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Welcome to our 7th Bulletin! 
By Laura O'Grady (President of ELT Ireland) 

2020 saw ELT Ireland welcoming its new committee members, Gabriela Pozza (Events), Dimitra Gkotosopoulou and 
Austin Brailey-Jones (Social Media) and Liam Tyrell (Membership) and the stepping down of Former ELT Ireland 
President and founding member Mr. Peter Lahiff. It is with heartfelt thanks and admiration that we bade adieu to 
Peter, who luckily continued to work with us during what became an unusual transition period. He has continued to 
do this, and we are very lucky to have his expertise and experience.

2020 saw ELT Ireland adapting to the challenge that is 
our ‘New Norm’ with all our committee stepping up to 
the plate and ensuring that our scheduled ELT Ireland 
events proceeded. It is due to their commitment that 
ELT Ireland were able to host a variety of events 
throughout the year.  Throughout this pandemic we, as 
a committee, were able to ensure that our members 
had access to our four ELTed events, our Good 
Practice Project, our Manager Meet-up and our annual 
conference. 

Our Manager Meet-ups have changed format from 
being hosted on Wednesday evenings to a half-day 
Friday event. Our first ever Friday Meet-Up, in January 
2020, was a huge success with great input from all 
involved, this particular event was based on ‘Dealing 
with Uncertainty’.  Additionally, ELT Ireland were asked 
to participate in a ‘Good Practice Project’ whereby 
members were interviewed and their responses recorded either on our YouTube Channel 
or in our Bulletin for all of our members to access. This allows for managers, 
administrators, directors of studies, and teachers to share their ideas and thoughts on best 
practice during this time. We are looking forward to a time where we will be able to host 
these types of events in person.
 

Our 7th annual conference will be taking place online this year on 
20th and 21st February 2021.  The theme this year is “Teaching in the New Normal” and 
we are looking forward to welcoming our plenary speakers David Fisher, Dr Anna Nunan 
and Peter Lahiff. We will also be hosting a large number of speakers from home and 
abroad, in addition to this we will be hosting sponsored talks and talks with our exhibitors 
and exciting networking opportunities in our breakout rooms. We hope to see you all there!

Membership of ELT Ireland continues to grow gaining members from both within the ELT 
community and from outside. We would like to extend our thanks to those committee 

members who stood down during the year, Christine 
Mullaney (Social Media), Jane Seely (Membership) 
Austin Bailey-Jones (Social Media) and Liam Tyrell 
(Membership).

 As President of ELT Ireland, I would like to thank you 
all for continued support, commend the committee for 
working tirelessly throughout the year to bring you so 
many worthwhile events and, as always, am looking 
forward to growing our membership in the year ahead. 

All the best, Laura.
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ELT Ireland Events 
By Gabriela Pozza

 2020 was a year no one will soon forget: with the 
outbreak of the pandemic, the entire world went online. 
Teachers had no option but to face the challenge of 
transferring their skills to digital platforms and not only 
had to teach a language, but also ensure they were 
creating positive and engaging connections with their 
students. It was the moment to show the extraordinary 
adaptability teachers have always had.

 Regardless of the level of restrictions, our well-known 
ELTeds were not left on mute: four webinars were held 
(in March, May, June, and December) which were 
surprisingly as engaging as face to face. We learnt 
about how to use different tools in online classes,  the 
benefits of reflective practice, how to better handle 
culture, the challenges of PBL, how to use students' 
output in the classroom, amongst many other effective 
strategies and insightful discussions.

 In the year of remote teaching, we were close as ever. Being online enabled us to connect with ELT practitioners 
from all over the world who are passionate about what they do. We would like to thank our members who have made 
it all possible during these challenging times. You are the ones who keep ELT Ireland alive!

ELT Ireland are looking forward to another year of great achievements!

Keep up-to-date with what's happening 
By Dimitra Gkotosopoulou

Be part of our online community on FB, Instagram, Twitter & LinkedIn @ELTIreland. You can take advantage of the 
opportunity to communicate with thousands of ELT professionals around the world, find professional development 
ideas, and get notified about ELT Ireland and other ELT events. DM us if you would like us to share an ELT related 
post of your interest in our social media.

Acknowledgements 
by Laura O'Grady (Bulletin Editor)

2020 was a very exciting year for everyone with the publication of our sixth issue of the ELT Ireland Bulletin. This issue 
saw us covering a range of topics from Ireland’s International Policy to Teaching Foundations of ESL to Adults.

2021 hopes to recreate that excitement and innovativeness from our future contributors!  Our seventh issue would not be 
here without the contributions from our writers, the advice and support from our reviewers and the ELT Ireland team.  I 
would like to thank everyone involved in the creation of this issue.

To all the potential ELT writers I would like to say, being a writer allows you to reflect on your practices, allows you to sit 
still and think, it encourages you to develop your skills and to share your invaluable knowledge with others.  So, if you are 
interested in contributing to our fourth issue contact us at info.eltireland@gmail.com. Many thanks to all.
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Do Pronunciation Models Matter? Reflections from Irish 
and Scottish Classrooms 

By Gemma Archer (University of Strathclyde, Glasgow)

Since the introduction of communicative language teaching in the 1970s, pronunciation instruction has become a 
neglected part of English language teaching. Though this has begun to change in recent years, as can be seen from the 
increased number of pronunciation specific resource books being published and pronunciation focused conferences and 
events being held, for many teachers, it remains a topic with which they have limited experience, knowledge, and, 
understandably, confidence (MacDonald 2002). However, an additional issue has come to light of late which also seems to 
have had a significant negative impact on motivation to teach pronunciation; that of accent mismatch between teacher 
voices and the models in our most reached for teaching resources.

The role of the course book in prestige model dominance 

To this day, the majority of published textbooks within the ELT industry (not to mention teacher training courses and 
reference materials) teach a prestige native speaker model for pronunciation practice, normally Received Pronunciation 
(RP, also known as Standard British English or BBC English), or General American; these voices are prevalent in audio 
resources for listening practice too. These models persist despite the increasing globalisation of our industry, vast use of 
English as a lingua franca between non-native speakers worldwide, and the fact that the majority of English language 
teachers and users simply don’t speak in such a way. Immediately we may feel the urge to point the finger of blame at 
content writers for perpetuating prestige model dominance, contrary to the diverse reality of English usage. However, a 
recent investigation has shown that it is often the publishing houses that are exerting pressure on course book writers to 
maintain the status quo, using only voice actors who have ‘educated’ accents from the South-East of England (Kiczkowiak 
2021). Such reliance is outdated and severely out of touch with the reality of our industry. It can also perpetuate an 
idealised version of English to students (Scales et al 2006), from which divergent 
forms can be regarded with suspicion or negativity.

Investigating accent mismatch: a personal journey

As an inexperienced teacher, at the beginning of my career I received extremely 
limited pronunciation training and was entirely unprepared for the dominance of 
prestige models in the course books from which I was instructed to teach. I 
stumbled embarrassingly through a few exercises on vowel sounds and the 
intrusive /r/ before coming to the conclusion that my Scottish Standard English 
accent simply wouldn’t fit what was on the page before me, and that such content 
was better left aside for another teacher who had the ‘right’ kind of accent. Years 
later, after further study and more awareness of this lack of diversity, I became 
incensed with the issue and determined to find out if other teachers had similar 
experiences where accent mismatch had dissuaded them from teaching 
pronunciation or exposing their students to local models. I reached out to 
Scottish teachers and asked them to complete a questionnaire, documenting 
their experiences while both training to become a teacher and upon qualification 
and entry into the classroom. 

The results were revealing and alarming, reflecting a population of teachers just 
like me – they had next to no training and were often unsure of how to conduct 
pronunciation instruction when the materials did not match their own voices, and 
only a small number felt confident to source additional more diverse varieties. 
Soon after, I started hearing similar stories from Irish friends and colleagues and 
this led me to conduct the questionnaire a second time, but this time among 
teachers who were from the Republic or Northern Ireland. Over the two rounds of research in Scotland and Ireland, a total 
of 152 teachers shared their experiences, the results of which will now be outlined below.

Questionnaire and findings

The average Irish questionnaire respondent had been teaching EFL for over ten years, with the CELTA being their highest 
level of qualification. This was mirrored in Scotland, only there most respondents were employed in the ESOL industry 
rather than in EFL. The following key questions were asked to both the Scottish and Irish teachers taking part, and a striking 
similarity can be seen among many of their responses.
1. Did you receive explicit pronunciation training?
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One of the root causes of my own difficulties with pronunciation was the limited training I received, with no mention 
whatsoever of the differences between RP and the model spoken by all of the teachers-to-be on my course: Scottish 
Standard English. As such, in the questionnaire, after obtaining participants’ basic demographic data, this was the first 
question asked. In response

53% of Scottish participants reported having received training in pronunciation instruction, 34% responded ‘yes, but not in 
detail’ and 13% said they had received none.

Among the Irish respondents, 49% had received training, 41% said ‘yes but not in detail’ and 10% had received none.

It’s disappointing to find that among both Irish and Scottish participants, half felt their training lacked detail, if they received 
any at all. Many respondents also stated that if they did receive training, it was not during their initial qualification 
experience, but years later during more in-depth study such as on a Masters course, DELTA, or DIP Tesol. Such results 
suggest that there is a fundamental gap in the initial teacher training many English language teachers receive, a gap which 
can influence classroom instruction significantly. 

The questionnaire then went on to request more information from those who had received pronunciation training, 
specifically regarding the model used.

2. If yes, you did receive training to teach pronunciation, which accent model was used?

63% of Scottish teachers and 60% of Irish teachers were taught using an RP model. Among the remainder of participants, 
18% of Scottish teachers and 27% of Irish teachers reported being taught using a variety of other models. The remaining 
participants chose ‘non-applicable’ in response to this question, signalling they had received no training.

Having established that the majority of Scottish and Irish teachers were taught RP phonology, or pronunciation pedagogy 
with an RP model, the next relevant question to ask was whether this was the model they 
then went on to teach in the classroom.

3. Which accent model do you use when teaching pronunciation?

Unsurprisingly, despite over half of teachers being taught using this prestige model, few went 
on to use it themselves.

76% of Scottish teachers stated that they use ‘their own accent’ as the model when teaching 
pronunciation, 13% stating they use ‘other’ accents, 9% saying they use RP, and 2% saying 
they don’t teach pronunciation at all.

