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Welcome back!
In this issue welcoming you back to a new school year, we look at
student autonomy and developing language and cultural awareness. 
In Hugh Cory’s piece on “learning heroes”, he links the theme of

autonomy to that of teaching – or more appropriately learning

– English, and looks at some implications for the classroom with a
start-of-the-year checklist to make our teaching more learner-centred.
Anna Di Muccio’s article picks up the principle of cooperative

learning, first dealt with in last January’s edition of LANG Matters,
and shows how it “spezza la passività dei ragazzi”.
Neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) strongly influences Christina
Cattaneo’s article on developing language awareness and learner

autonomy, while Jane Tebbs examines various “noticing” activities for
consciousness-raising in the classroom in her article, which owes
a lot to Michael Lewis and the Lexical Approach (see LANG Matters,
issue 3).  
Cultural awareness and the art of conversation are the other
elements tied to the general theme, all looking at different aspects of
successful and independent language use and learning.  
As usual, we have included the authors’ email addresses, so if you have
any comments or questions, don’t hesitate to get in touch.
Buona lettura!

Anna Fresco Heather Bedell
LANG Publications Project Editor Editor LANG Matters
Scuola secondaria di I grado
Scuola superiore
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“H
ow many times have I told you?” says the
frustrated teacher, and for the umpteenth time
patiently explains the grammar rule for the

third person -s. The rows of well-behaved students
patiently “listen” to this explanation. Or rather, they
remain silent and passive while the teacher talks – and the
teacher’s words go in one ear and out the other.
Some students succeed in learning English in a teacher-
centred classroom where the teacher takes all the
decisions and does most of the talking, where students sit
in rows passively playing their receptive role as if they
were empty vessels to be filled with the teacher's
knowledge; a classroom where homework is tightly
controlled and mostly restricted to grammar exercises; 
a classroom where the teacher seems to believe that all
students learn in the same way, and that all learning is
handed down from the teacher, poured into those empty
little heads.  
Some students succeed in learning English in this way.
But what about all the less successful students?  Could it
be that these teaching methods do not work for
everybody?  Could it be that only certain kinds of learners
(analytic? auditory?) can make good progress learning
English from listening to “explanations”, while the rest 
of the class may need a different approach?  
No, it can’t be true that all the other students are simply
“bad at languages”. For a start, the ones who struggle
most in the English class have already learned one
language, and they did so in the same time and to the
same level as those at the top of the English class. And the
students at the bottom of the English class aren’t slow
learners either – even the least academic are learning
heroes in their own fields, whatever these may be
(computer games, information technology, swimming…).  

So here are some principles on which to base our
teaching.

1
Our students aren’t empty little heads to be

filled with our knowledge.They are learning
heroes, with an extraordinary ability to learn. Teachers
can’t “transmit” their mastery of English: students must
construct their own through a process not so different
from first language learning.Thus perhaps our job as
teachers is not so much to "teach" as to create a rich
environment in which the students can learn. Children
are natural learners; they cannot not learn.  

2
The classroom is thus not so much a place for

teaching as a place for learning.Given that the

teacher cannot “transmit” knowledge, his/her task is to
facilitate the student’s learning: students need sufficient
reading and listening input of English at the right level,
motivating and challenging tasks and games, and the
tools and confidence to continue learning English outside
the classroom as well as in.

3
Much of language is a skill,and practice is needed
much more than explanation. Most of the learning

takes place not when students are passively listening, 
but when they are actively playing a game or solving 
a problem.

4
All our students are different,with different ways
of learning, different mentalities, and different

interests, and they don’t all work at the same pace. If
we expect them all to learn in the same way, always doing
the same exercises and homework at the same speed in
the same order, we will find that our methodology suits
some students, but not others. If, on the other hand, we
respect the principle of learner autonomy and we allow
each child to learn in their own way, in and out of class, we
can hope for more success with more of the class.

