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The toughest questions we ask in our lives or our professions are the simplest. One such 
tough question we ask as teachers is: why do we teach? ‘To educate’ is not the only 
answer, because we also need to answer what we mean by ‘education’ as the basis to 
justify what we teach and how we teach. Then comes a less simple and less daunting 
question: how we teach, what we teach? As English language teachers situated in 
different national and cultural contexts, we ask why English is relevant in the particular 
social, political, cultural, and educational contexts of our own. How does teaching 
English contribute to the development of our society? We cannot get away with simple 
answers like, “because English is an international lingua franca” because we teach more 
than just communicative competence. We do not teach in a vacuum, and we do not just 
teach the external/neutral form of language. We teach English to help our students 
grow intellectually, become aware of their position in a globalized world, to create 
new knowledge, to communicate and network with a web of cultures and societies, to 
become contributors to the global knowledge market, and to solve problems in the 
world. Thus, we cannot continue to summarize the theories and methods developed to 
address the ELT needs of someone else’s social and educational contexts, especially 
the theories that have already been vastly updated even in those contexts: we have 
to situate the theory and practice in our own. That need for developing ‘situated’ ELT 
theory and practice is what the authors featured in this issue of NELTA Journal address. 

Nepalese authors have squarely situated their contributions in Nepal’s own context, 
and so have authors from other countries. In his article, Ram Ashish Giri evaluates the 
politics of language planning and policy in Nepal. In the article, he evaluates the role 
of English language teaching in Nepal in relation to the marginalization of minority 
languages and the identity of their speakers. Grounding on the Gramscian notion 
of ‘hegemony’, he argues that the reason behind promoting English and Nepali (by 
ignoring other minority languages) is the interest of elites to maintain their domination 
over other language speakers. In another article, Laxmi Bahadur Maharjan evaluates 
how teachers perceive the English language learners’ errors. His study provides many 
insights for teaching grammar and correcting errors of students. This article provides 
a general picture of what errors are frequent for Nepali English learners and how 
teachers of English in perceive their errors. 

Other Nepalese authors focus on the current context of English education in Nepal. 
Vishnu Sing Rai’s article investigates a crucial issue of English pedagogy – freedom 
vs. constraint – in the classroom, and interestingly reports that students working under 
constraints showed better performance. His findings seriously question the construct of 
‘learner autonomy’ that has been proved successful in the Western academic contexts. 
Based on her experience of supervising the theses of Master of Education students 

Towards a Nepalese ELT Discourse
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at Tribhuvan University, Anjana Bhattarai, reviews research areas that have been 
identified in the Department and offers practical suggestions to graduate students. 
The author also offers practical advice for faculty members who supervise students’ 
theses as well. In a similar issue, Sajan Karn further elaborates the issues of supervising 
M. Ed. Theses in the campus he is teaching, and shares his experience working with 
the M. Ed. Students. He offers some practical guidelines for both faculty members 
and students.  Madhu Neupane takes a controversial topic of grammar teaching in 
second/foreign language contexts, positions her discussion on the available literature 
on grammar teaching and its significance in the Nepalese context and elaborates on an 
input-based model of teaching of grammar- Processing Instruction. In “MTDP: A Model 
of Teaching Writing”, Gopal Bashyal outlines an approach to teaching that is based 
on analyzing reading in order to demonstrate writing and motivating students towards 
writing better. Dhanapati Subedi offers a brief discussion of the whole cycle of teaching 
practicum at School of Education in Kathmandu University, and outlines the challenges 
and achievements that the student-teachers pass through. Janak Singh Negi highlights 
the importance of non-verbal communication in ELT classroom and provides some useful 
recommendations to use non-verbal communication strategies in order to make teacher 
and students communication more effective. Likewise, Dan Raj Regmi’s article provides 
a comprehensive analysis of how to teach reported speech in the Nepalese context. 