Among the Irish respondents, 66% stated that they used their own accents during 
pronunciation instruction, 22% used ‘other accents’ and 12% relied on RP.

The results from questions 2 and 3 clearly reveal a disparity between what teachers 
themselves are taught, and what they are expected to go on to teach to their students. 
Pronunciation using RP as a model is clearly not occurring in the classrooms of the majority 
of Irish and Scottish teachers if the data here is representative of the overall population. 
However, even among teachers who qualified as recently as 2010 (as per the typical 
questionnaire respondent) it seems there is still little guidance or input provided on 
pronunciation instruction outside of an RP format. 

4. Have you ever struggled to find materials that matched your accent?

As previously mentioned, recent evidence from Kiczkowiak (2021) has revealed that publishing houses still prefer to 
produce audio resources using prestige models over diverse varieties. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that Scottish and 
Irish teachers rarely see examples of their own accents used in English language teaching materials. Upon being asked if 
they ever struggled to find materials with a similar or matching accent

19% of Scottish respondents said they ‘never found materials that matched’, 39% said ‘yes they had struggled on many 
occasions’ and 25% reported ‘sometimes’. The remaining 17% described rarely or never having problems, though some 
also mentioned that they had simply never thought to look for such a thing.

Among Irish respondents, an even greater number, 39% said they ‘never found materials which matched their accent’, 
24% said ‘yes on many occasions they struggled’ and 22% said ‘sometimes’. Similar to Scottish teachers, a minority, 15%, 
claimed to rarely or never having this problem.
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Some respondents seemed surprised by this question, and asserted that there was simply no need to look for materials 
that represented their accent or that of the local linguistic environment. However, with regards to perception training and 
listening comprehension, drawing students’ attention to how accents change in different locations, and highlighting features 
they will likely encounter can be highly beneficial for listening decoding, not to mention building confidence for potential 
social interactions. 

When introduced in a supportive way through guided tasks, students can develop positive and memorable associations 
with diverse forms of English, and build tolerance and awareness of accent varieties.

5. If yes, you have struggled to find materials, how did this affect your teaching?

As is clear from question 4, most respondents do not have access to materials which reflect their English or that of their 
local community. It was therefore useful to enquire as to how this affected their teaching. Interestingly, while similar numbers 
of Irish and Scottish respondents answered ‘It doesn’t affect my teaching’ at 42% and 37% respectively, the majority 
ultimately report changing their plans in the face of pronunciation tasks and activities. 

Instead, 18% of Irish respondents and 23% of the Scottish teach only ‘the features that work’ i.e. the features which are 
the same in both prestige models and their own variety. In addition, 18% of Irish respondents and 10% of Scottish reported 
the question was not applicable to them, and 3% of Irish teachers and 4% of Scottish teachers said they would simply not 
teach pronunciation at all in these circumstances. 

However, it is noteworthy that a small sub-group appeared among the questionnaire respondents (20% of Irish teachers 
and 26% of Scots); they chose ‘other’ in response to this question. When given the opportunity to detail what they did in 
class when faced with prestige model materials, members of this group described a compare and contrast method where 
they used the ‘book accent’ to contrast against their own voice, highlighting differences and raising awareness of their own 
diverse, yet perfectly comprehensible, form of English.

6. Has there ever been a pronunciation feature in a textbook that you have been unable to teach due to your 
accent, and if yes what was the feature?

In response to question 6, 32% of Irish respondents and 23% of Scottish answered that they had been unable to teach 
something due to accent mismatch; a surprisingly small percentage, potentially due to an overall lack of pronunciation 
instruction being undertaken in general. Those who had had encountered features they couldn’t teach reported very similar 
difficulties, namely vowel sounds and the post-vocalic /r/ which is not pronounced in RP, but is in Scottish and Irish English. 
Below are some of the responses from Irish participants detailing the features they could not teach due to accent mismatch:
 

The Scottish respondents were in unanimous agreement with their Irish counterparts in identifying vowel sounds and post-
vocalic /r/ as being the primary source of their difficulties too.

Strategies for dealing with lack of materials and limited exposure

Clearly it is not possible to ‘undo’ the 
dominance of prestige English models in the 
ELT industry; to steal another’s words ‘the 
horse has already bolted’. However, there are 
small things we can do to increase the 
opportunity for pronunciation practice as well 
as exposure via listening practice, despite 
accent mismatch or lack of resources. 

For example, when it comes to perception 
purposes and l istening exposure, as 
highlighted in question 5’s sub-group 
respondents, teach the ‘book accent’ from 
audio resources but compare it with your own 
accent in real time. Repeat this as many times 
as is necessary and at differing speeds, 
allowing your students to gradually perceive 
the difference, eliciting from them what 
variations are occurring and why. Exploit 
opportunities to do this, normalising the 
discussion and expectation of diversity among 
your students.
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Make listening to diverse 'Englishes' a frequent part of your routine by exploiting online resources. Use different 
varieties from sources such as as Youglish, Elllo, the International Dialects of English Archive or Dynamic Dialects, all 
of which provide instantly accessible resources, for in class activities or assign them as asynchronous homework 
tasks.

Today, given the popularity of smart phones and instant editing apps and websites, it’s 
extremely easy to make your own audio resources. Ask friends, family and colleagues for 
10 minutes of their time to capture their authentic utterances using a voice recording app 
on your mobile phone. Recordings can easily be tailored by topic, accent feature, or by 
accent origin to create relevant and authentic input. 

Final considerations: should we bring Irish and Scottish voices into our 
lessons?

Some teachers report finding no value in bringing diverse accents into the classroom and 
consider it unnecessary or a waste of time. For those that feel this way, the final 
participant comment from question 6 is extremely relevant: ‘My students are adult 
refugees from low socio-economic backgrounds. They need to understand and 
communicate with local people.’ While to a typical transitory EFL student listening to local 
accents in class may be interesting, eye opening, or helpful in the immediate term, for 
those students who plan to study, work and ultimately settle in our communities long 
term, receptive support, exposure to local varieties and listening decoding tasks could 
have a significant positive effect on their comprehension and confidence when 
communicating. 

Therefore, consideration of our students’ needs should be central when deciding whether 
or not to include local voices. All in all, it is extremely unlikely that provision of 
pronunciation instruction from a regional model such as an Irish or Scottish speaking 
teacher, nor exposure to local models in listening tasks, will be in any way detrimental to 
your students’ progress. In fact, the opposite is a far more likely outcome. 
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Mini Projects Online 
By Chris Richards (Teacher Mentor, Madrid)

Cliché has already set in when we talk about the challenges of remote teaching and learning, and the importance of taking 
advantage of this abrupt change in our practice to learn and develop as professionals. I’m afraid this article won’t present 
much challenge to such clichéd thinking. After the initial shock and disruption of suddenly switching to teaching online, I 
decided that I wanted to wring as much learning and opportunity from this situation as I could. Indeed, I’m taking a break 
from researching hybrid teaching to write this article. In the following paragraphs, I describe my online teaching context and 
explain how I set up and used lessons to prepare students to regularly produce mini projects. Then I share the lessons I 
learned from the experience, how the situation lent itself to project based-learning while promoting learner autonomy and 
taking advantage of the potentials of ‘translanguaging’.

When the state of emergency was declared here in March, I had three groups of 
9-11-year-olds. They normally had two one-hour lessons a week, but we decided to 
give them a daily half-hour Monday to Thursday. Spain’s “confinement” has regularly 
been referred to as one of the strictest in the world and, for six weeks, children under 
14 were not allowed to leave their homes. While their older siblings and cousins 
appeared to be drowning in work set by their school teachers, my younger students 
were actually asking for me to give them homework to do! Unlike their older family 
members, they didn’t seem to have that much to do for school, and they weren’t 
getting virtual face-to-face lessons with their regular education. My guess is that we 
provided some sort of stability and my students wanted to engage with that.

Since I began teaching, I’ve been a fan of bringing a sequence of lessons together 
with an outcome like a poster that gets my younger students to practise the language 
we have been studying. It also unleashes their creativity and producing something 
visual that can decorate my classroom. I always enjoy the moment when the first 
student asks me if they get out of their desk-chair and make their poster while lying 
on the floor. Within a few minutes, they’re all on the floor! However, with no physical 
walls to decorate, and no common floor to lie on, how could I adapt this part of my 
practice and give them the homework they apparently desired?

Lesson Structure

The first aspect that I considered was the structure of our lessons. As I noted earlier, 
we changed our timetable to give shorter, daily contact with English. I looked at our 
thematic syllabus and planned eight-lesson units that would last a fortnight. Each of 
these units combined vocabulary elicitation and instruction, working with relevant 
grammar structures, games and interactive activities, before some writing practice. Then, when the target language had 
been covered and practised, I’d share a model of the desired outcome and set the homework to be done over the weekend. 

For example, with the topic of ‘Animals, Habitats and the Environment’, we began by looking at vocabulary for different 
habitats (the rainforest, the desert, and so on). Then, I used British Council materials about habitats. At the end of week 
one, I shared a model paragraph about the rainforest and students chose one habitat to write about in class, which we 
checked together and one to write about for homework (with the model and their corrected writing to help them). 

In week two, we revised and learned vocabulary for wild animals, types of animals (reptiles, mammals) and the body parts 
of different animals. The students followed another model paragraph this time to produce a text about two animals of their 
choice, describing their bodies and habitats. I returned to the British Council for some materials about the threats facing 
these different habitats and the animals that inhabit them. The students already knew a tremendous amount about these 
issues, but their knowledge was in Spanish and these lessons helped them express that knowledge in English. We played 
vocabulary and guessing games throughout the unit, and after showing them an example of the desired outcome, we 
played some more. 

Homework Submission

The second aspect that I needed to think through was how to display the finished products. Without classroom walls to 
decorate, we made our group on the virtual learning environment (VLE) my academy chose to use into our classroom walls. 
For each project, I posted a thread and the students replied, attaching their work in whatever format they wanted. Freed 
from classroom confinements and with plenty of time to produce the final product, my students got creative. Some preferred 
to work by hand and used home art supplies to make A4 or A3 posters and took photos of them. Others used their IT skills 
and created projects in Word or PowerPoint. Regardless of the format of the work they produced, all projects were 
uploaded to our class space on the VLE so everyone could see everyone else’s efforts. In Monday’s lesson, we would begin 
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by reviewing and evaluating the projects. Some students would have already looked at, and commented on, their peers 
work. Using screen-sharing, we’d systematically look at each project, and I’d invite praise and language corrections from 
the group. We may not have had physical classroom walls, but we made use of a worthy substitute.