5
“Learning to learn”: one of the most important
things a student can learn at school is how to learn.  In

a fast-changing world, the most valuable skill is the ability
to adapt and re-train and pick up new skills and
knowledge. It isn’t enough to teach our students today's
facts and procedures, because many of these will be
obsolete tomorrow. At some point in the past it might
have been appropriate for good students to simply
memorise a lot of facts, but this can no longer be the
purpose of education. Instead we need to help students to
practise applying their intelligence to problems and so
discover their ability to find solutions for themselves. And
in this way we can build our students’ confidence in their
ability to learn.  

6
Within the most authoritarian school traditions, it was
the teacher who took responsibility for the students’

learning. Those students who were comfortable in this
relationship with authority would learn because they
were told to, while others would rebel and adopt a
negative attitude. None of these students would be taking
responsibility for their own learning in a way that would
be useful in their later lives. The principle of learner

autonomy aims to reverse this situation.

7
Learner autonomy has a broader educational

purpose in terms of citizenship and democracy in a
world increasingly controlled by propaganda. Do we want
our students to passively swallow everything they are
told, or do we want to promote “sales resistance”?

Not empty little heads,
but learning heroes!
Learner autonomy – a principle that allows all our students
to exploit their genius for learning

b y  H u g h  C o r y
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• Who assesses the students’ progress? An element 
of self-evaluation is to be encouraged.

• Student involvement in the decisions taken in

class: wherever appropriate and realistic, students
are consulted on the choice of topics, homework,
seating, pace, activities, etc. Increasingly, teachers
treat students as equals.

• Learner training / training in study skills. As
Confucius almost said, teach a student a word and
you feed him for a day; get the student to buy a
dictionary and teach him to use it, and you feed him
for a lifetime. Students also need to be trained in
how to keep a record of vocabulary and how to
revise it and learn it.  

• For students to work more effectively at home and
to enjoy studying English, it can be useful to 
re-think the way we set homework. As a change
from the grammar exercises in the workbook, we
can have students working on their own projects,
and we can offer choices so that the students will be
able to choose what suits them best.

• It is worth drawing students’ attention to the
enormous English Language Learning resources on
the Internet (maybe starting with the British
Council’s website www.learnenglish.org.uk, full of
multimedia games and activities for all ages) as well
as the websites in English that best match the
students’ interests and hobbies.

LANG matters   3

Learner autonomy invites students to make their own
judgements and take their own decisions.

8
Learning takes place outside the classroom as

well as in, and the teacher will have a role to play in
this too.

Learner autonomy in your classroom

Tick the statements that are true of your classroom now.
At the end of this school year, go back to this table and
see if you can add one or two more ticks! 

Hugh Cory has worked as a language teacher and
teacher trainer in state schools, higher education and
private language schools. After working in a number 
of other countries, he now teaches in Turin and runs 
a teacher training course (DELTA) at the British Institute 
of Florence.

hughcory@hotmail.com

MY STUDENTS NEVER SOMETIMES OFTEN

choose who to work with

decide whether or not to use a dictionary

evaluate their own progress

choose topics for project work

decide what to do for homework

choose which area of language to concentrate on

talk about their interests in class

know how to use a dictionary well

know how to use a grammar book effectively

understand their own strengths and weaknesses

read English books and websites for pleasure 

watch things in English on TV / DVD 

write to penfriends or key pals in English

have an interesting project to do over the holidays

Some implications for classroom practice
• In the classroom, learner autonomy is reflected

in the use of pair-work, groupwork, project

work, task-based learning, and other practices

that allow different students to work in different
ways and at different paces.  

• Though often it is not possible, the arrangement 

of desks and chairs in the classroom ideally

reflects these principles: some teachers with a
particularly strong commitment to learner autonomy
will always adopt a “coffee table” layout for all their
teaching, while others will be content to rearrange
seating just whenever there are groupwork activities. 

• Personalisation: in order for students to have
ownership of their learning, materials and classroom
activities are selected and adapted to suit the
students’ personal interests and ways of learning.  

