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Javier Avalos Varela teaches English to students
aged between 16 and 60 in a municipal school in
Santiago. For various reasons these learners had
been unable to complete their mainstream
education when they were younger, but they are
now looking to improve their skills. In one particular
class of seven students, the language level of the
learners was very low, and many of them had never
attended English classes before. Not surprisingly,
they lacked confidence, were unusually quiet and
afraid to either speak or write. They appeared to be
completely daunted by the language.

How do you feel about learning English?

Javier sat down and talked with his students. He asked
them how they felt about learning English and noted their
replies. Some appeared motivated and believed it would be
useful for them —they also thought that it wouldn’t be too
difficult and that sometimes it’s just a matter of being lazy.
But others saw little point in learning and believed English
was a very hard language to learn.

| don’t understand
English.

| get frustrated
because | don’t know
anything.

English is a very hard
language.

| feel ashamed in English
because | think that | do
it wrongly.

| don’t care about

English —it’s useless!

We are in Chile and we
speak in Spanish.

After this initial informal enquiry, Javier decided to create a
questionnaire to dig deeper. He suspected that there were
a lot of negative attitudes or feelings toward learning
English, but he wanted to be sure and collect some
evidence before deciding what to do next.
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Statements Agree

Inglés es un idioma muy dificil.
[English is a very difficult language.]

Indifferent

Disagree

Me pongo nervioso cada vez que tengo clases de Inglés.
[l feel nervous whenever | have English class.]

Inglés me frustra porque no sé nada.
[English frustrates me because | don’t know anything.]

Me siento imposibilitado de aprender inglés.
[l think it's impossible for me to learn English.]

Siento que tardaré mucho tiempo en aprender inglés.
[I think English will take a long time to learn.]

Yo puedo aprender inglés pero siento que es dificil.
[I can learn English but I think it’s difficult.]

Me siento motivado debido a mis notas en inglés.
[l feel motivated because of my marks in English.]

No aprendo ingles por flojera.
[l don’t learn English because I'm lazy.]

Me siento avergonzado en inglés porque pienso que me puedo equivocar.
[l feel ashamed in English because I think | can be wrong.]

Me da vergiienza preguntar en inglés.
['m embarrassed to ask about English.]

Creo que puedo aprender inglés pero no confio en mi.
[l think | can learn English but | lack confidence in myself.]

Creo que puedo aprender inglés.
[I believe | can learn English.]

Entiendo las palabras pero no sé como pronunciarlas.
[l understand the words but | don’t know how to pronounce them.]

Me aterra inglés porque no sé cémo pronunciar.
[English terrifies me because | don’t know how to pronounce it.]




Action

Javier realised that he could not approach this class of
learners in the same way he did with other classes. He
knew that building their confidence and creating a warm
and positive classroom atmosphere was crucial and a first
priority. Unless they could relax and enjoy the lessons, they
would not be able to learn English.

He made a point of starting the lessons with an ice-breaker
or telling a joke, or chatting and laughing about funny
things that had happened at their places of work or home,
etc. Then, when they felt more comfortable and relaxed he
would give a simple overview of what they were going to do
that day.

He used very basic examples to explain concepts and
related content to their lives to make it meaningful. If they
worked on exercises, he would move around the room and
give individual attention. During feedback, he would give
lots of praise and encouragement and tell the students to
make corrections themselves. They started to smile and
little by little their confidence grew.

Whoal! You are doing

quite well, you did it

wrong here, but it’s
OK. Go on!!

Really?

But even though they were becoming more motivated and
confident, they were easily tired as the lessons were in the
evening at the end of a busy day’s work. Javier realised he
needed to take that into account. In fact, he realised that he
needed to pay attention all the time to how they were
feeling, how they reacted and how they behaved. He
started to observe more carefully and think about what he
could do in response.

Making signs

One activity which was particularly successful was ‘making
signs’. Javier knew that his students would be familiar with
lots of different signs as they all used public transport and
went shopping and there were lots of signs in all these
places in both Spanish and English. He knew that even if
they didn’'t understand all the words, they would recognise
the icons or symbols and get the gist. So he gathered
cardboard, markers, glue, etc. and got his learners to
create signs that they could find in supermarkets, shopping
centres, and on the metro, etc.

This activity also helped his students to understand how
context can support meaning and that English can be
relevant to their daily lives.

Some improvement

As time went on, more students joined the class,
participation increased and the students’ marks
improved too.
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Statements Agree

Inglés es un idioma muy dificil.
[English is a very difficult language.]

Indifferent

Disagree

Me pongo nervioso cada vez que tengo clases de Inglés.
[I feel nervous whenever | have English class.]

Inglés me frustra porque no sé nada.
[English frustrates me because | don’t know anything.]

Me siento imposibilitado de aprender inglés.
[l think it’s impossible for me to learn English.]

Siento que tardaré mucho tiempo en aprender inglés.
[l think English will take a long time to learn.]

Yo puedo aprender inglés pero siento que es dificil.
[ can learn English but | think it’s difficult.]

Me siento motivado debido a mis notas en inglés.
[l feel motivated because of my marks in English.]

No aprendo ingles por flojera.
[l don’t learn English because I'm lazy.]

Me siento avergonzado en inglés porque pienso que me puedo equivocar.
[l feel ashamed in English because I think | can be wrong.]

Me da verglienza preguntar en inglés.
['m embarrassed to ask about English.]

Creo que puedo aprender inglés pero no confio en mi.
[l think I can learn English but | lack confidence in myself.]

Creo que puedo aprender inglés.
[l believe | can learn English.]

Entiendo las palabras pero no sé cobmo pronunciarlas.
[l understand the words but | don’t know how to pronounce them.]

Me aterra inglés porque no sé cO6mo pronunciar.
[English terrifies me because | don’t know how to pronounce it.]




Reflections

As teachers, we are always busy preparing materials,
planning, doing administrative tasks and so on, so at the
beginning Javier was very doubtful about doing research
because he wasn't sure if it would work or not. But he
decided to give it a try and trust in himself and his students
and he realised that, if he failed, it would be OK because he
would learn from it anyway. Looking back, he feels that it
was a great experience working with these students and
they did their best not only to help him do this project, but
also during the lessons. Admittedly, it took a lot of time and
effort to keep going because of all the stress that a teacher
has to deal with, but it helped to make his job more fulfilling
and he feels the results and the rewards he got from the
experience are priceless. It was his first experience
teaching a group like this and he learned that it is not
enough to go in and just teach English:

‘These students really need to feel that someone believes
in them and that they can achieve their goals... | can say
that this project has benefited me in so many ways. It has
helped me to improve my teaching skills, but also to
develop a better relationship with my students, and
colleagues.’
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