Lessons Learned

I certainly want to do more project-based learning in the future. In 
terms of qualitative outcomes, my learners were very enthusiastic, 
and with some of the topics we covered, most notably the 
environment and the effects of climate change, they were already 
knowledgeable. On reflection, this was a great example of 
‘translanguaging’: my students were bringing existing knowledge 
acquired in Spanish to their English lesson and using it to produce 
work in the target language. In addition, they were very keen to flex 
their creative muscles and display their projects and research in 
different ways.

As a teacher, I’ve (re)learned a valuable lesson about learner autonomy: these projects gave 
students more independence than I would normally allow, and this yielded excellent results. I 
was amazed by the creative surprises which lay in store for me when I let my learners free on 
a project. I’ve also learned a surprising amount about the Iberian Lynx, it can be immensely 
rewarding for students to feel like the expert in the classroom. Giving them the freedom to 
choose the specific topic within a broader theme and share their knowledge was a great 
motivational tool. This conclusion about motivation and independence is perhaps not that 

surprising, but what did surprise me is how easily promoting and permitting learner autonomy can be forgotten. I know that 
I’m more motivated when I’ve chosen something that interests me, and yet, in wanting my students to achieve their 
language goals, maybe I’m sometimes too prescriptive. Perhaps I make decisions for my students about how they can 
practise and then demonstrate their language learning when they could be making it themselves. 

As I write, it’s the beginning of what we can expect to be another challenging year in many aspects, not least for us as 
teachers. Unlike last September, we are starting this academic year knowing with certainty that we can’t predict how these 
three terms will unfold or where we will be physically teaching in six weeks! Hopefully, the summer break left you as rested 
as me, and you’re curious rather than anxious. I’m curious about how the new paradigm will develop my mini projects idea 
even more! 

References

https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/songs/the-ballad-lisa-the-lemur
https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/songs/its-up-me-and-you
https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/short-stories/planet-earth

Originally from Cardiff, Chris taught English language and literature in the UK before moving into the field of 
ELT. He holds MEd in Applied Linguistics and researches representation of diversity in ELT materials. Now 
working as a Teacher Mentor in Madrid, he is particularly interested in inclusivity and diversity, teaching 
writing skills, literature in the ELT classroom, and the use of L1.

Page �9 ISSN   2009-8049

Virtual Learning 
Environment 

Pic by ELT Ireland

https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/songs/the-ballad-lisa-the-lemur
https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/songs/its-up-me-and-you
https://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/short-stories/planet-earth


Why and How to Use Short Fiction in the ESL Classroom 
By Amanda McGreer (Teacher, SEDA College)

As a BA in English Literature graduate who went on to become an ESL Teacher, I consider my relationship with the 
English language to be divided into two worlds. One, my love for fictional narrative and the analysis of it. The other, the 
grammar rules and facilitating the development of a student’s productive and receptive skills. While I have an appreciation 
for these two individual worlds as one that defines my university years and one that represents what I’ve done since, I’ve 
been working on a way to unify them. 

When you ask an ESL student - “What do you think is the best way to improve your reading skill?”, they will respond with 
“Oh, I need to read more.”. This consistent awareness exists, but students often fall at the first hurdle, which is knowing 
where to start. As teachers and learners, we are gifted with literature. A world that was not made for English language 
learning, but can be utilised in numerous ways. However, we can still fall at that first hurdle - where to start? The world of 
literature is huge. In my experience of uniting literature with language learning, I have found that short fiction prevails. This 
article will outline why we should use short fiction in our ESL classrooms, how to choose, adapt and appreciate the genre in 
our lessons and give an insight into my experience of doing so to date.

Why short fiction?

The short story, as described by William B. Warde is often considered a “literary stepchild” (Warde, 155). When we walk 
into a bookstore, we see shelves and tables laced with novels. The movies we watch often originate from novels. The 
famous writers we know and love are famous because of the novels they have written. Putting the fact we’re language 
teachers aside, even as readers, we often fail to consider the short story as a respected literary form. The American fiction 
writer, Lorrie Moore, said “the short story is a love affair, a novel is a marriage. A short story is a photograph, a novel is a 
movie.”. Now, think of our students. Think of those who walk into a bookstore, determined to improve their reading skill and 
read their first book in English. They are greeted by the intimidating commitment of a “marriage” and the length of a 
“movie.”. Some students immediately turn on their heel and tell themselves they’ll read something online instead. Some 
students aren’t afraid of the initial commitment, their determination brings them to the checkout with their choice. 

However, half a chapter in, with its complicated vocabulary and overwhelming 
thickness of the book itself, often means the book is left dog-eared and unfinished. As 
teachers, we should take it upon ourselves to provide our students with the excitement 
and temporary nature of the “love affair” and use the “photograph” to prevent that 
feeling of dejection when they realise the book is just too long.

How do I choose a short story?

The most important thing to consider when selecting a short story to use with students 
is context. Context occupies a variety of forms - you must consider the context of your 
students in terms of age, language level and country, the context of the author and the 
context of the story.  In my experience so far, I have worked predominantly with Level 
B1 (Intermediate) and above adults. I’ve worked with solely French speaking students 
in Paris and more recently with Non-European students in Ireland, who come from a 
variety of language backgrounds such as Portuguese, Spanish, Chinese and 
Japanese, to name only a few.

My consideration of the context of the author has varied while working in these two 
different environments. I found that my French students had a huge appreciation for 
the likes of Edgar Allen Poe, Ernest Hemingway and Virginia Woolf. Understandable 
when you consider all these writers spent time in Paris and the students grew up 

reading French translations of their work. Thus, having the opportunity to read the texts in the original language they were 
written in was a huge milestone for the students that brought immense satisfaction.

As I’ve worked with my Non-European students in Ireland, I’ve found that they tend to appreciate Irish writers a little more 
than my French ones did. The short fiction of writers like James Joyce and Oscar Wilde become a part of their own 
experience in Ireland and satisfaction comes from reading the work of the statues they pass in Dublin City Centre. In 
addition, I’ve found that they have a great appreciation for the authors whose works went on to become movies and tv 
shows they enjoy. An example of this is taking their childhood memories of watching “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory” 
and “Matilda” and showing them the adult short fiction of Roald Dahl. Similarly, the horror and suspense short fiction of 
Stephen King has proved successful with the lovers of movies like “IT” and “The Shining”.

Taking the context of the author into consideration when selecting a short story is also important when we go on and 
create an entire lesson on a piece of short fiction. You will read more about this lesson-creation process later but providing 

Page �10 ISSN   2009-8049

“What do you 
think is the best 
way to improve 
your reading 
skill?”, they will 
respond with 
“Oh, I need to 
read more.”



your students with information about the author’s life, their potential reasons for writing the story and the author’s 
relationship with the country they’re studying in, provides them with that extra motivation to read the story and that push to 
understand what it means.

Once the context of the students brings you to choosing an author, the next step is to choose a story. The first 
characteristic I tend to look for is length. Remembering that the reason for choosing short fiction over novels in the first 
place is to prevent the student feeling intimidated by the length of the story. My general rule of thumb is no longer than ten 
pages. Then, I turn to subject matter and this often filters back into a consideration of student context. I try to choose a story 
that relates to their interests and is culturally significant to them whether it be their own culture or the culture of the country 
they’re studying in. Authors often have a large body of work to sieve through, so it will take some extra reading on the 
teacher’s part, but in my view, there are worse ways to spend your lesson preparation time.

How do I adapt a short story and make a lesson out of it?

The simple answer to the question “How do I adapt a short story?” is don’t. By eliminating paragraphs or changing 
vocabulary with the intention of making the text more accessible for learners, the ultimate goal of “satisfaction” from reading 
short fiction is prevented. Aside from the vocabulary development and reading skill practice that comes with reading a short 
story, the most important thing is allowing the student to feel the satisfaction of reading an authentic piece of literature that 
is no different to the versions read by native speakers. Depending on the author and literary period, some of the language 
may be inaccessible even for the most avid readers. Adding some footnoted explanations for exceptionally difficult 
vocabulary will prevent your lesson from becoming entirely vocabulary based and the footnotes will likely help you out when 
you’re asked to explain words like “cruiskeen” (A small pitcher or jug for holding liquor) and “crubeen” (A pig’s foot that has 
been cooked) when working with the likes of Joyce. 

Once the short story has been chosen, a lesson is made using three stages - before reading, during reading and after 
reading. 

Before reading the story, some attention should be given to the author. Whether the story was chosen because of the 
author or not, an exploration into who wrote it and why it was written can be both beneficial and interesting. Placing the 
story on the timeline of an author’s life will allow the students to appreciate it for its origin while generating some predictions 
about its content.  Speaking of predictions, one of the first things that should be examined is the story’s title. Take the title as 
an opportunity to explore any pre-existing understandings of the words and as guidance for the direction the story is about 
to take.

Furthermore, take the “before reading” stage of the lesson as an 
opportunity to explore some elements of literary theory. One of the 
most compelling theories in short fiction is known as the “Iceberg 
Theory” or the “Theory of Omission”. Ernest Hemingway describes 
this theory in his 1932 nonfiction book Death in the Afternoon,: “If a 
writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about he may 
omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly 
enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the 
writer had stated them. The dignity of movement of an iceberg is due 
to only one-eighth of it being above water.”. 

The visual aid of an iceberg, with the majority of the structure below 
the surface of the water, will prepare the student for the complexities 
involved in understanding the true meaning of the story when only 
the iceberg’s tip is exposed and can also become an interesting 
“after reading” small group work activity. I’ve witnessed that this 
specific element of using the literary theory of short fiction strongly 
appeals to those who have an interest in reading and literary theory 
in their own language. This element also contributes new layers to 
the goal of “satisfaction”, where a learner will revel in not only 
successfully making their way through a story but applying literary 
theory to it.

For the “during reading” stage of the lesson, focus is placed on 
some questions to consider about the text. These questions, created 
by the teacher with the directions they wish their lesson to take in 
mind, should orientate around language analysis, both linguistic and literary. The short story and its questions can be used 
to correspond to grammar concepts that have been taught recently, where students read to identify the use of the structures 
they have been exposed to. Additionally, use the story as a means to facilitate vocabulary development and explore the 
ways certain words are used in contrast to how the students already understand them. 
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The addition of some comprehension questions prevent students from missing the overall meaning and will guide them to 
the areas of the text that require specific focus and interpretation. The questions to be considered while reading should also 
focus on the more literary elements of the story such as image creation, the emotions that are evoked and the response to 
characters. Creating a mental picture of the world in which the story is set, submitting to the emotions the author wished to 
be felt and developing relationships with the characters are vital elements that achieve the overall understanding of the text.