This issue of NELTA Journal had a significant number of submissions from abroad as well 
as at home. We selected contributions that would help Nepalese ELT community learn 
from the situated ELT practices, discussions, and challenges and approaches to solve 
them; and we hope the same is true for readers abroad. In “Computer Dictionaries and 
Encyclopedias in Teaching English as a Second Language”, scholars from Kazakhstan 
and Russia explore the use of  electronic dictionaries and reference tools for ESL 
teaching and learning. In “Challenges  and Suitability of TESL at the College Level in 
Bangladeshi Context”, two Bangladeshi writers present a study on the teaching of English 
to Bangladeshi college students, proposing communicative and content-based language 
teaching. Mariana Farralelli from Argentina, in her article ‘Critical Literacy in the EFL 
Class’, offers a critical view toward normative and taken for granted view of dominant 
discourses of global media, and cautions the language teachers that our students in 
today’s world should develop critical thinking skills on such global literacy practices. 
In “Interpretation of Poetry through Drama Activities”, Milena Vodickova demonstrates 
how to appeal to students by teaching poetry through dramatic activities in a class. 
Romina Marazita working on empirical data on pragmatics of the English language 
offers an insightful discussion on politeness strategies that the non-native speakers of 
English employ and fail to employ in certain contexts. Lekh Nath Baral investigates the 
authenticity of tasks and texts in English textbooks in Nepal and provides useful insights 
for designing authentic tasks for the textbook writers and material designers. 

Authors from abroad who have been working with NELTA make very important 
contribution: their perspective and approaches are informed both by their experience 
abroad and their work in Nepal. Kate Miller, who has been training teachers across the 
country in Nepal, offers a reflection as well as implications for future teacher trainers 
in teaching spoken skill. Grounded on her experience based on need analysis, Kate 
provides a convincing argument behind teaching ‘basics’ of English pronunciation in this 
globalizing world. 

In his review of a recently published book Language Policy, Culture, and Identity in Asian 
Contexts”, Bal Krishna Sharma discusses how the book explores how the globalization of 
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English is reflected in language and education policies and practices of Asian countries, 
and how this affects the relationship between language, culture and national identities.

 Putting together this issue was not only exciting but also challenging. On the one hand 
is the challenge for authors working in peripheral contexts like ours in identifying and 
defining issues of theory and methods that address our own professional situation and 
needs: we do not want to just summarize existing literature, nor even just ‘apply’ it to 
our situation. That is passed for ELT communities in the post-colonial, post-modern, and 
even post-method world today. On the other hand is the challenge due to lack of access 
to the relevant body of literature relevant to the subject of our work; it is hard for us 
to find similar literature based on studies done in contexts or countries like ours, or to 
find the more theoretical literature from others. The challenge of limited access and 
availability of literature is further compounded by the fact that we do not have a solid 
tradition of scholarly publication and professional communication in general. It is with 
the understanding of these challenges faced by our writers that editors and reviewers 
must work with them. This issue has come out of a highly professional and systematic 
procedure of writers working with the authors, mediated completely anonymously by 
the editors; this involved quite interesting conversations about scholarly writing between 
the unnamed reviewers, whose work cannot be fully appreciated with our words alone. 
The standard that these reviewers and writers helped us uphold was matched by the 
fast and active coordination by the editorial team, as well as by the clear vision that 
our work was to coordinate and lend support to the writers, instead of doing the work 
of quality control. And, finally, we are very grateful to the writers who not only revised, 
even rewrote, their works based on the reviewer’s comments but also responded quickly 
in the face of difficulties of communication. In one case, a writer wrote an email to tell 
us that he walked twelve hours in order to check email and find out if we had sent back 
his draft with the reviewers’ suggestions. We couldn’t be touched more.

The editorial team itself was spread across the Pacific and the Himalayas, and worked 
mainly virtually, using chat conferencing, using collaborative document drafting and 
organizing, email, and telephone. And since these communicative technologies are at 
the mercy of an unreliable power supply in Nepal, as well as the geographical time 
difference in international communication, collaboration gets harder than we expect 
it to be. And yet, looking at the documentation of the work, we are not only proud of 
the professional standards by which we operated but also by the use of technologies 
involved in this collaboration. That is, the story behind these pages is also quite interesting. 

We thank all the reviewers who spared their time to review the articles. This is all due to 
their contributions this issue of the journal has appeared in this form. 

We hope that you will enjoy reading these works and that you will share your own work 
in future issues of the Journal. We ask you to take the time, after reading these works, 
to share your thoughts and reactions with the editors (please email us at neltajournal@
gmail.com) or with the NELTA community (email: nelta_mail@yahoogroups.com). 

Thank you for deciding to read NELTA Journal.
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An Investigation of Authenticity in a 
Nepalese Secondary ESL Textbook and its 

Supplementation 
Lekh Nath Baral 

Abstract

This article starts with a brief discussion of the concept of authenticity of language learning/teaching 
materials followed by an introductory discussion of Nepal’s school level English curriculum. Moving 
away from the conventional notion of authenticity which only takes ‘textual authenticity’ on board, the 
present article investigates the authenticity of a text material from the perspective of learner and task 
along with the textual authenticity and presents supplementation of the material under investigation. 

