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ABSTRACT

Whilst audiovisual resources for the EL classroom are multiplying exponentially ( think YouTube), the most readily available undervalued source of all is you, the teacher. It has been estimated that teacher talk accounts for about two-thirds of all linguistic output in a typical language lesson. Many teachers may see this as a bad thing, especially those who occupy the learner-centered end of the pedagogical spectrum. Your students may spend more time listening to you than to any other speaker of the planet. It would therefore be interesting to explore how we use English in the classroom, assess how much our students are learning from this, and try to find how we can improve on this. In this article Michael Hall explores different ways in which teachers can speak to their students, focusing on one of the common linguistic tasks as a teacher in the classroom- giving instructions.

My first message to you as teachers is: never underestimate the value of your own language output to your students, however diffident you might feel about your English. There are plenty of other resources out there: native speakers, course books, commercial materials, internet resources and so on, but your own voice is at least as important.

A lot of modern approaches to teaching say that we should not talk too much to our students. I think you can take this too far. Students benefit from your teaching. Even facilitating still involves talking, and talking is valuable.

We are going to play a game, but game with a serious purpose. Here is a label with my name and four things about 

me:
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These are answers to four questions. The purpose of the activity is to ask the right questions and get to know more about the other people in the workshop today

What questions do you need to ask  me  to obtain the information above? Here are the answers : What is your favourite food?

· How many children do you have? 

· Which historical figure do you most admire? 

· What nationality is your wife?

At the end some participants reported on the conversations they had. For example 

George: I talked to Steve. He had met his girl friend in Sicily. He is interested in diving. He has five nephews and nieces.

Núria: I met Janine. She comes from Vic. She rides her bicycle to school. Her husband likes snooker. She grows bonsais.

This game can be used as a warm up activity to help a new group of students get to know one another.

My inspiration for this talk came from three different sources:

· Going to Adult Education classes in Spanish, where the teacher wouldn’t speak Spanish to us in case we couldn’t understand it. The only Spanish we ever heard from her was sentences read out from the course book.
· Working with teachers of English in the Middle East, where some had difficulty conveying simple task instructions to their students. They would lump the instructions for everything together, so if the learner missed a single part the whole instruction had to be repeated.

· The appearance of a new generation of camcorders, small and affordable with good audio quality and easy operation, which make it easy to do research in our own classrooms.
I think that from all that happens in the classroom the most important is not the global environment, the national curriculum or the school culture; but the relationship that develops between the teacher and the learners. 

The impact on your learners of hearing your English is fundamental. They might not get many opportunities to interact with English speakers apart from the teacher. Whether you like it or not you are providing them with a model for pronunciation if you share the same linguistic background it is realistic that they model their pronunciation on yours. That is not a bad thing.

Language development must go together with the acquisition of communicative skills. The best learners are those who can make the language they have go a long way, rather than those who know more words and grammar but use them less effectively.

With the oral language, what we say depends very much on the context. The teacher is the last in the line of language delivery to the students. She brings the language to life and adapts what is being said to the moment and to the level of the students.

It is estimated that in an English class, two thirds of the time is spent speaking and two thirds of the speaking is done by the teacher. But teacher talk is not pure transmission of information (Wright 2005). There are many effective ways of talking and interacting with your students. Even a monologue can be interactional.
Comprehensible input in low-stress situations is important for building competence and confidence (Krashen 1981); your students develop these by being exposed to language that is tailored to them, pitched above the level they can produce but easy enough to understand. That is the way teachers normally speak. Comprehensible classroom language is a bridge to the real world, and provides students with real tools for use outside the classroom.
Learners are not going to speak unless they have heard a fair amount of the language. Sometimes we force our students to speak before they have heard very much. It is unfair, really and it will affect their confidence if you ask them to do something they are not able to. So listening to the teacher is the first step they take in learning to generate their own language. Hearing English repeatedly and in context is a necessary starting point for production (Willis 1981).
Now we are going to listen to a recording of me giving instructions. This will be the central point of my talk today because I believe that the way a teacher gives instructions in class reflects very much how well he communicates with his students. What you are going to hear is me giving instructions to a group of teachers in a summer course with teachers from Spain and Malaysia. I want you to consider the choice of particular words or phrases I am using. 

Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen. This afternoon we’re going to start with a little warmer. I’m going to give you the instructions and then you’re going to er play along with me. First of all though I have to prepare my own little label, so very quickly I’m going to do this. By the way, I should have done this before I started, but never mind. [---] Right, now I have um prepared a little label for myself. On this label you can see in the middle – maybe you can’t, but trust me – um, in the middle you can see er my name, and around the corner, around the edges of the label there are four different bits of information [writes.] Okay? Um, so, because you can’t see this very well I’m going to reproduce this um on the board. [---] So that’s my label. Now the information which is there – this - these are four pieces of information about me. These are answers to four questions. So the - the purpose of the game is not to find the answers, which you already have, but to ask the right questions. Okay? So first of all you’re going to do this er together with me, you’re going to try and ask me questions, then in the second part of the warmer er we’re going to actually play it, you’re going to do it with each other. Okay? So, off we go then. Can we have some questions please? What about um - I mean this - I’ll help you with this one, this is What is your name? Um, now what about the zero, can you think what that would be?

Instructions to be efficient should be supported with

· A clear road map at the beginning of the lesson of what the teacher wants to achieve.

· Proper checking of comprehension: not accepting silence or a few nods as signs that the instruction has been understood.

· Repetition until the teacher is sure he has been understood.
· Appropriate body language.
· Maintaining eye contact with the students 

Summing up:

1. The context helps as well as the body language. Giving the same instructions over the telephone might not be so successful. There is a lot of visual information that helps us to understand.
2. The content has been broken down into individual items of information. If at any point in my instructions I see that the students are not following, I can go back and do that last part again. Only one bit needs to be repeated.

3. The voice. A lot of meaning can be carried through the fluctuations of the voice. I slow down on certain words to emphasizes them. Intonation and stress patterns are also important.
4. Signalling & transitions. Using key words and link phrases like “I am going to” or “OK” helps the listeners to follow more easily.
Some tips:

1. Voice and language control are the tools of your trade. They become more refined and sophisticated the more you do your teaching job. Your classroom voice serves classroom purposes and differs from the way you use your language at home or outside the classroom.

2. Daily interaction with your students helps them to build up their confidence and express what they want to say. Learning words and grammar is not enough because communication is a complex process. 

3. Speaking with your students, you adapt to their level and make them happy as they can understand you, and build up their confidence as future users of English.

4. Recording your lessons can be a valuable help to improve your teaching. Try your own classroom research.

For those wanting to develop or refresh their professional skills, the European Union Comenius programme offers grants for courses. You can apply at the Spanish Agency.
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