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TURNING STUDENTS ON TC ENGLISH

AN ANALYSIS INTO WIIY STUDENTS SAY "I DON'T
LIKE ENGLISIH"

Lindis Medel

Prepa Femenil
Universidad Autdnoma
de Guadalajara

When I recently changed jobs at the university where I work,
I found :nysell in the fascinating but sometimes trying world of
adolescents. Up to February of 1979, T had worked exclusively in
EFL classes wilh university age students and adults, T considered
myself a gpood teacher, openeminded and willing to accept 2 new
idea: sure of my ability to adapt to, if not Lo conguer, any situa-
lionn which might arise in the classraom.

Suddenly I found that all my old surc-shot techniques were
not working as well as 1 had imagined they would; my vasl collec-
ton ol visual and sudie aids met with a rather cooler reception
that I'd remembered and [ admit to feeling something quite less
shan enthusiasm when Lhe bell was sbout to ring for me to go to
a class with 27 squirmy junivr-highers.

Not only were these studenls restless and casily distracted, but
also, in general, they seemed to be tolally negalive sbout learning
English. Their presence in my classroom was obligatory. They
only needed English to fulfill the curriculum requirements of their
school and they let me know it at times! Now thuvse who share my
experience in teaching adolescents knmow full well what happens (o a
¢lass when sludents are negative and "not in the mood'. Sponta-
necus gossip sessions, taking out other homework, slecping [or try-
ing to) suddenly remembering an urgent trip to the locker or the
office, ctc, c¢tc.

To bulster up my fading sclf-image I decided to do some in-
vestigating into the "why' of this rarmpant negative attitude and
"whuat" (I refuse to add "if anything') she teacher can do about it.
The resull of my investigativn is Lthis article in which 1 will discuss
prevention and not cures.

At. the MEXTESCL Convention in Caxaca in 1979, Jerrilou |
Johnson gave a talk entitled "!No Me Gusta Fstudiar Inglés;" I
wonder how many times we've heard our studenle say that., Maybe
they don'l use that phrasing and perhaps they don't use any words
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al all, bul comnunicate in a very clear pon-verbal manner that
studying Finglish is quite the furthest thing from their minds any
time, anywhere. And if we are receiving lhis message, how do
we react?

L can think of three pussible reactions. The first might be
te feel a listle guilty, Somewhere along the way we've failed,
vilher vurselves or our students, or hath, because we haven't been
successful in instilling in them a kind of blind dedicativn to the
study of English.

Another reaction might be one of righteous indignation, Stu-
dents complaining? Tut then they're always complaining about
something: grades, too much homewerk, the teacher’s accent.

Or we might just shrug our shoulders and shrug off the com-
ment.  "After all, I just work here. How students feel is not
really my concern'.

However, T feel that a comment like "1 don't like to study
English'" can go beyond just words and guickly turn an English
class into & kind of marlyrdom [or teacher and students alike:

a class to which the students go dragging their feet, for which

the teacher only thinks sbout preparing: & class hour dedicaled

Lo "keeping themn quiet’. And if we've been receiving that message
rather often lately, then T think it's time to consider how to change
a lawment o a statement like "English is great!! [or perhaps
"English 15 OK:! " the best we should expect from present-day
adolescents),

I suggest that we as EFL tcachers de share some of the
responsibility for student negativism as regards the study of English
and offer three main rcasons why "1 don't like English" is oflen
teacher-ariented, First, we fail to correclly idenlily vurselves as
teachers, That is, we don't know how our students see us, the
kind of image we're projecting.

Secondly, we are unawarce of the kinds of students we are
likely to encounter in the EFL classroom. llere I'm refering to
kinds of students in terms of degrees of motivation or lack of it
We are also wnaware of what makes our students tick, whal moti-
vates them and what their needs and expectations are with regasds
to the study of English,

And finally, we persist in some rather harmiul games which
do everything but further the cause of EIFFL: psychological games
which we may nol even be aware are going om

X
-
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Mary Finnocchiaro once wrote that a language teacher must be
a éombination of linguist, anthropologist, sociolugist and pedagogue,
because, and | gquote, '"while teachers of other disciplines are
called upon to inculcate habits, attitudes, knowledge, or skills in
a medium already known to their sludents, the foreipn language
teacher musl bring aboul changes or meodifications in behaviour,
habite, attitudes, knowledge, or skills in an unfamiliar medium
requiring additional or different physiological activity..,'(1)
Some task! Above and heyond needing to be so poly-faceted there
arc the individual teacher types o consider: all those little things
that make you '"you' and which surcly stamp everything you do with
vour particular characteristics, Let's consider some typical teach-
cr-types to be found in the EFL classroom.

The firsL i the SUPERSTAR. This teacher is interested
in overwhelming his students by sheer personality. ITe is totally
dedicated to the care for and preservation of his own self-image,
Students are only necessary becsuse without them there would be
no audience.