Key words: authenticity, curriculum, learner-centeredness, supplement(ation), task

Introduction

With the origin and spread of the communicative 
approach to teaching language for a few decades 
now, the idea that the language teaching/learning 
materials should be ‘authentic’ is widely emphasized 
(e.g. Nunan, 1988:99;Harmer 2001:205; Mishan, 
2005). In talking about authenticity, the initial focus 
was on the authenticity of text or the language input 
learners obtain which as Breen (1985) observes 
is only one kind of the authenticity. Arguing that 
a language lesson is an event, he suggests the 
consideration of learner, learning and the classroom 
along with the input (text) when thinking about the 
authenticity. As the communicative approach is 
now largely engrained in language teaching in the 
western world, and is being further enhanced by 
the revolution in Information and Communication 
Technology (Mishan, 2005), it has also created 
a wave of interest in that part of the world where 
teaching and learning is still under-resourced and 
has not been able to use the resources of internet, 
email and equipments like multimedia, and 
interactive whiteboards.

After the political change in Nepal in 1990 
(Houfton et al. 1999), the democratic government 
initiated change and reform in the education 
sector following the recommendation of High Level 
National Education Commission 1990 (Curriculum 
Development Centre (CDC), 2007a). The curriculum 
introduced in 1999 was repackaged in 2007 as 
felt necessary after the political transformation in 
2007 which eventually resulted in the downfall of 
monarchy in May 2008 (Mountain news 2008). As 
this political transformation had no direct influence 
in the English curriculum, the new curriculum was 
inclined towards adaptation of the communicative/
functional approach of the second language teaching 
(CDC, 2007a). As a result, curricula and textbooks 
were designed so as to introduce ‘authenticity’ in 
the textbook materials. Hence this paper, I will 
examine the authenticity in a current school level 
ESL textbook in Nepal from three perspectives 
viz. text, learner and task. The fourth element 
of the authenticity, namely situation (Nepal’s 
Secondary education context) will be discussed in 
the beginning as a framework or basis for discussing 
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other three kinds of authenticity. I will also suggest 
some supplementary tasks as ways of integrating 
the authenticity into the materials included in 
the textbook. In the concluding discussion, the 
implications of the process of supplementation and 
its limitations will be considered.

School Level English  
Education in Nepal

The present school level curriculum was introduced 
in Nepal in 1999 and it was slightly reorganized in 
the year 2007seeing language “as a skill that allows 
one to get things done” through language functions 
(CDC, 2007a, p. 19). However, on the other 
hand, the assessment system has not been able to 
incorporate the functional elements. A close look at 
the collection of SLC examination papers (Tamang, 
2008) indicates that a large part of the examination 
is still conducted in the traditional format where 
students answer the questions referred to the 
textbook materials or based on memory although 
the provision for an oral test (which carries 25% 
marks) has been made which requires students’ 
to appear in a separate listening examination 
with objective comprehension questions and a 
speaking test involving interview questions (CDC, 
2007a, p. 30). As a result, most teachers are more 
concerned about how they can help their students 
get through the traditional examination rather than 
incorporating the ‘new’ communicative elements 
(e.g. giving directions, expressing problems, likes, 
dislikes etc.) into their teaching. This is particularly 
true because the success of the teaching and 
learning program is largely evaluated on the basis 
of students’ success in the examination, where there 
is not incorporation of the communicative element. 
Schools are likely to obtain more government 
subsidy if they have good examination results over 
a period of year, and the teachers with best results 
in their subjects are more likely to get reward from 
the management. On the other hand, while the ESL 
curriculum aims to develop students’ understanding 
and participation in various authentic language 
skills i.e. listening, speaking, reading and writing 
(CDC, 2007a pp. 19-21), the prescribed textbook 
lacks the elements of authenticity, which is at the 

centre of the communicative/functional approach 
to teaching. 

Authenticity has thus, the role to help learners 
to experience ‘real’ or real like use of language so 
that they can learn to use language to carry out 
communicative functions.

According to Littlewood (1981), communicative 
language teaching pays attention to functional as well 
as structural aspects of language. Nunan (1988) also 
highlights the principle of communicative teaching 
which sees the importance of using language to “get 
things done” (p. 25) for enabling learners to carry 
out real-world tasks without neglecting the role of 
structure (grammar). From the perspective of a 
teacher/learner, communicative authenticity thus 
involves not only the input, but also the aspects of 
participants (teacher, students) and purpose of the 
communicative event or task. 

