	1.
	MP
	Hi Jane, welcome to Teaching English. You’re our second guest contributor and I know you’ve had a look at the site already. Can you just tell us what you think about the site and what you hope to be contributing to it in the next month?



	
	JW
	Well I think it’s a great site and I’m really looking forward to contributing some articles. I’m going to be writing about task based learning and teachers adapting their textbooks to include some tasks and the principles of task based language teaching. What I’m most looking forward to is getting feedback from teachers out there who can feel free to ask me questions about the whys and wherefores of this. If they have any good ideas they want to add or any questions they want to ask I shall look forward to hearing them.



	2.
	MP
	What have you learnt from being a teacher?



	
	JW
	I’ve been very lucky because as an English teacher I’ve travelled a lot overseas and worked a lot in different countries with whole different cultures and groups of people. I’ve really enjoyed experiencing the ways of life in different countries and different outlooks - and learning those languages or not learning those languages as the case may be - and just getting an English learner’s view of the world.



	
	MP
	So it’s given you a wider perspective…



	
	JW
	Yes.



	3.
	MP
	Which writer or researcher has had the most influence over the way you understand learning and teaching?



	
	JW
	Well I’ve got two. I think first and foremost must be Professor John Sinclair, who sadly died last year. He was at Birmingham University when I was a student doing my masters there, and he always insisted that we actually use proper data rather than just assuming that our students feel this way, or assuming that language is like this. He’d say, are you sure it’s like that? Why don’t you go and record a lesson and see if that’s really how it works?  So I did my masters degree by research looking at classroom interaction. I remember very strongly that when I played through a tape of the most wonderful teacher teaching in what I thought was a really communicative way, when I actually looked closely at the transcription of the lesson, she was in control the whole time. The students, although they were talking, were very tightly controlled and I would never have realised that if I hadn’t been looking at the data. And even just in ordinary classes… I had a class recently, before I retired, where the students were very quiet and didn’t respond very well and I thought, well I wonder why? Because normally I can get students going, I can get them moving. So then, after a couple of lessons I asked them to write on a little yellow post-it note what they felt when I asked them to contribute to a lesson. They all wrote different things and I collated their responses and I got so many insights into why they weren’t contributing. Then they wanted to know what other people had said, so we discussed the results of this little enquiry and they all began contributing far more easily after that.



	
	MP
	And that’s all going back to John Sinclair’s influence on you…



	
	JW
	That’s all back to gathering data - just thinking, well maybe they’re shy, or thinking of reasons that I thought. Then I thought - no let’s ask them, so the data came from the students.  The data about language as well, like looking at language - when I felt that a rule didn’t work very well, and I thought that maybe that rule is wrong, then looking at examples of data to find out how words are actually used and how the grammar really is used. 



	
	MP
	So is that view really against introspection?



	
	JW
	Yes. Because all the TEFL coursebooks I’d been using up to then said that the word ‘any’ is used in negatives and in questions and that’s what I had been teaching. Then I thought, well that’s funny, because there are quite a few exceptions - but I just put those to one side and didn’t think about them. When we looked at the Cobuild database and we looked at how language is used, it turns out that ‘any’ is used very often in positive statements – anyone should realise that!

	
	Mp
	Who is your other influence?



	
	JW
	The other influence was Prabhu. Because Prabhu in the early 1980s came to Singapore where I was teaching and he was saying, I am teaching in Bangalore, I have all these teachers and we don’t teach grammar, they are just learning it naturally because we do tasks. I didn’t know at the time what tasks were and he gave us some illustrations of the kinds of tasks he used in his classroom and how they developed the tasks and thinking about how students learn -  how learners learn, not about how we should teach. That, I think, was the beginning of all of us in Singapore together thinking about how we could set up tasks that our learners could do.



	
	MP
	So that started your interest in task based learning?



	
	JW
	Yes.



	4.
	MP
	What interests you most about ELT at the moment? 



	
	JW
	Just the process of change I think, there are so many interesting research findings about how people learn languages and about what language is that don’t seem to be being incorporated into classrooms.  There are quite a few new movements that do take on board language acquisition theories - for example, content and language integrated learning, but many teachers and publishers are still being a bit careful of change. It’s hard work changing, it does require an effort and I think watching people realising, oh maybe we could do some tasks in our classroom, maybe it won’t be so difficult, and watching how they actually do incorporate change into their classrooms is very interesting. 



	
	MP
	Do you think it comes from a suspicion that things are changing so quickly, that by the time they start to do it, they’ll have moved somewhere else?

 

	
	JW
	It may do, or it may come from the suspicion that it’s going to take a long time, or that I might fail, or there might be chaos in my classroom if I do this, extra work involved… everybody always says that time is the problem.



	5.
	MP
	Is it possible to be learner centred with a class of 50-plus students?



	
	JW
	Yes I think it’s the only way to teach in a class of 50-plus students!  It is possible, if you set an activity or a task that really engages the students and you give them time to prepare as individuals. It could be a task, for example, thinking about the school rules, how would they change them?  And if each individual learner thinks: ok, well these are our school rules, which ones would I really like to change, and they think by themselves about why. Then they come together in a group of 2 or 4, then they will be really talking from their hearts, that is really learner centred – they are saying what they want to say and expressing their own meanings to another person or a couple of other people. Then when they’ve done that the whole class can come together. And you’ve got maybe 5 in a group if you’ve got 10 groups – or 3 in a group and 15 groups or something.  Then those groups can all report to each other. They’re all saying what they actually want to say and expressing their own opinions, and it can come together as a survey. Everyone in that class has taken part somehow in the results of that survey and maybe who knows - the school rules might be changed. 