The secound lescher-lype abuunds in secondary and preparatory
schoole. Thig is the JUDGE. If a student's breath cven faintly
reeks of gpum or tobacco, it's off to the Prefect of Discipline.
One side-long glance or corner-of-the-mouth comment to 3 class-
mate rasults in o "doble falta'.

The GOOD CL' BOY is ancvther conunon staff member. He
is known fur jusl marking time. His response to any question a
atudent might have is "Don't ask me, T just speak the Ianguage'.

Good in very small doses is the POLYANNA. For this
teacher everything is just super! The studenls speak perflectly
and require virtually no teaching., Nothing needs improving. Life
is great! As with the COOD QL' BCY this teacher feels no
mcentive oY reason te change or enlarge personal horizons.

Then there is the SNOB, This teacher i above such de-
meaning tasks as making a daily lesson plan or keeping abreast
of homework and test grades.  Stacks of papers adorn his desk.
At the bottormn of this stuck is Lhe deparlmental programume. EFellow
teachers are not enthusiastic about having to substitute for him,

The total apposite of the POLYANNA is the NEURCTIC.
This teacker expects the wourst of his sludents and 15 usually ool
disappointed. He can't imagine why students "keep making those
same dwmb mistakes when we've already covered that in class a




million times''.

The POET is with us in body, but not in mind or spirit,
This teacher has a very tentative hold on reality. Doing the past
tense of the verb "be'" mmeans as much to this tcacher as the study
of the breeding habits of the shrew.

Lastly we have the VICTIM, a walking persecution complex,
Students don't like English because they dun't like him. They
cause problems because of a deep personal dislike [or the teacher.
Every giggle in class is taken as a personal affront.

Is there sume part of any of these common types in us?
Only aller seeing curselves as others do can we consider changes.
Getting lo kauw ourselves is a pre-requisite to knowing cur stu-
dents and seeing Lhem, not throngh dark or rose-coloured glasses,
but as they really are and what they need and expect from us as
EFL teachers,

Arthur Jersild writes "A teacher cannot make much headway
in understanding others or in helping others to understand them-
selves unless he is cndeavored to understand himself. 1If he is
nol engaged in this endeaver, he will continue (o see those whom
he tesches through the bias and distortions of his own unrecognized
needs, fears, desires, anxietics and hestile impulses’. (2)

Learning a second language can be o rather risky experience.
At 2 fairly advanced age the adolescent student is launched into
the study of English, a language which represents for many
Mexican learners, at least, the people and culture of a country
towards wluch he :ney well have some ambivalent feelings. In-
vestigatiop in Linguistics has shown that the attitude of the learner
luwards the speakers of the target language has great importance
and ¢an make a significant difference in individual performance.
As EFIL teachers we are rightfully anxious that our in-class
Ianguage practlice refllecl, insofar as possible, an authentic "slice
of English-speaker life”, but we must be very careful to help
our students retain at the same lime '"pride in their own language
and culture as they move gradually toward the acceptance of the i
foreign language and cnlture™, (3) I

The EIFL teacher must reflect a positive image of the larget i
language and culture without falling victim to the cullural near- '
sightedness from which many EFL teachers (native speakers and .
others) suffer. They steamroller over the culture and language
of their studenly, ignoring these clements entirely or degrading
them as second-rate. They ask themselves why students say "1




don't like o study English',

Koy to the learning process is the feeling of security and
success and achicvernent which only Lthe tescher can instill in his
students.  We musl attempt to foster such pusitiveness in our
class-ruvoms lest cur students fall into "anomie", that feeling of
not belunging wholly 1o the target culture yet no longer feeling
totally at home in the native culture.

In a typical language class, we will find a combination of
sludent types, all bearing different degrees ol mnmolivation. Moli-
vation, some experls say, is dormantl in all of us. Il cvan only
be stimulated to the surface by an external source. According
to this lheory a leacher cannul really "molivate™ his students,
he can only provide the stimulus and multiple and varied oppor-
tunitics for that innate mativation to reveal itself.

A, T, Gates makes the following classification of students in
terms of their motivation: (I} THE SELF STARTERS.
They require very little outside stimulus, and are characlerized
by a willingness to always do what the teacher hag planned. Un-
fortunately these studenls are lew and far between, (2) THE
SLOW STARTERS., These students are fairly dedicated bhut
colorless. They are ncither hat nor cold and the teacher may
find it difficult to penctrate their wall of seeming indifference.
(4) THE OUTSIDERS, Thase students will not respund tu
stimuli which are usually successful for two main reasons:
cither becausce they are already over-exposed to the target cul-
ture, or bocause the stimuli do nol relale in any way lo thesr
previous experiences. LThese students are usuvally {rom the ex-
lremes of the sucio-cultural epectrum. And finally there are
(4 THE MIRAGES. They seem to have been dirccted to-

rards a goal, hut soow disappear and are lost. They are re-
lated to the teacher '"poet' in that their spirits are elsewhere.