What is Authenticity?

The notion of authenticity is widely discussed in 
ESL literature (e.g. Breen, 1985; Mishan, 2005; 
Widdowson, 1978, 2003) but is not beyond 
controversies and confusions (Taylor, 1994). Some 
authors (e.g. Van Lier, 1996; Widdowson, 1979) see 
authenticity as achieved by the participants in the 
process of exploitation of text or materials whereas 
there are essentialist views (e.g. Harmer 2001; 
Nunan, 1989) that see authenticity as a feature 
inherent in the texts (materials) which can be 
used in a language classroom. There is yet another 
orientation to this notion which sees authenticity as 
situated in the classroom, culture or the purpose of 
the use (Bachman, 1991; Kramsch, 1993; Guariento 
& Morley, 2000). Authenticity for a classroom 
teacher is integrative of these different notions 
where a text input, the way participants exploit it 
and what they want to achieve with this exploitation 
require equal consideration.

One of the advantages of using authentic materials, 
as the essentialists suggest, is that they are supposed 
to provide ‘native speaker’ use of language which 
have real purpose and offer model of language 
use for its learners. However, that assumption is 
problematic in the context of language use and 



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

3
its learning. Firstly, the idea of ‘native speaker’ 
authenticity is blurred because English is used by 
more non-native speakers than native speakers 
(Crystal, 1997) in diverse contexts and disciplines 
for real communicative purposes; and it is also 
argued that it is not native English but lingua-franca 
English that most ESL learners need to acquire 
(Ur,2008). Secondly, if the goal of using authentic 
materials is to offer ‘models’ of target language use 
to the learners, we cannot conclude that every native 
speaker’s use of language provides a ‘model’. For 
example: expressions like innit cannot be regarded 
as appropriate use of language, even if they are 
native samples (ibid.).Thirdly, the idea that language 
used for a ‘real purpose’ (e.g. shopping, booking 
a ticket) is authentic is also problematic, because 
whatever the context is, if any communication takes 
place between people who understand each other, 
a communicative purpose is achieved. Therefore, 
it can be argued that the best option is to offer the 
competent use of language, whether native or non-
native, as a model. In the context of this paper, I take 
the point from Breen (1985) that “what is authentic 
is relative to our purposes in the classroom and to 
the points of view of the different participants in 
that classroom” (pp. 60-61).

The Grade 10 English Textbook of Nepal

For authenticity analysis and supplementation, 
I have used the textbook that is prescribed for 
secondary level grade 10 students (15-17 years) of 
Nepal (CDC, 2007b). Although the private schools 
(almost all of them use English as a medium of 
instruction) in Nepal use textbooks published by 
different publishing houses, they use the textbooks 
published by CDC especially for School Level 
Certificate (SLC) level students. Government 
schools on the other hand use the text-books of CDC 
at all levels. As a result all the students studying at 
grade 10 across the country use the same textbook. 
This uniformity is due to the fact that all students 
(studying at private or government schools) sit 
for the same SLC examination where students are 
required to answer some textbook based questions 
as well. Therefore, I chose the material thinking 
that this was the material which is used by every 

SLC student all over Nepal regardless of the type of 
schools he/she studies in. Along with this textbook, 
teachers and students in some schools use exam 
preparation guides or practice books (e.g. Tamang, 
2008) available in the market.

The textbook materials (CDC, 2007b) follow the 
frame and pattern as prescribed by the curriculum 
(CDC, 2007a). There are 19 units in total, which are 
structured around different language functions/
genres. Each unit includes a reading text as input 
for other language skills: speaking, writing, listening 
as well as grammar. The typical unit begins with 
some pre-reading questions followed by a reading 
text (Poem, Drama, Memoir, Letter etc.) and some 
post-reading comprehension activities (vocabulary, 
comprehension questions, completion etc.). Based 
on the reading input, students engage in some 
writing tasks (paragraph, dialogue etc.). There are 
exercises in each unit where students are required 
to work in pairs or groups to participate in verbal 
communication prompted by clues or guidelines. 
Towards the end of each unit they have a short 
listening comprehension task which often involves 
listening to audio material(s) produced for pedagogic 
purposes. Some grammar exercises are given, but 
explicit grammar teaching is discouraged. The 
teaching learning process, as the curriculum states, 
is learner-centered, where the teacher provides 
students with opportunity to use language (ibid.). 
The curriculum also prescribes methods and 
strategies like demonstration, question and answer, 
guessing, role play, group and pair work and 
discovery technique. Although there is prescription 
of continuous assessment of students’ progress, 
the final SLC examination is external and there 
is no account taken of this assessment. From the 
assessment perspective, reading and writing skills 
are more important than listening and speaking, as 
they carry 75% of the full marks.