The first thing that should be done in the “after reading” stage of the lesson is the 
return to the short story’s title - Were the predictions correct? If they were, you have a 
group of lucky guessers. If they weren’t, you know that they have read with the 
curiosity of “Am I right?” in mind.

It’s important to not let this stage of the lesson be dominated by the correction of the 
grammar, vocabulary and comprehension questions. The “after reading” stage is an 
opportunity for the teacher to investigate and confirm if the goal of “satisfaction” has 
been achieved. It’s important to give the students the space to engage with each other 
and share their opinions about what happened, how it ended, the characters and what 
they liked and disliked about the narrative. If the group seemed keen in the “before 
reading” stage, return to the “Iceberg Theory”. Ask them to label a picture of an 
iceberg with what was omitted from the story and what was given. The level of 
engagement with these simple questions will reveal their satisfaction and sense of 
achievement - mission accomplished! The next time they walk into a bookstore with 
their determination and ambition to read in English, they may head straight towards 
the “Short Story Collection” section.

As teachers, we have the responsibility to share everything we enjoy about the 
English language with our learners. The world of literature can be overwhelming for 
our students, but it can also carry the “where do I start?” question for using it in our 
classrooms. I hope that this article has inspired you to open your mind to the power of 
short fiction and that you use my guidelines as a means of appreciating the genre in 
your ESL classroom.
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The Full Value of Learner - Learner Interaction 
By Sam Quinn (EAP and ESL Teacher)

Introduction

Communicative language teaching promotes the use of pair work and group work in the adult ESL classroom. This 
approach to teaching is embedded in initial teacher training courses and is usually promoted by language schools; 
therefore, it is familiar to teachers. However, it is possible to be teaching English for years, using the usual textbooks and 
websites as the basis of lessons, and never understand the true benefits of learner – learner interaction. Initial teacher 
training courses provide what could be considered an external view of learning. The focus is on pedagogy and this is 
understandable as time is limited on such courses and trainees need to be classroom ready by the end of the course. There 
is however another view of language learning: the internal view. This view looks inward, rather than outward, to what is 
happening in the mind of the language learner. Some might argue that teachers don’t need to know this to be able to teach, 
but there are a number of benefits to understanding the effects of learner-learner interaction on acquisition. Probably the 
most important one being that it allows teachers to be better informed about their classroom practice. 

It could be said that teachers don’t get to see a tangible outcome of their efforts but Second Language Acquisition can 
provide us with a framework for how to bring about those outcomes and allow a teacher to discern whether a particular 
activity will result in the desired learning outcome. Also, it is motivating for teachers and students alike to understand what is 
happening in the mind of the learner during a lesson. Learner-learner interaction can be said to be effective because it 
draws together the prerequisites for second language acquisition to take place: input (the language the learner is exposed 
to), output (what the learner produces) and noticing (attention to form). 

Before becoming a teacher, I remember meeting a student of a language school in Dublin and when I inquired about her 
course, she told me she found it enjoyable but that she and her classmates spend too much time talking to one another. Her 
dissatisfaction with peer work in the classroom could have derived from any number of causes but it might have been that 
the learner didn’t see the full value of such interactions. Since then, in my own classroom in Dublin, I’ve encountered 
objections to pair and group work such as, “but I want to speak with Irish people”, which suggests a similar lack of 
appreciation. 

This attitude is most common in classes where speakers of the same native language predominate. I noticed something 
similar during my experience teaching in Japan where students found it difficult to speak English to one another. Of course, 
this will be due to the strangeness of communicating in a second language with people with whom you share a native 
tongue, or cultural issues, personality types etc. Yet, I suspect that a lack of appreciation for how learning takes place during 
peer interaction has something to do with it. I believe it’s worth looking at the wealth of literature within Second Language 
Acquisition studies which sheds light on the true value of learner-learner interaction.

Theory and studies

According to the interactionist approach, within 
learner- learner interaction, the scene is set for 
learning via what’s known as negotiation for meaning. 
This negotiation refers to a temporary communication 
breakdown in conversation and the resulting speech 
modifications.

 A misunderstood phrase results in the speaker 
modifying their output and thus reinforcing a previously 
partially acquired phrase. The listener, by having a 
word explained to them, receives input at their level. 
Negotiation might take the form of a clarification 
request, such as from learner B in this example: 

          
In a study from a group of English learners at a Thai 

University, McDonough (2004) found that those 
students who had used more negotiation moves during 
pair and small group tasks, showed greater production 
of real and unreal conditionals than those students who 
didn’t. She also pointed to the need for further research 
into learner motivation regarding pair and group work. 
She conducted a questionnaire which showed that her students believed such interaction to be beneficial for practice but 
not so beneficial for learning, which aligns with what I’ve gleaned from my own teaching practice, as mentioned earlier.
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Yet, negotiation for meaning doesn’t tell the whole story: from the sociocultural perspective, communication breakdown is 
not the only site of learning within group collaboration. For example, learners also carry out what’s termed ‘scaffolding’. 
Think of a group of three or four learners trying to produce a word during a task. Maybe neither one alone has knowledge of 
the word but through collaboration they arrive at the answer. Four learners achieve what one learner couldn’t. Fernandez – 
Dobao (2014) found a positive effect of group work on vocabulary acquisition in a Spanish language class where the 
learners were trying to come up with a word. Learner 1 wonders how to say ‘to meet someone’ in Spanish. Learner 2 
provides the incorrect verb ‘encontrar’, meaning, to find. He immediately recognises his error and in turn three, learner 3 
offers ‘saber’ which is incorrect but triggers the correct response from learner 1, who provides ‘conocer’. ‘Saber’ and 
‘conocer’ both mean ‘to meet’ but are used differently depending on context. It’s a simple example of how rather than simply 
practicing previously learned language, learning is co-created through scaffolding and collaboration. 

These studies only provide a snapshot of what is a considerable collection of empirical research on this area. Of course, 
research isn’t always directly translatable to all contexts, but the many classroom studies carried out suggest that learner- 
learner interaction is beneficial for the acquisition of new grammar and vocabulary. Of course, the next thing is to look at 
what activities work best to foster these benefits.

Task based language teaching

The history of English language teaching charts a move from a focus on explicit grammar learning to a communicative, 
meaning based approach. However, there was a subsequent dissatisfaction with predominantly meaning based approaches 
because it seemed to leave learners short on grammatical accuracy. This is where Task Based Language Teaching (TBLT) 
comes in. TBLT appears to marry both a predominant focus on meaning with grammatical accuracy. The grammar focus, or 
focus on form, occurs on task when a learner attends to a form during a meaning-based activity. 

Typically, tasks can be created to require either a one-way or a two-way exchange of information. In the former, one 
person has all of the information needed to complete the task while in the latter, each participant holds some of the 
information needed for task completion. Two-way tasks are generally believed to promote more negotiation. A second 
aspect of task conditions relates to whether they are convergent or divergent. A convergent task requires that participants 
reach a consensus and provide one answer to a problem. A divergent task allows for multiple opinions with no required 
agreement. Again, convergent tasks are deemed to promote more negotiation (Ellis, 2009). A favourite task of mine, which 
could be considered a two-way convergent task, is the “murder in paradise” activity from “Roleplays for Today”, a familiar 
book to many adult ESL teachers. In this role play, the detectives must interview all four suspects before they collaborate in 
reaching a conclusion as to the identity of the murderer. An example of a divergent task would be when students are 
engaged in a discussion, providing opinions on a topic. None of this is to say that there isn’t a place for traditional modes of 
teaching: there are always periods of a lesson which will be more teacher focused and traditional explicit teaching of 
grammar has it’s time and place. There is also a role for the teacher in monitoring a task and providing on the spot 

correction or scaffolding when needed, as well as taking note of errors or emerging 
language for post task activities.

 However, TBLT does appear to be well suited to learner-learner interaction and its 
significance in SLA. It is an approach which seems more sensitive to the internal 
syllabus of the learner, allowing them to learn what they are ready to learn, as 
opposed to the typical itemised syllabus of course books, which imposes a linear 
programme of grammatical forms on the learner, seemingly ambivalent towards what 
SLA says about the learner internal syllabus.

Conclusion

We already know learner-learner interaction is motivating, often less boring than 
listening to the teacher and helps learners gain confidence and practice in speaking. 
Yet these external pros overlook the internal ones. For the teacher, the internal view 
can provide motivation, as SLA is an intrinsically interesting topic, and importantly, it 

can lead teachers to better understand how learners learn and how best to support this learning in the classroom. I really 
think teachers might want to think about explaining this to students, perhaps as part of a discussion lesson on how and why 
they are learning English. Our learners might become more engaged by knowing a little bit about how interacting with their 
peers in the classroom is not only a matter of practicing English but also learning the language. 
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TAPs: Text Analysis Presentations 
By Tracy Bhoola (Senior ESL Teacher, York University English Language Institute)

Introduction

I developed TAPs as a creative, engaging and inspiring assignment that encompasses major and minor English language 
learning skills. Initially, my primary goal was to create an assignment that would lessen the fear and apprehension my 
students had when tasked with reading and comprehending Canadian texts of various levels of difficulty and diverse topics. 
I also wanted to take their learning with their classmates a step further with enriching critical thinking and discussion 
abilities. Through TAPs activities, students learn and practice their speaking, reading, writing, listening and vocabulary skills, 
along with developing their comprehension, group work and presentation competencies in an all-inclusive setting rather 
than practicing skills or topics in isolation. I often refer to TAPs as a 360° project in which the student presenters, 
classmates and teacher are all engaged simultaneously during the presentation and afterward during evaluations (Bhoola, 
2017). 

TAPs is different from a traditional teaching/learning method such as a 'pen and paper test' in which one subject or one 
skill is tested with limited forms of questions i.e.: multiple choice, in that it is a 360° assignment that enables students to use 
technology or paper, practice and strengthen their major (reading, writing, listening, speaking) and minor English skills 
(vocabulary, grammar) and learning strategies all under the guidance of the 
teacher and their classmates in a highly communicative and supportive setting. It 
is a remarkably adaptable assignment in regard to course, English proficiency 
level, vocabulary, article length and topic, discussion length and presentation 
style.

