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SOML BASIC CONSIDERATIONS IN THE ASSESSMCNT OF ESL MATERIALS

Thomas Buckingham
University of Houston, Cenlral Campus

In the introduction o Adapting and Writing Language Les-
sons, Far] Stevick remarks that "language study is inevitably
a total human experience; writers and teachers ought therefore
to act as Lhough it is.” (vii} Dr. Stevick was objecting, I
think, not so much to some of the obvious applicalions of mod-
ern linguistic science and advances in technology as to the
way we often regard Lhe goals and tasks of the learner. To be
Sure, much current Lhinking about the nature of language and
the acquisition processes of language learners has had an
effect on many teaching materials and techniques, for the good,
I think. Medern lechnology is also much in evidence in the
form of Tanguage laboratories, mechanical reading devices,
audio-visual eyuipment, and computer-managed instruction.

While some of these innovations may seem to remove the inter-
personal and human activity from teaching, they do not remove
the essence of humanism from our profession.

A lumanistic View of Teaching

Before we discuss the specific questions which will arise
in our consideration of effeclive teaching materials, we should
examine briefly the relationship of humanism to teachina. A
humanist, by the broadest definition, is one for whom the ac-
Ltivities of human beings is of central importance, But an
interest in humans is not enough., Today, thinking people everys=
where, and especially teachers, are worricd about the dimin-
ishing concern for humidns demonstrated by governments, religion,
schools, courts, and most of our institutions. We sometimes
hear individuals talk about "de-humanizing" experiences, expe-
riences in which people arc Llreated as automatons, as "numbers,”
as great masses withoul individual characteristics. The effect
of such dehumanizing treatment is a tendency to regard human
beings as all reacting alike, responding in exactly the same way
to the same forces; their behavior is regarded as cntirely pre-
dictable., Nowhere is this a more dangerous assumption than in
the field of education.
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It would scem to he true, then, that the Leacher, per-
haps more than others, should guard against the tendency to-
ward dehumanizing other people. The Leacher, more than olhers,
mist be aware of the individual, the man or woman differenl
fvom all other men and women, the person who has needs, goals,
aspirations, thoughts, feelings, and preferences different
from all olher persons. Since communication is the major means
of satisfying Lhese individual characteristics, and since lan-
guage is the main means we have of cosmunicating with others,
the Leacher, more than others must insurc that each student
becomes as capahle as possible of satisfying his own essential-
1y different goals and needs. The teacher is not only a
teacher; he is teacher-as-humanist, and humanist-as-teacher.

The essence of teacher-as-humanist is the abiding belief
that language is the greatest liberator man has cver Known;
at one and Lhe same time giving him access to the social world
around him, and in turn giving his social world access to his
own thoughts, feelings, beliefs, aspirations, and ideas. When
we forget this, we miss the whole point of the purpose and
function of language in our lives and the meaning of the pro-
fession we have chosen. The essence of good teaching, and
therefure the essence of good teaching malerials, requires us
at all Limes to examine what we do in the light of its poten-
tial to help our learners become fully productive, self-
satisfied participants in the Lotal world community.

A Look at Teaching Materials

A1l of this may scem rather remole from the classroom,
far removed from the problems of daily lessons, tests, text-
books, and the 1ike, Bul it is apparent that in the past,
teachers have been subjecl to the same tendency toward dehuman=
jration as others. We have often assumed thal a particular
kind of texLbook, or 2 specific method of teaching, Or a
specific technique of drill, would solve the “teaching probhlem,”
Textbook writers have made the same kind of error, Many texts
tend Lo regard all students as likely to vespond positively to
drills, wall charts, reading passages, pictures, listening
exercises, dialogues, games and puzzles. Many do respond in a
positive way; but many don't. Text writers often make Lhe as-
sumption that "all children®™ are interested in animals, space
travel, adventure. And as teachers we are often puzzled and
disappointed when they fail te respond as they arc "supposed

t0."
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In the following pages, I discuss whal I call "basic" con=-
siderations in the selection of ESL materials. What is central
in the following suggestions, is the question that must always
be asked by the teacher: ODoes the material T am considering
here really allow the students in my classroom to fulfill their
own goals and aspirations? Does it rcally permit each of my
students Lo use language to communicate his own personal ob-
Jectives? Materials which do not do this are dehumanizing ma-
terials, and should be rejected,

