hockey, hiking and reading books, especially fantsy and sci-fi. I like almost all kinds of animals. At home (home - home) I have a cat and aquarium.

My reaction

Vloženo: 31. 10. 2007 17:14, Bc. Libuše Kohutová (stud PedF MU),

Hello Peter, thanks for introducing yourself and welcome here. If you DON'T improve your English, will you have to leave the university? Are you going to take an exam in English? I wish you good luck, you'll probably have to study hard, man! Your hobbIES are sports and prograMMing! What does it mean, like what do you programme? my husband is crazy about IT and he's always doing something which I don't understand. He also studies IT at university in Ostrava. He's interested in Linux, we don't use Windows on our home computers. Also in the school where he teaches, he uses Linux distro. It's cheaper than using Windows.