As I continued to develop TAPs, I realized it aligns with some theoretical 
concepts. I have integrated executive functioning, rhetorical teaching, Felder and 
Solomon's Learning Styles, Gardner's Multiple Intelligences, Bloom's Revised 
Taxonomy, reciprocal teaching, and Team-based learning (TBL). Sections of 
TAPs lend itself to student learning styles for visual, verbal, active, sensing and 
intuitive learners (1993). With Gardner's Multiple Intelligences (Gardner, n.d., 
2006), TAPs encourages intrapersonal intelligence by researching and reflecting; 
interpersonal by cooperatively solving problems and collaboratively discussing; 
spatial by representing ideas with pictures; verbal/linguistic by reading and 
analyzing written information; musical by including a video; and kinaesthetic by 
demonstrating movements and gestures during presentations. Next, Bloom's 
Revised Taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001) provides the teacher and 
students with a framework of knowledge and cognitive processes from 
remembering, to applying, to creating. Using Bloom also provides students with 
question stems to create their critical thinking questions to be used during the 
discussion section. Depending on the class level, teachers can determine which 
question stems from Bloom's Taxonomy to use with the students. Finally, TBL 
(Brame, 2016) provides the students opportunities to: form groups; work and prepare as a team both in and out of the 
classroom; to reflect and then evaluate themselves and their group mates upon completion; have consistent group 
interaction; and to have the teacher as a guide in the learning process by establishing TAPs objectives and guiding them as 
they solve problems and complete the tasks.

TAPs in Practice

Before I introduce the TAPs assignment to the students, I model a version of it for them. I take a Canadian newspaper to 
class, or show it online and have the students work in pairs or breakout rooms to read an assigned paragraph. Then, I have 
the students take turns reading it orally to each other, then I orally summarize the paragraph and show them my version of 
the summary. Next, I present 2-3 new words from the paragraph and produce the definitions, words families, collocations, 
parts of speech and example sentences. I give them a quiz, using Quizlet, Kahoot or Quizziz, on the vocabulary to ensure 
comprehension is accurate, but also to model a way to 'test' their understanding, which they can replicate during their TAPs. 

Finally, I ask 2-3 critical thinking questions based on the article. For those critical thinking questions, I refer to Bloom's 
Taxonomy Revised (Anderson et al., 2001) for the question stems and then complete the stems with my ideas. The 
students (individually, in pairs, or in triads) then skim and scan the article for the answers and share the answers as a whole 
class. Once TAPs has been modeled, I then introduce the assignment that the students will complete by giving each 
student a detailed handout. Each section of TAPs can easily be assigned a time frame (appropriate to each teacher's 
schedule and level of students) so that the work is completed over more than one class. I generally have students working 
over a one to one-and-one-half-week period in and out of class with presentations beginning the following week. Depending 
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on student or class level and TAPs requirements (article length, number of words, discussion length etc.), each group may 
take anywhere from 25 to 60 minutes to present. 

After I have modelled the TAPs and in order to achieve the assignment requirements, I have students choose an article, 
read and understand it, complete vocabulary work, summarize it, edit, create critical thinking questions and answers for 
discussion, prepare a handout, organize a group presentation, and practice. Then, the students are prepared to do their 
TAPs and present to the class their article, summary, vocabulary, questions and conduct a class discussion. I use a rubric 
while the students present, and it is a rubric that I share with all students prior to the presentations. After the TAPs, I meet 
with each group and review the completed rubric with them and then I give the students self and peer evaluations to 
complete and submit within a day or two afterward. Now, there are times when I do not provide the self and peer 
evaluations. For example, low level learners may not know how to effectively complete such evaluations due to language 
barriers and inexperience and so it takes class time to teach them.

Learning Outcomes

As comfort and confidence grow during TAPs preparation and practice stages, students 
cultivate their critical thinking skills, foster a growth mindset, enhance their oral 
communication abilities, and practice conversation strategies while engaging in small 
talk about the articles with their classmates and with English speakers. This serves to 
help them become more aware of and learn about Canadian culture, their communities 
and current events and continue reading authentic Canadian material after TAPs is 
completed. Of course, this is applicable to any culture and language beyond Canada 
and English. In addition, learners are able to practice pronunciation of new vocabulary, 
identify concordances, and use an English dictionary (paper or digital) and vocabulary 
strategies to delve into the word families, collocations and idioms associated with the 
new words. This would satisfy at least one objective of integrating the new words into 
their daily personal, academic, or vocational lives.

From a teacher's perspective, I consider TAPs a successful teaching practice because it 
is highly flexible, functional and engaging. For example, teachers can adapt the level of 
difficulty to any caliber of ESL student, or non-ESL student from elementary to 
university. TAPs can also be adapted to include long or short texts or e-lectures; 
academic journals, magazines or newspapers; individual or small groups; multi-media, 
technology or paper-based work; and just about any course or subject - all of which 
encourage students to read and think critically and construct and convey knowledge. 

From my students' perspective, I consider TAPs a successful learning practice because 
I have discovered that my students are more engaged when the text is Canadian, 
current and of interest to them which is why I tend to let them choose their own articles. 

From the beginning to end of one TAPs and also with repetition of TAPs, the learners’ ability to communicate in written and 
verbal formats improves along with their aptitude for collaboration and cooperation with classmates. It is wonderful to see 
their confidence grow in their overall achievement in all of the major English skills and learning strategies being applied and 
practiced. Moreover, the inherent flexibility of TAPs makes it an activity that the students can do, more informally, at home 
with their families and friends, as well as adapting it to meet those needs. So, given the appropriate time, support and 
inspiration, students are able to complete a well-rounded project. 

My students have provided feedback, both written and oral, that touches on the necessity of practicing major/minor 
English skills and that working on TAPs covers all of the skills in one place. They feel that TAPs gives them the time and 
flexibility they need to be successful in their own ways and are able to take on roles in the group that challenge their 
weaknesses and complement their strengths. The students have commented that their improvement is more obvious and 
"faster" than with standard tests or activities. The learners feel that TAPs is fun and allows them to be creative and 
independent but still dependent on group-mates and classmates. Students have also stated that they have a chance to be 
leaders and followers at different times during the TAPs process and therefore they do not feel as "stressed out" as when 
they have to complete a project or essay on their own. Lastly, students have commented that doing TAPs helps them to 
learn organization skills in part due to the layout of the requirements.

Variations

This article has endeavoured to describe an innovative teaching practice for the educational, personal and professional 
benefits of students. If you find yourself asking, "what else can be done with TAPs"?, I believe teachers and students are 
only limited by their imaginations. Following are possible extension activities for TAPs if a teacher so chooses. Apps or 
educational technology tools could be used during the preparation stage with particular sections of the TAPs such as 
Google Docs, Flipgrid, Kaizena, emaze, Recordium, Simple Mind, Vocaroo and Voxer. These tools enable students to 
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practice individually or prepare together and the students are not bound by geography as they can work anywhere and 
anytime synchronously and asynchronously. Furthermore, to extend learning, the teacher could add another section to the 
TAPs assignment in which students produce their TAPs in a style reminiscent of a Socratic seminar, TED talk, or a YouTube 
video, or a flipped classroom version of the TAPs. 

Another possibility is to allow students to integrate an artistic piece of work that 
represents their topic or a related theme in a song, photographs, a sketch, a 
painting, or a poem. For a challenge, teachers could encourage students to 
produce one-pagers on their topic and integrate their creation into the 
presentation. Lastly, with organization by the teacher, students could present to 
other classes within their programs or schools face-to-face or via Zoom or 
another platform.  

Finally, I briefly mentioned meeting with students after their TAPs in order to 
discuss a marked rubric, give feedback and ask reflective questions. Another 
avenue that opens up is for teachers to provide their own critical reflection 
questions for students to answer over a designated period of time and to later 
meet with the teacher for review. The benefits of reflection in teaching and 
learning are numerous and would augment the learners' experiences. Also, 
conducting peer and self-evaluations are valuable. I have sometimes 
implemented these techniques with my students only after I conduct lessons on 
types of evaluations, the essential vocabulary, and how to complete evaluations. 
Overall, with the TAPs, rubric, and evaluations it is important to know where your 
students are at and start from there. It is a sentiment that has served me well and 
I hope it does for you too.
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Possible Solutions to Rise to the Pronunciation 
Challenge, Come On Board! 
By Carol Gonçalves (coordinator of BRAZ-TESOL Pron SIG, SBCI)

How do you see yourself, your classes and your students when you come to think of teaching pronunciation? If we 
consider the approach to pronunciation in coursebooks, there is usually a pronunciation box the teacher should work with 
students, some repetition exercises and that is all. Therefore, I decided to think of how I could improve the pronunciation 
activities, develop possible solutions to make it more relevant and not to take it for granted. Because nobody puts 
pronunciation in a corner! 

Based on what I have revised, learned and discussed at the postgraduate course in English Teaching that I took at UFMG 
and inspired by the activities from PronPack 1-4 (2017) by Mark Hancock, I came up with the idea of Pronunciation 
Challenge. John Wells (2005) claims that teachers of English to speakers of other languages must teach the pronunciation 
of each word as well as its spelling, which implies teaching the use of phonetic symbols, at least passively for reference.

Besides, since one of John Wells’s (2005) prioritizing recommendations for the teaching of English pronunciation in an 
EFL context is to concentrate on the matters that most impede intelligibility; while encouraging fluency and confidence, I 
thought of making pronunciation more appealing and useful to students from different levels and also through activities in 
which they will have the chance to learn and practice some critical sounds in English.

Based on my experience, the ones I have thought of working with so far are: the long and short vowels (work with some 
minimal pairs to highlight the difference); voiced and voiceless consonants; call students’ attention to how Brazilian students 
tend to pronounce the final /m/ (also discuss about the interference of L1 when it comes to nasal consonants); how they 
usually add vowels in the beginning and by the end of the words and why they do it; the plural form, present (3rd person), 
past and past participle regular forms; sound to spelling correspondences/ inconsistencies.

When it comes to the activities I have already developed, I would like to share three of them: Getting in the Mood, 
Listening Maze and Englishes Time. As a 
warm-up and to familiarize students with 
some phonetic symbols, through Getting in 
the Mood students try to guess some 
w o r d s b a s e d o n t h e i r p h o n e t i c s 
transcription, first in Portuguese and then 
in English. It has been quite productive, 
and students have felt pretty excited at the 
idea of guessing the words and trying to 
associate the sounds they find in different 
words.