• An inductive approach to grammar teaching:

less “explaining” from the teacher.  If students can
learn grammar rules by working them out for
themselves from the evidence presented, then they
come away from the lesson, not only with the grammar
rules but also with the skill and confidence to learn
English grammar autonomously, i.e. without a teacher.

• Task-based learning: students can often acquire
new grammar and vocabulary simply by doing a task
or game or activity that focuses on communication,
with no overt “grammar teaching.” 

• The teacher doesn’t need to correct every

error: making mistakes is part of the learning
process. Children learning their first language make
many mistakes, and even though these are rarely
corrected the children become accurate as well as
fluent. When students are constantly worried about
making mistakes they speak less, and as a result
develop neither fluency nor accuracy.

(This table is adapted from Lowes and Target: Helping Students to Learn. Richmond Publishing, 1998.)
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I
’m sure you’ve been there. You’ve chosen your
target language, done your carefully planned
presentation, checked meaning, looked at form,

maybe done some drilling and a successful bit of
controlled practice. You move contentedly onto your
production phase, ‘immediate creativity’ as it’s
sometimes known, only to find that, while creative,
your students manage very happily to complete the
free practice task with little or no regard for the target
language. 
Sound familiar? 
The sad fact, as we teachers now know, is that
traditional controlled practice of the language
frequently doesn’t work as well as we’d like. Recent
research has shown, as Michael Lewis puts it, that
‘teaching does not cause learning and no amount of
practice can guarantee acquisition; there isn’t even
much evidence that it facilitates acquisition’.
The rocky road to language acquisition, it seems, isn’t
paved with productive practice activities.
So how can the process of second language learning
best be facilitated? What do we do?
According to Stephen Krashen, the acquisition of a
second language is a largely unconscious process. 
In his view, conscious learning has no influence on
acquisition and a steady supply of comprehensible
input is enough for it to take place. This view has
been challenged by many others who believe that
students play a far more active role in acquiring a
second language and that only by paying conscious
attention to the input will they be able to take in the
language. This kind of intake was described by
Schmidt as ‘noticing’; if students don’t notice the
new language, they are unlikely to process it and
therefore the chance of being able to use it is slight.
It follows, therefore, that one of our main tasks as
teachers is to engage in a form of ‘consciousness-
raising’ and to help our students by pointing out and
making them aware of the features of the language. 
Sounds sensible enough doesn’t it? But how can we
make sure our students really engage with the
language input we’re providing them with? How can
the classroom presentation and practice of language
focus their attention on the target language and
facilitate the noticing of linguistic forms?

First of all, it’s important that the target language items
are prominent and that students are exposed to them
frequently; the more evident and more often they
appear, the more likely they are to be noticed. But hang

on, I hear you say, isn’t that what happens anyway
during traditional presentation of new language? Quite
right, only what would probably follow in that case is
some kind of immediate practice phase. Noticing, on
the other hand, places more emphasis on recognition
and comprehension of language; the focus is on
exposure, not premature production. Receptive tasks
should precede productive tasks and tasks should be
structured to encourage the receptive processing of
the input which doesn’t have to be used, only noticed.
Of course, noticing new language alone certainly
doesn’t mean that learners will be able to use it.
Learners also need to test out the language and be
given tasks which demand that they make
comparisons between the observed input and their
own current output, a sort of conscious recognition of
their own linguistic problems, a process which has
become known as ‘noticing the gap’.  

So now let’s look at some practical ideas to promote
noticing in the language classroom. 

Translating and re-translating
(A useful awareness-raising activity borrowed from
‘The Lexical Approach’ which places great emphasis
on the importance of ‘noticing’.)

Choose six useful expressions from a text you’re
working on (this can be any piece of written or spoken
discourse) and write each expression on a small piece
of card. Put learners into groups of four and give three
cards to one pair, three to the other pair (students
could also work individually). 
These were the expressions I selected during a
recent lesson using a dialogue from the film
Moonstruck with a group of learners.