As teachers, we¢ are both consumers and ¢reators of lan-
guage learning materials, Most of the time we choosc materials
which have been prepared by people who arc supposed to know
what they are doing. We assume that they have studied the
language in depth and know both the safe ground and the pit-
falls., And they are also supposed to know the learners; their
strategies for learning a language as well as their motivation
for learning it.

But we are also necessarily occasionally writers of ma-
terials. When we are faced with the necessity of selecting or
adapting commercially prepared materials, or of developing our
owni, we are sometimes confused about what to leok for; how to
Judge the potential of materials to "liberate" students for the
fullest potential of a creative and produclive participation in
one of several social communities. My purpose, then, is to
suggest some guidelines which will help to decide whether the
materials under consideration will liberate our students or nol,

Lveryone learns something through experience and experi-
mentation, of course, and T suppose that each of us has limped
through a disastrous lesson, hobbled by a calamitous choice of
materials, If we judge by the end product, in this case our
students' abilities to use language effectively and creatively,
we must sometimes admit that our materials have enslaved the
learner with rigid, stilted, "textbook" English.

Some Humanistic Requirements

It would seem evident that the first requirement of good
teaching materials for the lanquage classroom is that they
provide the student with ways to enter and interact with the
social and physical worlTd in which he desires to participate.

A student utilizes a lanquage primarily to accomplish Some
communication goal, and this involves, always, communicating
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with someone, about something, in a specific situation. Any
material chosen or created for use in the classroom, therefore,
must be considered in the 1ight of its use of relevant commu=-
nication situations, topics, and people. We look carefully at
materials to ask questions like Lhese:

Arc the situations ones in which the Tearner will at some
time in the future nead Lo communicate?

Do the dialogues or situations involve people he or she
will 1ikely have to communicate with?

Does the content employ topics about which the Tearner is
interested, and which have some real importance in his
or her 1ife, now or in the future?

The questions we ask concern meaningfulness: Is the material
meaningful in the sense that the student perccives some need
for the particular construction or word in manipulating his
environment to his own best advantage? If malerial is not
meaningful, in this sense, it will be neither learned nor re-
tained. That is simply the way the human mind is organized to
work. We cannot retain, nor often perceive, those things which
impinge on our consciousness, unless they permit us to control
our social and physical environments.

Years ago I prepared some materials which I would use with
a class of adult learners of ESL in a learning skills center,
My students were people at the poverty level, prevented from
entering and participating in a productive 1ife by not having a
way to communicate. I wrote a simple dialogue about taking an
airplane trip, a realistic and meaningful situation, for me.
Not one of my students, it turned cut, had ever been aboard a
plane, and most of them had no expectation of ever doing so.
Such is the folly of creativity unrelated to the realities of
learners' lives.

Aside from the need for presenting language malerials
which allow participation in human experiences and sharing
them with others, the student needs ways to continue learning
on his own; ways to get information about language and life
whon the teacher is not standing beside him. The normal use
of language always has many ways of getting information aboul
language and of clarifying ambiguity. But textbooks largely
ignore this necessary kind of language activity. Not many
books teach students to say things Tike:




What du you mean?

Say that again . . .

I'm sorry, I didn't hear you.

I don't gel it,

Do I understand you to mean that , . .7

Yet these phrases are often heard in real interaction.