As for the Listening Maze the teacher should select some sounds to work, 
contrast and practice with students, for instance, /ʧ/ and /ʃ/ as in chip/ship, 
cheap/ sheep; /m/ and /n/ as in them/then, team/tin; or /r/ and /h/ as in rat/
hat, red/head, etc. This is one possibility to work with minimal pairs and for 
this activity teacher must organize the words selected beforehand in two 
“lines”. Then, link them with all possible arrows. The first line shows the 
words with similar sounds and the line below the contrast sound words. As there are some possibilities, the teacher should 
first choose all the six words to dictate. Look at the example below to practice /m/ and /n/:

The idea is for students to circle the correct word they hear. The teacher should say each word twice to help them identify 
those. After that, students might compare their answers and then the teacher shows the correct path they should have 
taken. It would be even more challenging to invite students to choose the words to dictate themselves and work in pairs to 
do so. Empowering students and boosting self-confidence might be another way to promote a learning environment, 
because students who are more confident in their abilities try harder (GOLEMAN, 1998).

At first, when I thought of Listening Maze, I was not teaching remotely. Therefore, I used to make the slips of paper with 
the words available to each student. Nowadays, I invite students to make a table and write down the words before I start 
dictating them. As you can see in the photo on the following page.

I believe that having the chance to include some of the activities described here or adapting some of them to the students’ 
reality and level, might be useful and worthwhile in order to improve the approach to teaching pronunciation in English 
language classrooms. 
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Walker (2010) claims that 
the goal for pronunciation 
teaching is international 
intelligibility rather than 
p r o x i m i t y t o a n a t i v e 
s p e a k e r a c c e n t . 
Furthermore, as I have 
always been fond of accents and had the chance to develop some activities in terms of 
pronunciation, why not discuss it and expose students to different accents? Crystal (2013) 
affirms that the more you expose people to a variety of accents and listening 
comprehension, the more confident they’re going to be when they encounter the realities of 
English.

So, I have been trying to expose my students to these varieties (Englishes Time) by working with IDEA (The International 
Dialects of English Archive - https://www.dialectsarchive.com). An archive of primary-source recordings of English-language 
dialects and accents as heard around the world. I have already asked them to listen to people from different parts of the 
world while speaking English and check if they can recognize their accents and what different Englishes they know, I have 
also asked them to try to mimic different accents. It is worth mentioning that such accents are likely to be stereotypes, but 
closely to be recognizable.

In addition, I have also showed them some scenes from films, for instance, Shall we Dance (1937) in which Fred Astaire 
and Ginger Rogers sing Let’s call the Whole Thing Off; scenes from different TV series, such as The Big Bang Theory 
(Howard’s Indian accent), Modern family (Gloria’s Colombian accent), One Day At A Time (Lydia’s Cuban accent); a video 
from the beginning of lockdown in which people from around the world unite to share their hopes and fears concerning life 
in lockdown (https://edition.cnn.com/videos/world/2020/04/09/life-in-lockdown-around-the-globe-coronavirus-lc-lon-
orig.cnn); and also a scene from My Fair Lady when Eliza has some lessons with Professor Higgins to sound like a cultured 
member from high society. 

Walker questions the assumptions of adopting a native-speaker (NS) target in English language learning and the role of 
accents in the expression of one’s identity, asserting that there is no such thing as ‘good English’, and presuming that a 
prestigious variety is suitable for all contexts represents a failure to understand the sociolinguistic reality.

Having said that, I usually take the opportunity to discuss with students what they think their accent says about them, how 
they feel about their accent while speaking English, if they would like to sound like a native speaker and why (not), and if 
they agree or not that our accents define us, identify us with a certain region, and sometimes even stereotype us. 

To be honest, having the chance to work with pronunciation in a more meaningful and engaging way and also discuss 
accents (which I absolutely love, in Portuguese as well) has motivated me to come up with more ideas for activities. Not 
only do I feel thrilled to bits with Pronunciation Challenge, but l am also looking forward to sharing it with other teachers, 
listening to suggestions, and incorporating feedback. Although I have already had the chance to participate in BRAZ-TESOL 
events and conferences, BrELT on the Road and ELTed Dublin Webinar to talk a little bit about it (and I truly enjoyed the 
experience!), I can’t wait to share it with more people. And I believe that my students and I will rise to the challenge 
together. Join us!
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Developing Strong Group Dynamics in the ESL classroom

By Claire Ryan (Business English Instructor, Berlitz, Japan)

Working in pairs or groups is an essential element in the ESL classroom, which encourages students to practice English in 
an active way. However, it is not as simple as pairing students up and hoping the conversation flows smoothly. This is 
especially true in my experience of ESL classrooms in Ireland. English language instructors in Ireland often find themselves 
in a unique situation not experienced by their peers around the world – thanks to the diverse nationalities who come to 
Ireland to study English, very often the classroom group will be made up of learners from many different countries, cultures, 
backgrounds, and ages. This creates both opportunities and problems for instructors and adds some extra hurdles that 
must be overcome in order to create a successful group dynamic.

Educational psychologist Bruce Tuckman identified four stages that occur in groups of learners: Forming, Storming, 
Norming and Performing (Tuckman 1965). He argued that groups cycle through these phases multiple times as they learn 
to work well together. While some of these stages can be difficult for both students and instructors to work through, they are 
essential steps in the formation of good group dynamics. By examining what happens in each stage and understanding how 
it helps lead to a better working group, instructors can learn how to manage their classroom and their own actions to better 
suit the needs of learners. 

In this article, I would like to give an overview of each stage, including how it may present in a classroom setting. I will also 
discuss my own experiences of these stages, both as an ESL instructor in Ireland teaching groups of mixed nationality 
students and as an EFL instructor in Japan teaching groups of Japanese nationals from diverse backgrounds. I will also 
discuss some techniques that helped in my attempts to overcome the problems in each stage and create a harmonious 
classroom environment where students could thrive.

Phase One - Forming

This is the initial phase, as the group comes together for the first time. Students are nervous, both about meeting the 
instructor and meeting their fellow classmates. They don’t know what they should expect from the class, or what their role in 
the group will be. This is noted by Dornyei and Murphy, who write of students on the first day of class, "they observe each 
other suspiciously, sizing up one another and trying to find a place in an unestablished and unstable hierarchy" (Dornyei & 
Murphy 2003). 

The dynamic of this class group will likely be very different from 
their usual experiences; for example, a student who usually takes 
the role of leader in their work environment may find that other 
classmates challenge him or her for this role in the class group. 
The cultural background of students will have a big impact on this 
phase. Students who come from a more reserved culture, such as 
Japan, will often shy away from speaking and feel intimidated by 
students who are naturally more talkative and outgoing, such as 
those from Spain. This may result in these reserved students 
being afraid to speak even one word in the classroom. As the 
students are uncertain when trying to find their feet in this phase, 
the instructor must take charge and guide them in trying to find 
their place in the group. Instructors can do this by utilizing a 
number of techniques. 

Manage learner expectations. Ensuring that students know what 
to expect from the class – and what is expected of them – is 
crucial in ensuring smooth group dynamics. The instructor must 
set out, from the very first lesson, what the lesson structure will 
look like, what classroom rules are in place, how the feedback 
process will work. These guidelines will allow students to feel 
comfortable with the class, as they will understand what to expect 
and how they should behave as part of the group.

Create a welcoming atmosphere. Allowing students to feel 
comfortable expressing their opinions is another key aspect of 
creating a cohesive group. Ice-breaker and self-introduction 
activities can help the students get to know each other and feel 
more comfortable speaking together. Every member of the class 
should feel that they are on equal footing and will not be treated 
any differently from the others. Encouragement from the instructor 
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can help students to take part actively in group activities without feeling shy or nervous. Calling on students by name will be 
essential at this point, as it gives each person a chance to participate equally. Managing the speaking time of more 
dominant students and giving the floor to the hesitant students will give everyone a clear picture of how they should behave 
in discussion activities.

The problem of who is the “leader” in the class is especially apparent when dealing with groups of different ages and 
backgrounds. For some cultures, the oldest person is in charge and should be shown the most respect. It can also cause 
problems in groups of employees taking lessons together. 

Allow me to share an example from my own experience. I was teaching an intensive English course for members of a 
large company. The students were assigned to classes in groups of two, based on their ability levels. The groups changed 
each week – students chose a time that suited them and were matched according to class availability.

In one class I taught, the two students were a manager (older man) and a junior 
staff member (younger woman) from the same department. They had met 
before, but in a setting where he was her senior in a company where hierarchy 
was paramount. It was very difficult for her to shake off that dynamic and 
realise that they were equals in the classroom. She was afraid to answer 
questions, often deferring to him or erasing her correct answers to match his 
incorrect ones in listening exercises in order to allow him to “save face” – a 
cultural norm in Japan where people should never show up someone more 
senior than them. As the instructor, I had to quickly take steps to address this 
imbalance without being culturally insensitive.

Instead of throwing them into the deep end of role-play activities together – 
where I knew the female student would be too shy to produce any language – I 
instead had them practice with me first. I allowed the female student to go first, 
so that her responses wouldn’t be clouded by anything she had heard from the 
other student. I then praised her for her efforts, before repeating the role play 
with the other student. When I felt they were both sufficiently prepared, I 
allowed them to take part in a guided role-play discussion with each other. This 
gave them a framework to use, so they could practice without feeling too much 
pressure. As they became more comfortable together, I encouraged them to 

move off script and add their own ideas to the discussion. By building the 
lesson up slowly and giving repeated practice time and praise, they were able to have a free and confident conversation 
without worrying about the relationship dynamic that existed outside the classroom. 

Phase Two - Storming

This phase is a time of conflict. Once students have gotten over their initial uncertainty and found a voice in the class, they 
feel able to express themselves more openly. While this is desirable, it could result in potential power struggles, either 
between various students or between the student and teacher. Some students will want to be seen as a ‘leader’ - if two or 
more students want this role, they may become hostile when others are speaking, or become uncooperative in group 
activities. This can cause a breakdown in the positive atmosphere the instructor strived to create in the Forming phase, and 
must be dealt with carefully in order to restore harmony to the group. 