Text Authenticity

An authentic text is the text which is not primarily 
meant to be used in the language classroom but for 
the fulfillment of the social purpose in the target 
language community (Little et al. 1989). As was 
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discussed already, there is not much controversy 
among scholars in what actually text authenticity 
means. The main point about text authenticity relates 
to the ‘reality’ or ‘naturalness’ or ‘genuineness’ of 
the stretch of language. The essentialist view that 
authenticity is inherent in the language that is being 
used in ‘native’ social context mostly concerns with 
text authenticity. However, Widdowson (1987) 
distinguishes the notion of genuineness from 
authenticity. For him it is the relationship between 
the text and its receivers that decide the authenticity 
as every stretch of language in use is not encountered 
by or cannot interest every native language user. 
While on the one hand the genuine materials lose 
their context when presented as extracts, they might 
not relate to the “existing context knowledge” of 
the receiver failing to interest them (ibid. 80) on 
the other. The notion of the authenticity thus goes 
beyond what is inherent to where it is used and how 
it is responded to.

The communicative thrust behind using an authentic 
text in the classroom has been that students acquire 
“effective receptive competence” by getting input of 
the language of the real world (Guariento & Morley, 
2001 p. 347). However, there lies the challenge of 
the selection and presentation of real stretch of 
language that is effective to the audience who are 
supposed to attend to it. According to Widdowson 
(1978) such authenticity can be achieved by 
‘pedagogic contrivance’, that is to link the text with 
the subject areas that students might be interested in 
or by associating it with their L1. While the process 
of ‘contrivance’ is crucial, it is not limited only to 
linking with other subject areas and associating 
to learners’ L1 in foreign language context. There 
are many options for the materials developers and 
teachers in this regard (magazines appropriate to 
the level and interest of learners, newspaper reports 
and advertisements, television and radio programs, 
the internet etc.) because English language is widely 
used all over the world for ‘genuine’ purposes by 
many non-native users of it. While those options 
are being gradually available in the ESL/EFL 
situations in many parts of the world, consideration 
of the learners’ background knowledge, hobbies and 
interests, cognitive ability and their awareness of 

the purpose for which they are learning the Target 
Language (TL) needs to be made in selecting those 
materials. In Nepal’s situations where learners 
learn English as a subject on which they require to 
pass their examination, they might not be aware of 
the intended purpose for which they are learning 
English because they do not learn English by 
choice but by compulsion. In this context, it is the 
teacher’s responsibility to exploit the materials as 
per the curriculum goals. Similarly, if the authentic 
language is believed to communicate information, it 
can be outdated by the time it appears in materials 
(especially using printed and recorded materials) 
(Little et al. 1989) which means it is the teachers’ 
responsibility to update or supplement such text so 
as to give relevant information.

The role of the classroom teacher is thus very crucial 
in the selection of simple authentic texts considering 
the cognitive and linguistic levels of the learners. In 
this regards it is more important to note that what 
we do with the materials is more important than its 
genuine use (Mishan, 2005).

Learner Authenticity

While the traditional notion of authenticity relates 
to the text that is meant for real communication and 
not for the classroom purpose, we have to consider 
many factors while selecting such texts. In a natural 
language setting, there can be thousands and even 
millions of such samples both in written and spoken 
form and it is not always easy to decide which of 
those samples to be brought to the classroom. 
Moreover, there is a choice in real language setting 
on the part of the receivers to attend or not to 
attend to the language produced. Breen (1985) and 
Widdowson (1987) question the authenticity of real 
texts arguing that it is dependent upon who receives 
them. While used in the classroom setting, it is 
obvious that the recipients of information brought 
by the text are the learners. As the materials that 
resemble the reality of the target context are aimed 
at proficient user of that language, the learners 
of that language might fail to appropriately 
interpret the meaning of that material. Therefore, 
the authentic materials need to be motivating, 
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interesting, useful and culturally appropriate to the 
learners (Young, 1980 cited in Lee, 1995 p. 324). 
To ensure that the materials are learner authentic, 
the materials developers and teachers should make 
them linguistically comprehensible (just beyond 
the level of linguistic competence) (Krashen, 1982), 
and cognitively demanding that requires students to 
think and guess. The content of the material should 
be appealing and the information available should 
be useful to the learners.