Students must have ways to check on their perceptions of
the world, to check on the validity of the guesses they are
making about the language and cultures they are learning. It
is clear that materials which present only linguistic forms
leave the job less than half done. It doesn't help a student
to Tearn how Lo say something if you do not also teach him when
to say it, and when not to say iL. This can only be done by
providing the learner wilh opportunities to put the language
forms to use immediately in a2 real communication situation.
Learners who perform classroom drills have learned to perform
a classroom exercise, but not to use the language in the world
outside, We must agree that simply learning to handle 1in-
guistic forms, the sounds, words and sentence patterns, will
not permil communicative use of language,

A second consideration for the evaluation of materials
requires us £o look for indications that the author has pro-
vided for the essential flexibility of lanquage. Language is
creative and gencralive, in Chomsky's words, There is never
a one-to-onc correspondence between what we wish to say and
the way we choose to say it. This is, of course, true in any
language. Think of all Lhe ways we have of greeting each
other, each with its own special nuance of meaning, MNot
simply (as in the ESL texts):

Good morning, Mrs. Phillips.
Good morning, Ben, How are you?
Fine, Lhanks. And you?

But sometimes:

Nice morning, isn't it, Tom?
If you say so.

The possibilities of variation in form to express similar
content are greal, Consider these few sentences and phrases
(the examples are Stevick's):
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The cook used cornmeal,

Cornmeal was used by the cook.

Use ol cornmeal by the cook . . .
The cook's use of cornmeal ., . .
The cook who used cornmeal . . .
Using cornmeal, the cook . . . {12)

We could 9o on to add many other variations.

Mow it is quite true that if we teach students a simple
and easy-lo-remember formula which can be used to cope with a
problematic situalion, we have at the very least gotten her cut
of a pinch, Bul we certainly haven't done better than Lhal.
Teaching a student only one way to say something, or to wrile
something, may permit her to communicate a need, to request in-
formation, or to provide information to someone else. She will
be able to function with that in a restricted way. But when
others are in control of the communication situation, the need
for allernalive ways to speak or understand becomes quite ap-
parent, If a learnmer only has one way to ask somelhing, and
it is a way most English speakers are likely to understand
(that is, it is a standard form), she will be able to communi-
cate a message, She may be Lhought charming or quainii or
worse, she may be thought odd; or even worse she may be thought
stupid; but the message will "get across.” However, when the
learner listens or reads, when she uses the passive skills, she
is not in control of the communication situation, and she de-
pends on the particular choices of words, structures, idioms,
and cultural references of the person in active control. In
this situation it is absolutely necessary that the materials
we have chosen prepare her for a variety of ways to understand.

Are there opportunities in the materials we select and
write for students to learn different ways to say things?
Sometimes it is done, and done cleverly; but too much of the
time it is not done al all. Look at the way we do it in our
ordinary interaction with olhers. Someone asks:

Did you enjoy yourself at the party last night?
and we reply:

Oh, yes. T had a lovely time.

Have a lovely time = enjoy yourself. Two ways to say Che
same thing,
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Another example:

He's brilliant, isn't he?
He certainly is. As bright as they come.

Brilliant « Bright as they come -- a new idiom learned.
How often have Leaching materials made conscious attempts to
teach language flexibility and variability?

A third requirement of good materials ought to be that
they provide students with linguistic and social reality.
People in dialogues, stories, picLures, films. and tapes
ought to say things that real people say, and they ought Lo
say them in ways that real people say them. HNot everyona
Tives in an expensive suburban home with a fenced and pocled
back yard, and a puppy named Spot to romp with, And I do not
believe that Mexican children have to speak English wilh their
parents or with other Mexican children in the language text-
books just so that we can teach them to make comparatives,

But T have seen a textbook that creates this kind of unrealis-
t;? siluation, one far removed from a student’s social re=-
ality,

There is linguistic unreality, too. We need to look
critically at language texls to ask whether the language is
what we really use. When we make or use a language tape, the
speakers on the tape must speak English as it is, a human
language. Too many times the speech used in language tapes is
“tapese”, a language spoken only in language laboratories. [L
uses idealized sentence stress and intonalion patterns, and
the phonemes are full-value reproductions of the sounds as
they appear in isolation. The intonation used on these tapes
perfectly fits the contours you see drawn in the textbooks,
Recently 2 colleaguc pointed out a page in a new textbook, a
page with the intonation contours drawn in., "I don't say any
of these things with these intonalion patterns," he complained.
The contour patterns shouldn'L be there at all; the teacher
should use his own natural regional patterns. Such idealiza-
tion of Tanguage not only teaches the wrong Lhing, but it alse
makes the student feel 5o hopless and defeated that he can
neither hear those patlerns in the everyday speech around him,
nor reproduce them in his own speech.