First of all, instructors should try to roll with it to a certain extent - this is a normal part of group formation and should be 
expected. Don’t take it personally and don’t react with hostility when it happens. As noted by Schmuck & Schmuck (2001), 
“the teacher who is able to help influential students feel involved in the classroom will have an easier time influencing the 
entire group than a teacher who is in conflict with the high-power students”.

Instead, try to find some positive approaches that will encourage students to take the role they desire without alienating 
others. This can be done by alternating which students work together for group or pair work, allowing each person a chance 
to be a leader. Encourage students to work cooperatively, highlighting the importance of each person in achieving a 
common goal.

Phases Three and Four - Norming and Performing

If the group can successfully overcome their difficulties in phases one and two, then they are on the track for success. This 
progression is noted by Quy (2017), who says: “developing good group dynamics ... builds trust and acceptance among 
group members”. When this trust has been established, the group will soon enter the final stages, norming and performing.
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In these stages, the group has become well developed. 
The students have settled into a routine and know what is 
expected from them and others. Generally, the instructor 
can take a more hands-off approach as the students step 
up and take on leadership roles within the group. 

In these stages, I have observed that students have 
learned each person’s strengths and weaknesses and 
use this to their advantage when working on group 
projects. In a large group class, I set up an activity where 
some students were entrepreneurs and others were 
investors. Half of the students were assigned to small 
groups and were tasked with setting up companies and 
vying for investment from the other students. Immediately 
they began to take roles in their company that reflected 
each person’s interests and talents, points that they had 
learned about each other during the previous stages of 
group formation. One student was assigned to draw the 
advertising poster for their product, because they had 
learned that she was good at art. Another was tasked with 
making the pitch to investors, because he had the best 
presentation skills. All of this happened as I stood back 
and monitored, with students taking total control over the 
project and working well together for the benefit of the group.

One main task for instructors in these stages is to watch out for routines that may have a negative impact on learner 
outcomes and ensure that students do not fall into damaging habits. If negative behaviours do start to become apparent at 
this point, it may be necessary to re-establish guidelines to ensure a successful learning environment is maintained. 

The process does not end here, however. Groups will cycle through these phases at different rates and at different times. 
Some phases will last longer than others, or may be revisited more often. A return to earlier stages does not mean that the 
group dynamic has broken down completely but is instead a natural and normal part of group work. The instructor should 
remain vigilant to the dynamics of the group and always keep students working towards successfully reaching the later 
stages.

Conclusion

As we have all undoubtedly experienced, the first day of a new group class will be rife with uncertainty and confusion. 
Groups don't come together immediately and the role of the instructor must be to influence and develop good group 
dynamics.

The challenge for ESL instructors in Ireland is to take students from varied backgrounds and cultures, and get them 
working together as a cohesive group, in an environment that promotes learning.

By being aware of the stages that groups will go through and what to expect in each stage, instructors can be prepared 
and ready to deal with any problems that arise, gaining experience that will be invaluable over the course of their teaching 
career. 
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Supporting Students with Learning Difficulties

By Marianne Jordan (Consultant, Teacher, Trainer and Author)

Many learning disabilities start in early childhood.  It is essential to identify these as soon as possible to get the 
appropriate help.  By the time they come to an ELT lesson, they may have found ways to cope with their learning difficulties 
and also ways to hide them.

This article will outline the main types of learning difficulties and impediments that may affect your English language 
learners. I will include my personal and teaching experience tips and general and specific ways to support your students in 
a classroom or online (remembering we are professional ELT teachers, not qualified therapists).  

Common signs that a student may have learning difficulties include:

Problems with reading, writing, calculating, memorising, following directions and paying attention.  

It would be best to identify students with learning difficulties at enrolment.  Some students will readily give this information 
others will try to hide it.  Explain you are only asking this information to help them learn better and ensure the confidentially 
of this information and it is essential their teacher knows this to help them with their learning.  Teachers will need time and 
resources to get the support they need and to prepare ahead of the lessons.

English language students have many learning challenges with the English language due to irregular spelling and 
pronunciation.  There are many rules and many exceptions. Rules and exceptions are confusing enough, but even more so 
for students with learning difficulties.

Main Types of Learning Difficulties  

The three types of learning disabilities are reading disabilities, written 
language disabilities and maths disabilities.

The most common learning difficulties include:
Dyslexia affects the skills needed for accurate and fluent reading and 

spelling.
Dysgraphia is a neurological disorder that affects the production of 

written language.
Dyscalculia is a disorder that affects maths capabilities.
ADHD stands for Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. (ADD = 

Attention Deficit Disorder.)
Processing Deficits affect the ability to process information from 

the senses.

Helpful tips: Dyslexia

Here are some things to consider when working with learners who 
are dyslexic to help them develop the skills needed for accurate and 
fluent reading and spelling: Lighting, Reading Aloud, Audiobooks, 
Written work, Memorising, Positive Reinforcement and give hope.

Lighting - Consider changing Fluorescent lighting in classrooms (or suggest to online 
students) to something with less glare or fitting fluorescent light covers to avoid eye 
stress, strain and fatigue.  Reading Aloud - ask for volunteers to read with groups of 
students, rather than selecting students (one of them just might be trying to hide their 
reading problems).  Audiobooks - will help them to read along with the audio to match 
the text.  Written Work - expect less, let them type their answers/homework or ask them 
to talk about their ideas/findings.  Memorising - Encourage the use of flashcards and 
visuals and to use their own words rather than rote learning.  When my son had Irlen 
syndrome (similar to Dyslexia), he rote learned the test questions' answers. I suggested 
he ask the teacher if he could write the answers in his own words instead of copying 
down definitions from his books. The teacher replied - "Of course, because then I will 
know, for sure, that you understand what you have learned!"  Positive Reinforcement - 
to recognise their (hard-earned) achievements.  Just because it takes longer to do 
something, it does not mean they can't learn it.  Give Hope - Give examples of famous 
people with Dyslexia that have done very well in life. Orlando Bloom, Richard Branson, 
Tom Cruise, Walt Disney, Whoopi Goldberg, Keira Knightly, Jamie Oliver, Pablo Picasso, 
Keanu Reeves, Steven Spielberg. 
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Main Types of Learning Impediments 

Hearing loss affects receptive and expressive communication skills (listening, speaking and pronunciation).  Speech 
defects include stuttering/stammering, mispronouncing sounds.  Accents can deter students from participating if they think 
their pronunciation is not good enough or shows their social status.  Diversity (racial, ethnic, gender, sexuality, religious, 
age) can deter students from participating if they feel they are different, subordinate or stereotyped. 

Hearing Loss 

I had a Spanish Student with slight hearing loss. I recognised some of the sounds, tone and clarity lost in her language 
and for all other languages of deaf speakers.  The 'Listen and Repeat' method was difficult for her, but she benefited greatly 
from learning how to make the sounds using her lips, teeth, tongue and feeling for voiced and unvoiced sounds. She would 

Helpful tips: Dysgraphia Helpful tips: Dyscalculia

Model - using clay to model letters, with young learners, 
can help form a letter before writing it.

Reduce - break it down into smaller parts.

Feel - using a finger to trace the letters in the air to feel 
their shape and form.

Realia - use real-life examples (shopping lists, sharing 
something into smaller pieces)

Big Letters - writing larger letters helps with letter 
formation.

Draw - make a diagram so students can visualise the 
problem and solution. 

Say it - it is useful to get the students to say something 
first before writing it.

Discuss - talk about the problem and solutions.

Review - short chunks often.

Helpful tips: ADHD Helpful tips: Processing Deficits

Position - invite the student to sit at the front of the class 
to avoid distractions.

Learners with processing deficits find it challenging to 
understand the information presented to them aurally and 
visually.  

Encourage - using a calendar, a to-do list and alarms to 
help the student stay focused and organised.

Talk slowly and clearly.

Chunk - divide tasks into pieces or smaller tasks and do 
one at a time.

Give written instructions to reinforce oral instructions.

Colour code - using highlighter pens for grammar, 
vocabulary, pronunciation, skills.

Use visuals during teaching lessons.

Praise -  acknowledge the effort the student made to 
complete a task.  

Provide written feedback.

Helpful tips: Presenting information visually

Read directions aloud.

Give oral instructions.

Allow students to record oral instructions so they can listen 
to them again later.

Use colour when writing on the board to differentiate 
between questions and answers or colour code grammar, 
vocabulary, pronunciation notes.

As for all ELT learners, make the learning fun and 
engaging for students with learning disabilities.
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then say the word, and I confirmed I could understand her.  She also found that learning the IPA and reading this in 
dictionaries was often more useful than the audio buttons.  

Helpful tips:

Get their attention - say the student's name or tap them on the shoulder before you start speaking to them.  Speak 
clearly and face to face - A hard of hearing student needs to see your lips and facial expressions. Good lighting and being 
at the same level is also helpful.  Speak at an average volume - Just as some people speak louder to foreigners, there is 
no need to speak louder to a hard of hearing ELT student.  Limit distractions - Try to talk to the student in a quieter place, 
individually or after other students leave the room after the lesson.

Speech Defects

 1. Stammering due to Dysarthria

I helped a young Lithuanian man with Dysarthria (a brain injury-related speech disorder causing slurring due to not 
controlling the tongue and voice box) and several broken bones due to a motor accident.  He had to learn how to walk and 
talk again with physiotherapy in hospital.  Then they sent him out for English language pronunciation help.  I saw an 
advertisement in the local library looking for volunteers to help people with learning disabilities.  I put my name down and 
was assigned this young man because of my experience in ELT.  The library provided the room and materials.  I met him 
once a week for a year.  He needed to walk with a cane at the start, and he was very embarrassed and shy.  He still had a 
bit of a stammer at the beginning of our sessions, but with a lot of patience and understanding, his self-esteem began to 
grow stronger. He could hear the sounds I was making, but he was unable to copy them.  I explained how to make the 
sounds using his lips, tongue, jaw and voice box.  He became more focused on his articulators to help produce the sounds 
he needed for English.   By the end of the year, he could have a basic conversation in English without stammering.  He was 
delighted and very grateful.  

Helpful tips:

Understanding and kindness - will help make them comfortable and not embarrassed to try new sounds and words. Talk 
slower with fewer words at the beginning of the lesson to allow them time to listen and understand.  Repetition - Repeat the 
target words/sentences a few extra times to process them before attempting to say them.   Patience - give twice as much 
time as we would give to ELT learners without learning disabilities.  Those minutes of waiting for the ELT learner with 
Dysarthria can seem like hours.  They often apologise, or make hand gestures to indicate they need more time (nod and 
smile and say or sign to show it's ok).  Even if they only manage to say a few new words at the end of the lesson first 
lesson, their look of achievement is worth every one of those minutes that seemed like hours. Focus - focus on the effort of 
making the words rather than the stammer.