Is it possible for a textually authentic material 
to ensure all the aspects of ‘learner authenticity’ 
as discussed above? Lee (1995) opines that the 
textually authentic materials have that potential 
as they have “intrinsically communicative quality” 
(p. 324). However, Widdowson (1998) proposes 
localization of text into the learners’ context arguing 
that “the classroom cannot provide the contextual 
conditions” (p. 711) for learners to authenticate the 
real texts because they are outsiders for context and 
the meaning the text brings. As discussed earlier, it 
is possible these days to use localized texts as we can 
find different kinds of English language materials 
being produced in different parts of the world even 
in non-native settings. Similarly, using classroom 
use of students/teachers can also serve the purpose 
of a learner as well as text authenticity where 
localized materials are not sufficiently available. 
Thus, the idea of learner authenticity can be useful 
for the teachers to think about while selecting a text-
material in their context.

Task Authenticity

Identifying six criterial features, Ellis (2003, pp. 
9-10) describes task as i) “a workplan” of the teacher 
which might require renegotiation in the course of 
teaching, thus, might not result in communicative 
outcome, involving ii) “primary focus on meaning”, 
iii) “real-world processes of language use”, iv) “any 
of the four language skills”, v) engaging students 
in “cognitive processes” vi) for “a clearly defined 
communicative outcome”. Similarly, Samuda & 
Bygate (2008, pp. 13-16) identify eight characteristic 
features of a task: holistic language use, meaningful 
outcome(s), input material, process of progression, 

steps or sub-task activities, opportunity to ‘notice’ 
language or structure being targeted, possibilities of 
manipulation as per the situation and possibilities of 
its use to obtain different purposes. From pedagogic 
authenticity perspective, Samuda & Bygate’s (ibid.) 
features are more comprehensive in that they cover 
aspects of language input and take the importance 
of language form on board without undermining 
the reality of language use. They highlight the use of 
language holistically, involving both the productive 
and receptive skills in task progression. Moreover, 
while Ellis opines that tasks may not necessarily 
result in communication, Samuda & Bygate focus on 
communicative outcome as being essential.

An authentic task demands students to engage in 
an activity which has authentic purpose requiring 
actual or real language use in the classroom. Breen 
(1985) makes a distinction between authentic 
communication task and authentic language 
learning task and recommends that we should 
choose such tasks which “involve the learners not 
only in authentic communication with texts and 
with others in the classroom, but also about learning 
and for the purpose of the learning” (p. 66). Nunan’s 
(2004) view of a task is closer to the language learning 
authenticity than the communicative authenticity as 
he prefers to use the term task in pedagogic sense to 
refer to the meaning focused communicative use of 
language in classroom, distinguishing it from target 
(real-world) tasks which refer to the communication 
activities beyond the classroom. Ellis (2003) 
has a slightly different opinion on authenticity 
of tasks. Although he also distinguishes tasks as 
involving situational (real-world) or interactional 
(potentially real-world) authenticity, he opines 
that classroom tasks can have elements of both 
situational and interactional authenticity. Arguing 
that the strong form of tasks (tasks as representing 
the communication in real-world situation) cannot 
be authenticated, Widdowson (2003) talks about 
contrived language use where we can “approximate 
more closely to the reality of use” (p. 112) because 
classroom contexts differ from the contexts within 
which the language is used. Nunan (2004) also 
sees the importance of transforming real-world 
tasks into pedagogic tasks for creating learning 
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opportunities which “can be placed on a continuum 
from rehearsal tasks to activation tasks” (p.19). By 
rehearsal tasks, he means the activities that students 
engage in class as resembling to the activities they 
are required to carry out of the classroom whereas 
activation tasks require students to engage in 
language functions which may not necessarily 
resemble to the real-world communication. In the 
similar vein, Mishan(2005, p.74) asserts that the 
matter of genuine authenticity is not only related 
to the resemblance of the real language use but 
also with the aim of the communicator which can 
be a practical outcome or specific to the language 
classroom. In the context of the curriculum and 
textbook under discussion, my view of the task is 
similar to pedagogic task as used by Nunan (2004) 
where students have to engage in some interactional 
work taking the given context as a springboard.

In fact it is the task authenticity that incorporates 
both textual as well as learner authenticity because 
it demands communication between and among the 
learners based on the input available to them.

So far I have presented my discussion of different 
kinds of authenticity and how these different views 
are taken on board while investigating authenticity. 
In the following section, I present an investigation 
of authenticity in a unit in the textbook that is in use 
in the secondary schools in Nepal. I have examined 
the elements of text, learner and task authenticity 
on the basis of the  above discussion.