Noticing any progress?Noticing any progress?
Practical ideas for consciousness-raising in the language classroom

b y  J a n e  T e b b s
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I’ll get it. This is Loretta.

Hold on please.

She’s got a lot on

her mind.

He wants you

to come.

I can’t talk long.



Ask students to turn each card over and write what
they think is the Italian equivalent on the back. 
The cards are then passed onto the other pair,
Italian side up, who then have to re-translate the
expression back into English. They can then
compare their version with the original English
expression. Class feedback follows to check both
translations. 
This exercise forces students to concentrate on
form, while also focusing attention on the fact that
word for word translation from one language to
another is often impossible. 

Circle discussions
(This idea originates from Community Language
Learning.) 

Seat a group of learners in a circle around a tape
recorder. Ask them to agree on a topic of their
choice. Instruct your students to work together to
construct and record a conversation, planning it line
by line. The teacher monitors from outside the
circle, providing the language the learners need and
reformulating their utterances when necessary
during the ‘rehearsal’ stage. When the conversation
has been recorded, play the completed dialogue
back to the class and then transcribe the entire
conversation onto the board or an OHT. The teacher
then focuses students’ attention on various language
features of the dialogue. Students compare their
output with the models the teacher provides. This
activity provides students with two opportunities for

noticing – during the rehearsal stage and the
examination of the transcript stage. However, the
teacher could also remain silent during the rehearsal
and recording stage: this way the learners’ dialogue
is likely to contain more errors and students will
have more recorded evidence of their
unreformulated utterances.
To a large extent, teachers can decide which
language items to focus on or ignore during the
transcript analysis stage, depending on how
appropriate the forms are for your learners at that
time. It can also very easily be structured to focus
on an area you wish to look at, for example by
asking learners to ‘talk about past experiences’ ,
‘discuss future dreams’ or ‘talk about current
problems’. The students are still freely dictating
content, but in a general area of your choice. 
This task is motivating in that the students
themselves provide the content and the teacher only
the correct forms. Rather than moving from
accuracy to fluency, and providing students with a
model to copy and use as in traditional PPP, the
starting point here is fluency, and students are
asked to make the best of their own linguistic
resources (which makes it ideal for 
non-homogenous groups – students at different 
levels can notice whatever their level allows) 
and look at target language examples after the
activity, examining features which they themselves
found difficult. 
What learners should notice are the features they
found difficult and which they required to express
their ideas. 

LANG matters   5
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Dictogloss
(In this activity the starting point is a text provided
by the teacher. The effort involved in the
reconstruction phase and the comparison between
learners’ own texts and the original is thought to
strongly promote noticing of language forms.)

Choose a short text (any short written or spoken
text). Here’s an example I used – a postcard.

Tell students they are going to listen to the text only
once and then will have to reconstuct it, but are not
to write during the reading. 
Explain the context, then read the text out once
(again if necessary). Students work alone to note
down what they remember. They then share ideas
with a partner and together try to reconstruct the
text. In larger groups they compare again and try to
further improve their version. One member of the
group then writes an agreed version on the board.
Students are given the original text and compare
their versions with the model, with the teacher
establishing which of their sentences are valid ways
of saying the same thing and which are inaccuracies. 
If the activity proves too challenging, the teacher
can provide students with the first words of each
sentence or some of the content words to ease the
memory load.

Silent viewing
(This activity combines dictogloss and skills of
prediction.)

Choose a short dialogue from a video – any film, 
TV programme or teaching video – but preferably 
a scene which is rich in paralinguistic clues. 
Play the clip to the students with the sound off.
Students discuss who the characters are and try 
to predict what they are saying to each other. 
Ask learners in pairs to write 3 or 4 pieces of
dialogue they think they will hear. 
Students then listen to the dialogue (I find it’s better
at this point if you cover the screen to focus on the
listening) and compare their sentences with what
they hear. Check their sentences as a class.
Listen again and watch. Then ask learners to work

together and reconstruct the dialogue (as in the
dictogloss activity). Again, you can give students
some content words to help them if necessary. 
Finally, give students the correct version. 
Learners compare their version with the model,
‘noticing the gap’. 
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Jane Tebbs has been involved in teaching and
teacher training for the last ten years and has taught
adults, children and teenagers in Italy, Japan and
the UK. She is currently working as a freelance
teacher in and around Milan.

janetebbs@hotmail.com

Hi Claire,

Well we finally got here at 6am after a 2 hour

delay and a 9 hour flight - awful! New York is

fantastic. The shops are great - I’ve bought

loads and spent a fortune. The food is pretty

good too - big portions!