2) Lisp Another student had a lisp caused by saying the sounds /s/ and /z/ as the /th/ sound.   

Helpful tips:

The /th/ sound is one of the more difficult sounds for 
most learners of English. I first explained that the 
sound he was making was the /th/ sound and gave him 
a selection of words with the /th/ at the beginning, 
middle and end.  Then I showed him where to place 
his tongue, teeth, lips and jaw for the /s/ and /z/ and 
then sample words for those as for the /th/.  Learning 
the difference between the /th/ and the /s/ and /z/ 
helped him retain the /th/, which was not in his 
language but needed for English. 

Accents

Accents can deter students from participating if 
they think their pronunciation is not good enough or 
shows their social status.  Diversity (racial, ethnic, 
gender, sexuality, religious, age) can deter students 
from participating if they feel they are different, 
subordinate or stereotyped.  Accents and diversity 
are not physical learning impediments, but they can 
interfere with learning if they feel different or too 
embarrassed to contribute to the lesson.
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Helpful tips:

Explain the key to speaking any language is intelligibility.  When other people can understand you, and you understand 
them, this is successful communication. Remind them that their accent is part of their culture, identity and who they are.  
Include diversity in your handouts and wall posters showing respect for race, gender, sexuality, religion and age.   Focus on 
what we all have in common. Learn about each other's cultures by getting the students to present their countries and 
cultures to the rest of the class.  

All students with any learning disabilities will benefit from the Flipped Classroom and Blended Learning methods to 
prepare before the lesson, study at their own pace and revise at home.

Links

https://www.sess.ie
https://dyslexia.ie/ (Accessed 29/01/2021) 
https://adhdireland.ie/for-adults/
https://www.tcd.ie/disability/teaching-info/awareness-info/learning.php
https://www.madebydyslexia.org/

Marianne Jordan is a teacher, teacher trainer, author and pronunciation consultant.  Marianne is 
the author of "Phonetics for Learners of English Pronunciation",  "Learning English in Ireland" 
and other Irish cultural resources for TEFL Resources Ireland, phonics author of "English for 
Plurilingual Schools" 3-5 years and primary Primary 1-6 and the phonics consultant for Grupo 
SM, Spain.   Marianne is currently writing and training online and blended learning pronunciation 
courses for 
Pronunciation.Club for all ages. 
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ELT Ireland Good Practice Project

By Rob McComish and Anne-Marie Connolly (Directors of Everest Language School)

Preparing for the first lockdown

In February of 2020, when we did our first training sessions for online teaching, most of our staff had never heard of Zoom 
or Google classroom and the idea that Ireland would go into a full lockdown seemed very unlikely. Throughout February we 
had been watching how the crisis was unfolding in Italy and were keeping a close eye on how language schools in Milan 
and other Northern Italian cities were responding to regional lockdowns and what we were seeing was that Zoom seemed 
to provide the best platform for online learning and teaching. 

Despite our preparation and planning, we did not foresee how suddenly we would be forced to move online. After 
completing our classes face to face on Thursday 12th March, we heard the announcement that from that evening we would 
need to move our classes online. Our incredible teachers were understandably fearful of making this sudden jump online, 
so for the first 2 days we kept the school building open and the teachers streamed their classes from their classrooms with 
our admin team on hand to deal with any technical issues. Once we did get up and running and the teachers got more 
proficient with the platforms they were happy to begin working from home. 

Challenges of moving online

Technical issues have been rare, but we have done everything possible to 
ensure our teachers had everything they needed to teach from home 
which at certain points involved driving computers across the city, 
grabbing the last laptop from PC World before they sold out and 
eventually sending Amazon orders directly to our teachers’ homes.

The thing that made this transition so much smoother was our admin 
team who did not miss a beat as we moved online. On top of the 
challenge of moving online, we were afraid we would lose the atmosphere 
of the school and that we would not be able to take care of the students in 
the same way. As it turned out, by being constantly available by email and 
on Zoom, our admin and academic team were able to quickly respond to 
any student queries and issues and offer them the additional support they 
needed in this challenging time.

Maintaining staff and student wellbeing

On top of the technical issues, we have tried to remain conscious of the 
strain this situation has put on the metal health and wellbeing of our staff. 
In some cases where teachers were facing burnout or were directly 
affected by this pandemic we needed to have a way that they could take 
extended breaks from online teaching. In addition to giving teachers time 
off, we have been able to move some teachers to academic 
administration work and content development for our school blog in order 
to let them take a breather from being in front of the camera.

We understand that it is not just our teachers that are dealing with 
pressure, stress and anxiety; our students are going through this difficult 
situation without a developed local support network. In order to support 
them we worked with a cognitive scientist to provide advice, we set up 
online social activities and provided free weekly yoga classes to help students get a bit of relaxation in this difficult time. Our 
student support team has gone above and beyond to ensure that students not only get the support that they need, but that 
they get it quickly and are treated with compassion at all times.

Incorporating feedback

Both at the beginning of the transition to online teaching and learning, and as it became apparent that there would not be 
a swift return to face to face classes the role of feedback from both teachers and students was crucial. For teachers, it was 
important to have a shared platform where they could share ideas and resources that worked well when adapted for Zoom. 
We learned that it was also important to students to have a platform where resources and materials were accessible both 
during and after the class. We quickly identified Google Classroom as the best platform for this and have since found it to 
work incredibly well. 
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Overall, the feedback from both students and teachers has been overwhelmingly positive. We expected that there would 
be some teething problems, which there inevitably were, but what we didn’t expect was that the classes would be so 
popular. Since April we have had a cohort of students who have consistently rebooked month on month who are finding the 
courses beneficial in terms of both their language development and as a social outlet for those stuck in lockdowns around 
Europe.

What we’ve learnt

This period of time has been a real eye opener for us in a number of ways. First and foremost we have learned that there 
is huge merit in delivering online classes. We have seen our students make genuine progress and we were delighted to be 
able to give students access to courses while they were unable to travel. We also learned that a lot of our teachers had 
digital literacies that we were not aware of. While we worked to get to grips with the new technologies and their features, we 
were surprised to find that many of our teachers were far more skilled than us and how generous they were in sharing their 
time and skills to help bring others up to speed. 

We also realised how over reliant we had previously been on photocopies and physical 
resources. Once we return to face to face lessons we will definitely continue our use of 
digital resources in the classroom. We have found Google Classroom to be an 
invaluable resource that will reduce the amount of paper we use in the school and will 
also be a huge asset should we need to transition back online during future lockdowns. 
We have also learned that Zoom provides a great platform for more than just classes, 
we have found it beneficial for doing speaking tests and inductions before students 
arrive.

What’s next

Over the next few months we imagine that continuing to hold certain lessons types and 
courses online will prove much more practical for teachers and students. We envisage at 
least another year of limited travel with a low number of students arriving into the country 
and believe that

schools should continue to have a strong online offering and make sure that all 
teachers are trained in the use of online platforms so that they can switch between 
online and face to face lessons should the need arise. 

For us personally, and we imagine for many other schools, this has been the biggest 
challenge that we have faced to date. The logistical challenges involved in transitioning 
an entire school to a whole new way of operating overnight have been plenty! But, as is 
so often the case in EFL schools, the true heroes of the day have been the teaching and 
office staff whose resourcefulness and adaptability have gone above and beyond 
expectations and the students who have also shown such adaptability, resilience and 
patience towards their schools as we have all worked so hard to stay positive and 
provide the best service possible. It has been a steep learning curve all round! 

Rob is the School Director in Everest Language School. His teaching career began with working in 
UCD during his master’s in ethnomusicology and after gaining a English teaching qualification he 
has been teaching English and preparing students for exams over the course of the last 10 years. In 
the last year, he has managed the technical transition of moving Everest online. Rob has recently 
worked as an active participant in ILSG, the ELE Working Group and is now a board member with 
MEI.

Anne-Marie has been studying languages, culture, psychology and the effects of language learning 
on the human brain for the last 10 years. She has recently finished her PhD which focused on the 
cognitive benefits of bilingualism and adult language learning. She is the Director of Studies in 
Everest and over the course of 2020 she was responsible for adapting Everest’s syllabus to 
encourage interactive and dynamic online learning. Anne-Marie became a qualified English teacher 
over 15 years ago and to this day her favourite place to be is in the classroom.
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Why not check out the Best Practice Project Videos on 
our YouTube channel? 

Scan the QR code to go directly to ELT Ireland's recordings, including the 
Best Practice videos and all of our ELTed events. 

The ELTed event from ELT Ireland presents a series of twelve-minute talks 
on a range of ELT-related topics and provides a forum for the recognition of 
creativity, enables unexpected connections to be made, lays the ground for 
productive collaborations and inspires others to try things out and get 
creative themselves. 

Language teachers, managers and 
administrators work on a daily basis to help 
their students wrestle with the challenges of 
learning a new language. They are constantly 
developing activities, techniques and 
approaches to help their students overcome 
the difficulties they encounter. These practical 
solutions often go unrecognised and ELTed 
aims to provide a forum where best practices 
can be shared. 

Check out the Bulletin archive!  
Are you interested in contributing to our next Bulletin? Is there something 

that you are passionate about and would like to share with the ELT Ireland 
community? Are you unsure where to start? If so, scan the QR code and 
access ELT Ireland's Bulletin archive to get some tips and ideas on how to 
write an article and some wonderful ideas to use in the classroom. 
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Would you like to get to know more 
about ELT Ireland? 

Are you interested in learning more about ELT Ireland and what we do? Scan 
the QR code and visit our website, there you will be able to see what we do 
and how we do it! If you are interested in joining the committee, you will be 
able to gather more information about ELT Ireland.  

Would you like to become a member 
of ELT Ireland? 

Are you interested in becoming an ELT Ireland member? Scan the QR code to 
go directly to our membership page. There you will find out how to become a 
member and what membership entitles you to. 

Page �30 ISSN   2009-8049



Follow us online! 
Follow us on on our social media platforms to keep up-to-date with everything ELT Ireland is doing for our members. 
Further develop your Personal Learning Network online and interact with ELT professionals from around the world! 

Twitter

Facebook

Instagram

LinkedIn
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