Authenticity in the Nepalese  
Secondary School Text-book and its 
Supplementation

The reading text in the original material (CDC, 
2007b, see Apendix 1) is author created and the 
information the text brings is artificial. Although the 
information that the text brings is authentic in the 
TL culture, the authors have adapted the names and 
locations to the students’ local context, as a result, 
the text becomes inauthentic both in the TL and L1 
contexts. Moreover, the text fails to offer sufficient 
input for the following activities. For example, the 
students are required to match the pictures with 
the words in page 32 but there is not any contextual 

information given in the text. Therefore, an 
additional text (Appendix 2) is presented which is 
in fact a letter written by one of students to her class 
teacher. In using the letter, I have adapted the name 
and the address used in the original letter so as to 
respect the privacy of the author. The information 
that the text brings is authentic in the social context 
of the learners. As the content of the original text 
does not offer sufficient ground for the activities that 
follow, the supplementary text tries to offer context 
(input) for all the tasks. The supplementary text 
(Appendix 2) satisfies textual authenticity on the 
following grounds:

1.  The text is an adaptation of an original letter 
written by a high school student to her teacher.

2.  The context and content of the text is very 
much related to the society/community that 
surrounds the daily lives of the students.

3.  The original text is within the cognitive level 
of the students and not beyond their level of 
comprehension as it is authored by a student 
like them. However, attempts have been 
made to introduce some new vocabulary and 
structure without distorting the message of the 
text so as to make it suitably challenging to the 
students.

4.  The text is likely to be motivating to the learners 
because the content can arouse sympathy/ 
empathy of the readers to the author of the 
text.

The present curriculum and textbook accordingly 
stress the learner-centred activities in the classroom 
where the teacher is a guide and a facilitator 
required to provide students with the materials 
and opportunities to use the language (CDC 2007a, 
p. 29). Achieving learner-centeredness is only 
possible when the materials and conditions to use 
the language are motivating and interesting to the 
students so that they can engage in the text and 
tasks of the given lesson. The main assumption of 
learner-centred practice has been that “learning is a 
natural, constructive process where learning is most 
productive when it is relevant and meaningful to the 
learner, in positive learning environments” (Schuh, 
2004: 835). Learner authenticity of the text and task 
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both are thus very important aspects in promoting 
learner-centeredness.

Although learner-centeredness presupposes that 
the decision regarding the content and the form 
of teaching is made jointly by the teacher and 
students, the teacher’s role is more crucial as s/he 
still performs the role of a knower and an organizer 
(Tudor, 1993) In the original text (CDC, 2007b), 
learner authenticity is not accounted for. The text is 
a letter about ‘personal problems’ but the problem 
as presented in the letter is not very common among 
Nepalese students, thus, less likely to motivate 
them. The input does not offer sufficient context and 
guidelines to the students and even the intrinsically 
motivated students may fail to carry out the activities 
as the task instructions are not sufficient and clear. 
For example, the activities 5c and 5d (page 34) in 
original text give some example sentences and clues 
for students to make sentences but the examples do 
not precede any clues. I have supplemented both 
text and tasks (activities) in an attempt to link them 
with learners’ personal experiences and to arouse 
their sympathy and empathy. 

Another important aspect of learner authenticity 
is the attractive presentation of the text in the 
given materials. Even the genuine materials with 
appealing content may fail to attract learners if 
the presentation is not made attractive. The use of 
graphic, colour, pictures and other visual effects 
is a way of creating learner authenticity to some 
extent. However, in the Nepalese context, it is very 
difficult to achieve as attractive presentation is 
more costly. The government does not invest a lot 
in the education and parents cannot afford to buy 
expensive books. Therefore, cheaper, cost-effective 
text-books are published. As a result, the texts fail 
to attract learners at first sight. In the given unit, the 
pictures and figures are very small and even difficult 
to identify (e.g. pictures in activity 2, 5, 6).In the 
proposed materials, I have tried to supplement 
those figures and pictures with pictures collected 
from magazines, the internet etc. Similarly, I have 
supplemented activities which bring detailed task 
instructions so as to help learners comprehend the 
task problem easily.