How are things with your new job? I’ll call you

when I get back to London.

Take care,

Jane
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Developing cultural awareness

I’m sure that some of you, looking at your individual
classes and pupils, have a different mix of cultures
amongst them. I was speaking to another teacher
recently who told me that at least a third of her class 
of approximately thirty pupils came from countries other
than Italy, and that is before she had even considered
whereabouts in Italy some of her other pupils came from. 
Today’s world means that multiculturalism is a fact that
we have to live and work with, so why don’t we use it
to our advantage?  Part of our job as teachers is to
prepare our students for their adult lives; a part of the
job of English teachers in particular is to increase
awareness of the culture along with the language, and
promoting multiculturalism gives us the opportunity to
do both together.

Before we go any further, what does

multiculturalism actually mean?

If you look the word up in a couple of up-to-date
dictionaries they will give you definitions like “the belief
and practice of giving equal importance to each of the
different cultures in a society” (Macmillan English
Dictionary for Advanced Learners), or “the belief that it is
important and good to include people, or ideas from many
different countries, races or religions” (Longman
Dictionary of Contemporary English).

Ideas/concepts cross languages and cultures

Did you know, for example, that although different
cultures use different idioms to explain concepts, many
of them cross over cultural boundaries and have very
similar words or ideas? An example of this is “Pigs
might fly!”. In Polish (translated literally into English)
it is: “If grandma had a moustache, they’d call her
granddad”, or in High German the same idiom is: “If my
aunt had wheels, she’d be a bicycle”. This sense of
impossibility can even be seen in Italian “donkeys
might fly” and its various dialects: for example in the
Sicilian dialect the idiom comes out in English as “to
empty a well with a basket”. And even in the different
varieties of English the idiom has different versions. In
American English slang it is: “when hell freezes over”.
There are lots of similar examples which can easily
illustrate the same point, that different languages do
not always mean different ideas and concepts.

One other point to consider is that many of our ideas,
inventions and accepted standards have come from
different cultures: no single one has the monopoly.

Examples of this include our number system, which
comes from the Arab world, while many of the sports
we play or watch were either invented or properly
organised for the first time in the UK.  It is, therefore,
reasonable to conclude that we have always been
influenced by other peoples’ customs, cultures, ideas
and languages and that exposure to these differences
is a source of enrichment for us all.

Some questions to think about

• What does culture mean to you, as a teacher?

When teachers are asked this question, their responses
usually fall into one of three categories.
Products: literature, folklore, art, music, artefacts.
Ideas: beliefs, values, institutions.
Behaviours: customs, habits, dress, foods, leisure.

• Why encourage multiculturalism in the classroom?

1) To achieve cross-cultural understanding, i.e. the
students’ awareness of their own cultures, as well as
those of others.

2) To stimulate the students’ intellectual curiosity about
the other cultures in their classroom, and to
encourage empathy towards its different
representatives and, from there, towards other
cultures in general.

3) For the teacher to recognise that not all teaching
about culture implies behaviour change, but only the
development of awareness and tolerance of the
cultural influences affecting one’s own and other
people’s behaviour.

4) To help students to develop an understanding of the
fact that all people exhibit culturally-conditioned
behaviours and that social variables, such as age, sex,
social class and place of residence, influence the ways
in which people speak and behave.

***

Below are some activities which draw on the above ideas
and which you may find useful in the classroom.