Sometimes materials attempt Lo provide too much help for
a student's own good. T am not concerned here with the fact
that some books provide too many examples or exercises which
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are too long, or that too many concepts are presented; these
problems can easily be solved by sensilive Leachers who are
aware that a class eventually reaches a point where they are
ready to move on to something more challenging, Whal [ mean

by "provide too much help”™ is that the student is given so
much information thal she is never intellectually challenged,
Materials which do all the Lhinking for students allow too
1ittle opportunity for them to develop a sense of what is right
and what is wrong in English, The fourth requirement is, then,
that materials provide students with opportunities Lo make in=-
telligent quesses and learn from their mistakes,

A current theory of learning makes the assumption that we
all learn by forming hypotheses about the real world and the
linguistic world, and that we test out thesc hypotheses as we
Tearn more and more of the language. We actively try out our
own "theories" about the English language as we learn it. If
our theories are wrong, we revise them and try again. If
students are not allowed to form these hypotheses aboul Lhe
"yules® of English, they will Tearn only the specific instance
that is taught them, They need to test for themselves the
1imits, the boundaries, of the rule.

A1l of us have built-in sets of e¢xpectancies about what
we are 1ikely to hear in various settings. But too often,
students don't get a chance to test cut whether they have the
right expectancies. There are many good technigues and pro-
cedures for allowing students this possibility. A picture
which is accompanied by a verbal description of the picture is
less effective for teaching than one which allows the student
to create an interpretation for herself. The cloze passage,
in which the student fills in the missing words from her under-
standing of thc meaning of the whole, is a good technique
which can provide Lhe student with a chance to try out her
knowledge of English and get some immediate informalion on
whether she is wrong or right, A one-sided dialogue, Such as
you might hear if you listened to a person speaking into a
telephone, is an interesting and entertaining activity that
allows students to make predictions aboul what is being said
on the other end of the Tine. These kinds of activities tell
the teacher immediately whether or not the student is develop-
ing a sense of Lhe contextual use of language and the conduct
of social interaction,

We cannol teach all there is to know about the English
language within the four walls of a classroom for an hour a




34

day. Whether we foster it or not, Lhe studenl makes use of

his enviromment in the real world outside to continue Tearning
English. Every English teacher has no doubi observed students
using language which was “"beyond" the materials used in class,

At Houston some of our Leachers in the intensive Fnglish
program send their students cut to take opinion polls on came
pus for an hour, and then come back and report the resylts Lo
the class. One class, for example, was *old £0 go out and
approach al least five people to answer questions. They
approached strangers on the campus with two questions: "Do
you think there is much racial prejudice in Houslon?" and
“What groups do you Lhink feel Lhe effect of prejudice most?"
They had to keep a record of the answers, along with infor-
mation on the race, sex, and age of the person answering.
When they returned to class, they ponled and tahulated the in-
formation, Such an exercise requires students to usc a great
many language skilis: greeting strangers; making a request
for information; handling noncooperation; asking yes/no and
information questions; speaking with intelligibilily: record-
ing answers in writing (penmanship, vocabulary, structure,
listening comprehension); using reported speech; orally dis-
cussing and interpreting results: and many others., What an
opportunity tn make use of the real world, £o gef outside the
classroom and utilize it for vital Tearning.