Since languape ig a vehicle [or communication, students should be
enabled to talk about their native culture in the foreign language.
listen tn what yvour students talk aboutl belore and afller ¢lass and
vou'll get o good idea of where Lheir inlerests lic. Maybe you
don't feel thal il's quite your thuing to discuss the deep socio-
vultural sipmificance of the song "Staying Alive' by the BeeCGees,
or the cutenese of Mimoso Ratén of the TV prugramme "Burbu-
Ja&"”, but you <an be awarc that Barry Manilow, Shaun Cuassidy,
and theé latest "selenavelas' play an important if nol very Lrans-
cendental part in yonr students' lives. The unportant thing,

15
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however, is to lel them know you kanow. As Jerrilou Johnson also
gays, you can use the native culture (or & sclected parl of it) to
teach the target language and culture and L don't think she is mis-
taken. Tuning in to vur students’ interests and current feds is
one sure way to get their noses out of the math books in English
class.

In terms of the needs and expectations of our budding adults
with regards Luv the study of English, I've found that they are
mostly unaware of any nced above and beyond passing the course.
Their ecxpectations seem to he the same: to pass the course.
These students are [ar away from making any decisions about
careers and indeed, secundary school may be the last slop for
them along the academic highway, Many preparatory students
chooge not to go on to university studies as well. Dut Engl ish
is a required subject and the EFL teacher finds himself in a
somewhat delicate situation. Mary Finocchiaro is not joking when
she speaks of the different "hats" the EFL teacher must wear.
And to a great extent, it's up to us to see that our students ox-
perience English as pleasant, useful, appealing and interesting
and not as boring and senseless.

Earl Stevick mentions that the self-concept a student has
formed of himsell will determine whal kind of language student
he will be.  That is, if a student feels he is the "strong. silent
type', that student will resist verbal inleraction with his teacher
and clessmates more than the person who views himsell as
asserlive and talkative. The EFL teacher can help the student
tn modily or amplify his seli-concept. The "strong, silent type'
may he able to say after a lime "Usually I'm a bit shy and
reserved, bul when I'm in FEnglish class, T really let go!"

Al the beginning of this article I inade mention of three
reasons why 1 felt studenls, and especially adolescents, turn oif
on FEnglish. The first two dealt with recognizing our own and
our students' unages and with realizing that studenls are people
toe. The last reason deals with cerlain psychological games
in which we as teachers participate and in which our students
participate alsa to their own and our expense. I'm speaking
here, ol course, of the kinds of games described by the late
Dr, Fric Berne in his book called Games People Play. Dr,
Berne spoke of three possible ego slates in all of us, that of
the Parent which resembles a parental figure, the Adult, f
that which iz directed towards an objeclive reality, and that of
the Child, an cgo stale in which patlerns fixed in early child-
hood are still active, A "game" in Berne's terminology is a




transaction in which things are happening on at leasl two levels sl
once, At any given moment an individual will portray one or inore

of these egn states and he is capable of shifting and alternating
these states as the need arises. For example, what may on the
surface appear to be a conversation between twa adults (Adults)
may in reality be an interchange between two adults (Parent and
Child). Crucial to the game is the "payveff'" which comes at the
end.  This payolf ix nol monectary but is describable in terms of
thie f[eelings which it creates.  The different participants in the
garme all may receive different payoifs,

A popular game which many teachers play against themselves
is called "Why don't you--Yes, but.” Let's imagine the conver-
sation which ensues belween lwo fellow leachers, one ol whom
has apparently asked the other for some advice about what to do
wilh a troublesome, difficult-to-maotivate group.

T1: Hi, goul & minute? I'd sure like your advice on that
second-year secondary group l've gol.  They just don't respond
Lo mny usual bag of tricks. It just seems that there's nothing I
can du to gel their altention let alone keep it for ten minutes
while I'imn domng a first presentalion.  Help!

T2: 1 knaw the feeling, DBut, hey, I've got an idea. I you
don't have anything to de on Saturday, why deon't you come along
with mea to the MEXTESCQL meeting! Dr, "Z" from XYZ7Z Univer-
sity is poing to speak, Iie's just written a book on surcfire
technigques for getting their attention and heolding it, You know he
got 3 Ph.D 1 adolescenl psychology., I've heard hun speak belvre
and T think he’'s gat some tremendous ideas,

Tl: Dr. "Z" you say? Well, some people think he's got
sumething to say butd think he's just so much hot air.  In fact
I don't know anyone who comes oul ol thal university that 1l'd
shake hands with, MEXTESOL is never going lu get any place
unless they avoid speakers like the "farmous Dr. '2'". [ kaoow
I was right not ta join,

Another example of & teuacher playing "Why don't you--Yes,
but” is the one who goes Lo a [riend to ask for some advice on
how Lo do blackboard drawmgs more effectively and ends up by
condemning all visual aids as "Mickey Maouse™. Earl Stevick
concludes that this is the language teacher whe at the TESQT.
Conference will go from warkshop to workshop without finding
anything of interest, or who systematically rejects all new buoks
published on the subject ol language teaching as being "aot
worth the paper they're written on', without having read any by
the way.