CULTURE MATCH

a) Prepare a list of pairs of corresponding American/
British cultural items, for example:
• Congress/Parliament
• President/Prime Minister
• Baseball/Soccer
• White House/Downing Street
• Stars and Stripes/ Union Jack, etc.

MULTICULTURALISM
IN THE MIDDLE SCHOOL: 
A STRENGTH OR A WEAKNESS?

b y  E r i c  G r o v e
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b) Make sure you have as many items as there are
students in the class. Write one item on each index card.
Prepare enough cards to give one to each student.
c) Give a card to each student. Tell the students to
circulate and find a student with an item that matches
theirs. When the students find their cultural match, they
write their pair of items on the board and brainstorm
everything they know about their pair of items.
d) When all the students have found their match, each
pair reports to the class on their items saying which one
refers to Britain and which to the USA. They tell the class
all they know about their topic. If a pair has difficulty with
information about their topic, you, or preferably other
students, can help them.
e) The students then work in groups to talk about the list
of items. For each pair of items, they provide the
equivalent event, person, or institution for their own
culture, and, if necessary, give some background
information to you and the rest of the class.

ODD ONE OUT
a) Assemble several sets of five newspaper mastheads,
photographs, or names of games, places, etc. and mount
them on cards. For example: 
• Queen Elizabeth II, King Juan Carlos, Prince Ranieri,
Princess Anne, Silvio Berlusconi (odd one out – not part
of a royal family)
• Baseball, softball, (American) football, ice hockey,
cricket (odd one out - British sport), etc.
b) Four of the cards should represent one particular
culture or country. The fifth should be of a different
culture or country. Divide the class into groups of three to
five students and prepare enough sets for the class to
work with one set for each group.
c) Give each group a set of cards or pictures. The
students try to identify each place or name, and then find
the odd one out, exchanging whatever information they
have about the different subjects on the cards.
d) When they have all finished, the groups describe their
pictures or cards to the class, and say which is the odd one
out, and why.

AMONG MY SOUVENIRS
a) Ask the students to bring to class any objects,
pictures, postcards, or souvenirs they may have from
either a country they have visited, or their home country
(if they are not from Italy).
b) Ask the students to arrange the objects on a table, and
to put up the photographs and postcards on the wall.
Number each. Leave them up, if possible, for several
classes.
c) Ask the students in groups to try to identify each of
the items/ places in English and to make a list. To make it
clearer, use the numbers on the items and pictures.
Remix the groups so that the students are working with
different people and can compare/check answers.
d) Get the individual owners of the items to explain to
the other students in their groups what each of the items
is, and to give any further information, e.g.  “This is Big

Ben, it’s in London.  Big Ben isn’t the name of the clock

tower but of the bell inside”.  They should also say where
they or their families obtained the souvenirs, how old
they are and what they represent.
e) In a follow-up class, get the students to go through the
items again, asking questions such as:
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• What’s this?
• Where does it come from? etc. 

SHOW AND TELL
(This is a two lesson project/ activity)

Lesson one

Tell the students that they are going to have an
opportunity to show and talk to the class about an
object that is personally interesting for them. Everyone
should bring an object to class, preferably something
which has cultural meaning to them (a picture of the
object is okay, if somebody cannot bring in the real
thing). It might help for you to give a couple of
examples of the kind of objects you mean.

Lesson Two

a) Tell the class that they will have two minutes to show
their object to their group (if the class is large, it will be
necessary to have the students work in groups of 6-8, to
avoid the whole thing taking too long and getting boring)
and talk about it in English, and that everyone will have a
chance to discuss what they have seen and heard at the
end of the presentations.
b) The students present their objects within the two-
minute time limit. 
c) When all the students have finished, write the
following questions in the board:
• What one personal thing have you learned about each

person in your group?
• What one thing did you learn about each person’s

culture?
• What else would you like to know about the culture 

of each member of the group?
• What have you learned about your own culture in

doing this activity?
d) Allow enough time for the students to think about and
write their answers to the questions.
e) Finally, conduct a whole-class discussion based on
the questions. If your class is very large, the discussion
can be carried out in groups. 