	
	MP
	And the teacher’s just a facilitator? 



	
	JW
	Yes. There will also be a language advisor because before they come together to report their findings they’ll need some help with their language and so the teacher will help them phrase things before they present what they want to do, the rules they want, to the class.  They will obviously facilitate with language as well as making sure the groups are working ok.



	6.
	MP
	Do you think there is still a role for translation within the ELT classroom today?


	
	JW
	It depends on what age group and whether they’re beginners or advanced or whatever, but in a monolingual classroom sometimes it’s a good idea I think to avoid any frustrations that arise. A quick translation is a very good thing because then they can get on with the task in hand without being confused about it. I think on the whole as much as the classroom interaction as possible should be held in English. But where one or two students are confused then it’s obviously silly to hold a whole class up. If you can translate then do it quickly and then go back to English. It’s quite good sometimes to check that everyone in the class understands by asking a student to translate a word. Then everyone feels quite happy. If you ban the use of the mother tongue in a young learners’ or beginners’ classroom then I think a lot of learners get very worried. If they can’t use their mother tongue at all, sometimes they lack confidence to ask in English or they might just sit and not do the task, and feel awkward about it. At a real advanced stage in a multilingual class, it’s wonderful if you’re taking metaphors or idioms, seeing how different languages express the same ideas.


	7.

	MP
	How do you see the role of the English language teacher evolving over the next 5-10 years?


	
	JW
	Well I always think of the hundreds of thousands of English language learners out there in the world unable to speak English after having learnt for 2, 3, 4 years in school or college. They can read fine but to actually speak and express themselves, they either lack confidence or they don’t know how to speak English. Spoken language is different from written language and they’re not aware of that so they find it very difficult to speak written language – and so would we. So I would like the direction of teaching to go far more towards empowering students to say what they can, broadening their vocabulary, their words and phrases from the start. And getting them confident to use those, and maybe not focusing too much on accuracy to start with. In some situations in the classroom I think it’s quite useful, but basically getting them confident enough to speak and express themselves. Then later on, if they are going to use their English outside school and college then focussing in and homing in and doing a little more grammar at those stages, when they really need to be more accurate. But first to get them talking and feel free to learn, because if they can understand spoken English and they can speak some English, they’re going to learn far faster in the long run and their grammar will naturally develop by itself.

	8.
	MP
	Will English language teachers ever be obsolete?



	
	JW
	I don’t think so. I think there’s always going to be a role for English language teachers, it may change, but I can’t foresee the future obviously. We talk about global English but I think it’s going to take a large effort to get a sufficient number of people as fluent as they would like to be and without the help of teachers I don’t think that’s going to happen.

	9.
	MP
	How would you feel if you were asked to teach a class of 40 students 15 minutes from now?



	
	JW
	Great, wonderful. I was at primary school in a class of 40 students all the way through, so 40 students is a nice number. You can have 10 groups of 4, or 4 groups of 10, or 20 groups of 2. What would I do? If they were young learners I‘d probably take some activities from my latest book, English through Music and try those out because they worked really well with music teachers - and as a language teacher Id like to try them out. With 40 students you can get some really good rhythm activities going and you can do some wonderful vocabulary revision activities with rhythm and stress and all kinds of musical things, so I would definitely do that with young learners. 

	
	MP
	And if they were adults?

	
	JW
	If I was briefed on who the class were then I would try to take something from the syllabus that they had done, because they wouldn’t know me, so something that excited them - and basically do a task with them. It depends how much they knew about me. If for example they’d been doing a theme of travelling, and I knew that, then I might go in and say ‘I’ve travelled quite a lot during my previous career, have you got any specific questions you’d like to ask? Get in groups of 4, and prepare 3 interview questions for me’. Then they would each have a chance to ask their questions and I could answer them.

	
	MP
	You sound very comfortable being able to teach off the cuff as it were.

	
	JW
	Yes, although obviously it’s better to know a little about the group because then you can fine tune it. Or I might just ask them what their aspirations are.

	
	MP
	Direct the lesson…

	
	JW
	Yes.

	10.
	MP
	When you’re not thinking about ELT, what are you likely to be doing?

	
	JW
	Well we live in the lake district now having retired from Aston university and the lake district has wonderful lakes and mountains so I might well be planning my next walk or even walking in the hills. We have two daughters and they have five grandchildren between them aged between two and ten so I might well be playing with the grandchildren or talking to one or two of them, or taking them out somewhere. I also teach Tai Chi – I’ve retired from English language teaching directly but I do teach Tai Chi to elderly people, and I really enjoy the challenge of trying to get quite difficult things across to them. Also just watching them playing Tai Chi now is just wonderful, they really have learnt well. So I really enjoy it. I might well be reading some Spanish because I’m going to Spanish conversation groups so I prepare for that sometimes when I have time. And the other thing I spend a lot of time doing with my husband is planning our next trips either overseas or in England. I love travelling. And I’m just hoping that maybe some of you teachers out there, that if one day I visit your countries then I’ll actually be able to meet you. And that would be great. 

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