Some teachers still object to the use of such communica-
tive exercises, calling them "unslruclured." This charge is
unfounded., They are very structured exercises, if they are
done properly, Tt is true that they do not have a particular
grammatical focus as & pattern practice drill does. But the
teacher prepares the students in class for cach such experience
before they are sent oul; and the experience serves for follow-
up teaching in the class when they return.

Others feel Lhal This Lype of exercise is useful and
possible only in an English-speaking country, However, in
many areas of the world, English-speaking travelers might be
approached with questions Tike "are you enjoying your visit to
our city?" and "What are the most interesting things you have
seen or done here?" Such experiences often lead to more real,
meaningful contact with the language than many hours spent in
the classroom.

Nolice also the topic selected for the project described
above, Many teachers feel that the controversial topics of
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religion, race relations, sex, and politics should be avoided

in the Cnglish class where it might cause friction or hurt feel-
ings, While the danger exists that some cmotional heat may be
generated, such an experience is invaluable in teaching students
how to state sensitive ideas in a non-threatening way, to pacify
ruffled feelings, to soften each harsh generalization. To regard
students as incapable of handling such topics wilh sensitivity

is an assumption that they lack the intelligence to do so.

A £ifth consideration of good materials is that they should
permit adaptation to a local situation. We have already sug-
gested that material which tries to do everything is often in-
effoctive. All Lotal language courses are based on the concep-
tion of language and language learning theory held by the
author, Most of these conceptions focus on one aspecl Or an-
other of the language or on one or another theory of learning.
The fact is, of course, Lhat the learner has been left oul of
this consideration. Learners learn in different ways: Lhey
are human, and therefore individual. A technique which is eme
ployed by one auLhor ignores the learning preferences of one
student while it admirably serves another. Certainly the
authors cannot be faulted for this. But the economic facts of
life must be faced in the commercial publishing world. A
company must sell enough copies of a book to make it profitable,
even marginally so, for Lhe company, the author and the dis-
tributors. There are also simple factors of size and cost
which limit what a text can do.

Ke may use one textbook because it gives a lot of oral
practice, but its writing practices are so minimal Lthat
students benefit little from it. Another book has goed read-
ing exercises, but its oral exercises are stiff and formal and
the people plastic and dull. A pragmatic approach is neces-
sary and desirable, but this "supermarket linguistics™, put-
ting a little of this and a 1ittle of that in your professional
basket, will never make your language teaching a tool for
students to use in interacting with their environments.

We know thal it is difficult to reflect local language and
local culture in material which is conceived and produced by a
writer and published perhaps thousands of miles from the learner,
and aimed at hundreds of thousands of children with various
linguistic and cultural backgrounds and dozens of regicnal cul-
tures. Most teachers understand that the use of local refer=-
ences, names of people, places, events, stories and exercises
with 2 local setting, dialogues which are concerned with local




36

custom and culture, writing about everyday events in the lives
of the students, that all of these are necessary. But most of
us have seen texts which are locked into a system of teaching
English that doesn't permit, abL least not easily, the inclusion
of such material. Any book with a teaching approach which cane-
nol be varied is a bad book.

SUMMARY

We have discussed some practical questions which the
Leacher can ask in considering a fext for use with her class.
They may be summarized as:

1. Good materials provide students wilh ways to enter
and interact with the secial and physical world in
which they desire to participate.

2. Good materials provide for and actively teach the
essential flexibilily of English,

3. Good materials provide students with models of lin-
guistic and social reality.

4. Good materials provide students with opportunilies Lo
intelligently form and test hypotheses about the lan-
quage and culture they are acquiring.

5. Good materials permit the teacher great latitude in
adapting to lecal situations.

All of these characteristics contribute to the "humanism"
of teaching; that is, they treat students as individuals with
very personal goals, needs, abilities, and values. Sludents,
t00, have intelligence and sensitlivily; Lhey have, and recog-
nize, their own unigue place in the world. Malerials, or for
that matter the Lheories, approaches, techniques and procedures
of teaching behind these materials, must reflect and utilize
human factors,

-
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