Eric Grove,teacher at International House San Donato
Milanese,has taught children and teenagers for eleven years.
He has taught in Italy,Poland,Portugal,Turkey and the UK.His
present teaching interests include exams and he is the Local
Secretary for the Cambridge ESOL Exam Centre at the school.
exams@ihmilano.it 
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In Extra Virgin: Amongst the Olive Groves of

Liguria (Penguin, 2001), Annie Hawes tells a story 
of a joke played by one of the local men, Domenico, 
on another man, Pompeo. Annie and her sister are
English but have purchased a rustico with a few olive
trees and are living in Liguria. Their brother, Jim, has
come to visit them. When a fire begins sweeping the
hillside, he tries to offer to help in garbled Spanish 
(he doesn’t speak Italian) and the men are dismissive,
but he soon joins them fighting the fire. The next
evening the village holds a celebration.

“… Domenico has some more fun, this time at

Pompeo’s expense. He spends 10 minutes training

Jim in a relatively quiet corner round the side of

the church until he can do a perfect Ligurian Euh!,
and a passably lisping Ah, si, si! Then, having

instructed Jim to answer anything he says with

either or both of these remarks, in any order,

Domenico takes him to sit at one end of Pompeo’s

table, and has a long conversation with him about

the probable identity and motives of the firebug.

Jim responds to each remark with either a wise Ah,
si, si! or an Euh! in one of its many tonal varieties,

taking his cue from Domenico’s expression and

tone. Pompeo is amazed. The story is soon flying

around the festa that our brother, who until

yesterday only spoke some odd dialect from the

Veneto, has mastered perfect Ligurian in no time at

all.” (p.218)

This story illustrates in a humorous way that the
essential elements of connecting with someone in
conversation are universal – but the accepted sounds,
phrases and behaviours we use to signal our
engagement in the conversation and to actively
contribute to the creation of the dialogue are culturally
specific linguistic elements and are an important part
of our conversation skills in the language we’re
learning. Even though Jim does not speak or actually
understand the Ligurian dialect, he has successfully

participated in the conversation by responding with
appropriate phatic language: conventionally accepted
sounds and phrases we use to sustain effective human
interaction in conversation. 
So how can we raise learners’ awareness of spoken
English and help them become  as effective
conversationalists in English as they are in their native
language? 

Spoken English as opposed

to written English 

First it’s important to recognize
that spoken English differs from
written English in important ways.

� Conversation is jointly
produced: both/all participants
have a responsibility to contribute
to the conversation by indicating
engagement (phatic language,
facial expressions), helping to
manage the flow of the
conversation (acknowledging 
shifts, filling silences), 
and accommodating 
each other (matching register,
using “spoken grammar”, etc.). 

THE ARTHE AR T OF CONVERSAT OF CONVERSATIONTION
Raising students’ awareness of what’s involved in successful interaction
and exploring those elements in English

B y  J e a n e e n  M c A m i s
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Although we tend to think of “conversation” as only really possible at higher levels,

this article shows how to start developing student awareness of what is involved 

in effective communication from the very beginning: non-linguistic responses,

intonation even in simple responses like “really” or “yes” and, above all,

the confidence that comes with the realisation that even native speakers don't speak

as impeccably as most recorded material would seem to suggest.
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� Spoken grammar is different from written
grammar: words function in a different way.
Whereas “absolutely” is an adverb in written
English, it can serve as an affirmative in spoken
English. “Thank you” in spoken English may be a
managerial marker, signaling a shift or the end of an
exchange instead of an expression of gratitude.
� The point of conversation may not be to persuade
or inform, or even to reach an agreement, but
simply to connect, to show goodwill, etc.
� Conversation is full of hesitation, repetition,
rephrasing to express oneself more clearly, uneven
tempo and overlapping, takeovers (interpretations
by one speaker before the other has finished), tense
shifts mid-‘sentence,’ fillers and temporisors (um,