1



Iz pame terminology the payeff for the teacher in this game is
the salisfaction derived [ror consistently heing able Lu prove his
fellow teachers wrong, IU's a game of onc-upmanship played by
one leacher (Child) against others (Parents).

Here is an example of a game which students play. It's
called "Lhe Schlemiel”, This is the student who conslantly makes
mistakes, whe persists in making mistakes his classmales slupped
maling three months ago. The worst of it ull iz that he's so
apologetic aboul it.  Every error comumilled is a hung head and &
mumbled “T'm sorry'. The teacher's reaction at first might well
be pily and forgiveness. Laler he is likely to bLevume exasperated,
angry and finally desperate. He's been accepting and has tried to
help this sludent after class and the same errors sull persist,
Where has he failed? The consistency of this student's errors
shonld by this time have given the game he's playing away. He's
saying "Look, I know I'm stupid, I'm just not a language learner.
I'm really a hapeless case. But take pily on me, please’,

Many students, and usually those with a rather poor seclf-
concept, will fall into a pattern of this kind., The role of the
teacher ix to stay adull (Adult) and not revert Lo his Child ego
state whose quite normal reaclion will be tn take this sludent at
face value and agree with his own classification of himsell.

The third kind of game I wish to describe is another played
by the teacher, thus time apainst his students. It's called
"Stupid™, In this transaclion the smudents are the Children and
the tescher is Parent and he could not have a puurer concept
of thern. LThis is the kind of leacher vou will hear :nake the
comment "Well, the "stupids’, I mean the 'students' are late
again today'. ‘L'his teacher knows all his students are ignorant
and every aclivity he plans is carefully culculated to confirrm his
opinion, His speciality, says Stevick, is the ovral drill done at
2 rapid-fire speeds  Every line provides :mulliple opportunities
for student error, When mistakes are made this leacher zays
"What else could T have expecled from you? "

To aveid fulling inta the games' rut, must we then add
psychotherapy (o vur teacher-training programumnes, or design
Job applications which will successfully weed oul all probable
“gamesmen' whose feelings of inadeyuacy make them dependant
on what Slevick calls "The easy victuries of the classrovin where
they work”with people who know less than they do'. This quole
is from the buovk Learning to Feel-~ Yeeling to Learn,
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Again Earl Stevick says no and writes that the solution is te
"selecl vur materials and elaborate vur techniques with an eye to
their potential for making Adult-Adult transactions in the EFL
classroom’. (4)

Unless we are willing to re-evaluate our own attitudes,
opinions and customs we will not be able Lo form of our students
learners predisposed Lo participate fully in the prucess of acculte
uralization which is necessary for success in learning snother
language. A mare humane leaching of English will not be possible.

T suggest then that we rejecl '"the casy victories of the class-
room" and reject the concept of teaching as a sanctuary for those
whe, after having paid 2 rather modest price for obtaining at least
titular mastery of some subject are then magically transformed
inlo the only persons gilled with sight in the kingdom of the blind.

_QuUOoTES

l. Finocchiara, Mary and Bunome, Michael, The Foreign Language
Learner: A Guide for Teachers. Regents Publishing Co., New
York, L973. p.23.

2. Jersild, Arthur as quoted by Earl Stevick in Memory, Meaning
and Mdthod., Newbury Ilouse, Rowley, Massachusetts, 1976
P. 73,

3. Finuvcchiaro, p. 23.

4, Stevick, p.87.

.




3'

40

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Berne, Eric M.D. Games People Play, Penguin Dooks, Lid.,
Harmondworth, Middlesex, England, 1964,

Finocchiaro, Mary and Bonumo, Michael. The Foreign Lang-
uage T.earner: A Guide for Teachers, Regents Publishing Co.,
New York, 1973,

Jakobovite, T. A, Fereign Tanguage Learning: A Psycho-

linguistic Analysis of the Tssucs. Newbury llouse, Rowley,
Massachusetts, 1970,

Fishman, Joshua, A, cd. Readings in the Sociclogy of Lang-
uvage, Mouton and Co. The Netherlands, 1968,

Nérici, Imfden ;. Hacia Una Didéclica General Dindmica,
Kapelusz, Bucnos Aires, 1973.

Stevick, Earl W. Memory. Meaning and Method., Newbury

House, Rowley, Massachusetls, 1976,