er, I mean, sort of), feedback (yeah, mmmm),
omitted subjects, hyperbole, ellipsis, topic shifting.
What would be disjointed and awkward if written
down does not usually feel so during the
conversation unless overlong silences occur.
Basically, conversation is supposed to have all those
elements, because it’s a constant interaction and co-
creation between two or more people and not the
carefully constructed development of a theme by a
single author. If learners are aware of this, they may
become more comfortable with the fact that what
they produce orally doesn’t sound like what they
read, and fluency will improve. Phatic language is, in
fact, the oil which helps conversation flow smoothly.

Sensitize students to spoken language

We can raise learners’ awareness of the art 
of conversation in the target language by looking 
at what successful conversation involves in any
language/culture and then getting them started in
the exploration of how that is achieved in English.  

� In class, invite students to speak in pairs in their
native language about anything they like. Give them
a few minutes to do so, then stop them. Now tell
each pair to crumple up a piece of paper into a ball:
in order to speak, they must have the ball in their
hand and they must not make any sound without it.
They must also be gracious about giving up the ball
to their partner. Invite them to resume their
conversation. Most pairs will find this constraint
either frustrating or silly and the conversation will
break down relatively quickly. What happened?
Phatic language has been eliminated and the co-
creation of the conversation has become alternating
individual speeches instead. Get students’ feedback
about what they’ve noticed about this experiment.
� For homework, have students eavesdrop on a
conversation in their native language, noting the
sounds and words people use to signal that they’re
engaged in the conversation. What are those
sounds/words and how are they used? Do they
signal participation, agreement, shifting...? How are
silences treated and how long do they seem? How
do the speakers begin their turn? How much do they
overlap? Give students a chance to discuss their
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findings in small groups, then in the class as a
whole. Bring in a recorded and transcribed
conversation in Italian and see how their
observations are reflected in this piece. 
� Now have students reconstruct a similar
conversation in English. What kinds of things do they
think will be the same/different? Do they expect
English silences to be the same length? What sounds
are used to express surprise/disbelief/agreement in
English? What language items do they now want to
know in order to carry on a similar conversation in
English smoothly?
� The next step, of course, is to listen to and look
at a transcribed conversation in English. The
conversations on the cassette accompanying your
textbook may include a few unscripted
conversations, but avoid the scripted ones for this
kind of activity. The dialogue in films or novels,
likewise, is not the way we speak in everyday
situations. Use the internet as a resource –
concordancy programmes (which analyze corpora,
or groups of texts compiled from writing and/or
transcribed recorded speech, and list the results)
allow us to observe spoken language in more
objective ways than ever before – and there are
many sites which discuss corpus linguistics and look
at corpus-informed materials development and
applications in the classroom. Students can also use
a corpus to explore grammatical patterns, for
example. See the end of this article for some links to
get you and your students started.
� Plan activities which are informed by your
observations of real conversations, but not a slave to
them, giving learners a base from which to move
forward. The point is not to get them to parrot the
input, but to raise their awareness and start them
exploring, observing  and analyzing on their own –
and, even more successfully than Jim in Liguria,
connecting with other English speakers in
conversation. 

Jeaneen McAmis,M.A.TEFL,has been a language teacher
and teacher trainer in various countries for the last twelve
years.She now lives in Turin,where she’s the regional TIE exam
coordinator,and is always ready for a good chat.

jeaneen_clab@hotmail.com

Notes

The main source for the background information about
spoken English in this article came from the MATSDA
conference “From Corpora to Materials” (25-26 January
2004) in Dublin, particularly plenary sessions and
workshops led by Michael McCarthy and Brian Tomlinson.
Look for their articles in professional publications and on
the web – very interesting!
For a quick introduction to corpus linguistics and links to
help get you started (including corpora and concordances
for on-line use), go to Daniel Krieger’s article “Corpus
Linguistics: What it is and how it can be applied to teaching”
in the Internet TESL Journal, March 2003. 