As the given textbook and curriculum are based 
on the CLT approach, tasks are not central to 
learning. However, they encourage teacher to use 
resources and materials so as to provide additional 
opportunities for student learning. In this sense, 
the tasks supplemented here can be seen as parts of 
‘task-supported learning and teaching’ (Samuda and 
Bygate, 2008). In the original material, the activities 
that follow the text not only suffer contextual 
limitations but also lack relevance although there 
are some elements of task authenticity. For example, 
in activity 4a, 4b and 5b, the students are required 
to pretend or role-play as different characters (Anil’s 
Aunt, Anil and Father, Parent and Child) which 
constitute elements of rehearsal task representing 
real-world language use. However, there are some 
problems. For example in Activity 5b, the task 
requires students to engage in conversation but the 
intended outcome is a written dialogue. So I have 
proposed conversation performance by pair in real 
time. Similarly, pictures of personalities related 
to the students’ national life and elaborated task 
instructions so as to link them with their everyday 
experiences have been added to incorporate 
elements of learner authenticity (Task, 2). The 
tasks that are directly related to reading text are 
supplemented with new tasks but the goal remains 
the same. With the purpose of offering variety and 
excitement to the students, I have incorporated word 
game (Task, 2), pair and group works. Language 
games can have elements of both learner and task 
authenticity as they are motivating, offer students 
with opportunity to be openly competitive as well as 
fun while requiring productive outcome.

Samuda et al. (2001) identify three components 
of a task which designers should ensure viz. input, 
operation of input and outcome. Input includes 
the pre-requisites like contextual information, 
textual-input, instruction questions, pictures or 
other simulated situations which the learners 
use as springboard to reach to a conclusion or 
product of some sort by processing and exploring 
the input individually or in a group. Wright 
(1987, p.48) suggests a task to comprise of 
‘instructional questions’ that require learners to 
operate on. However, he does not see output as 
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an important explicit component but as inherent 
in the instructional task. Nevertheless, teacher as 
a knower and a guide of learning, generally, have 
some sort of anticipation of the end product of the 
task which is inherent in the input data or in the 
form of instruction or the guidance given during the 
process of task completion. This anticipation can be 
termed ‘discourse potential’ (Ellis, 2003 p. 17) as it 
is not always possible to ensure that the intended 
outcome is achieved, although, teacher might use 
some interventions to lead the task process towards 
outcome.

In supplementing the given text and tasks, I have 
tried to incorporate both the text and learner 
authenticity into the framework of task. The 
supplemented tasks are designed so that students 
involve in genuine communicative activity. To use 
Nunan’s (2004) classificatory continuum, most 
of the tasks supplemented are activation tasks, 
although Task 1.1 and Task 1.2.V (Appendix, 2) can 
be placed closer to the rehearsal end.

Conclusion

Skill in supplementation is essential for any teacher 
from the perspective of a communicative/functional 
curriculum. Even the text and tasks that are best 
designed may fail to obtain authenticity while used 
in a class. The material that proves authentic might 
fail to satisfy authenticity in different times and 
situations because the information that a text brings 
can be outdated with time. Moreover, the classroom 
situation might differ due to the affective variables 
(motivation, encouragement, and reward structure) 
in the participants (students, and teachers). 
Therefore, we should examine authenticity of 
materials with regard to these variables as well. 
As learners are in the centre of any educational 
program, materials developers or classroom 
teachers constantly need to understand their 
demands, needs and interest and manipulate and 
formulate tasks so that they become both motivating 
and cognitively challenging to them. While on the 
one hand, the English language print materials 
(newspapers, and magazines) are increasingly being 
available in the Nepalese context, the access to 

audio-visual media (Cable Television, and FM radio 
transmissions) are also increasing which could be 
exploited extensively in years to come, for offering 
relatively more authentic materials in language 
classroom. One the one hand, authentication of 
materials and tasks can be done more effectively by 
bringing media, and English language resources to 
the access of the classroom, the classroom teachers 
require to be equipped with skills of manipulating 
and even creating authentic materials on the other. 
The supplementary materials presented here can 
offer a model of how authenticity can be integrated. 
However, they require more such models which are 
verified and updated after piloting in the classroom 
situation and stakeholder (learner, and teacher) 
feedback.
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Appendix 1: Supplementary Materials

Lesson 1: Expressing Problems and Suggesting Solutions

Task Instruction to students Instruction to teachers

1. Discuss you answer to following questions with 
your friends.                                                 (10 min-
utes)                                                                                       

i.       Have you faced any problem re-
cently? What is that?
ii.     Is your problem solved now? How?

Talk about a situation when there was a real 
problem at school or in the society.
For example:

We are planning an educational trip 
next month. Do you think all of you 
will be able to go? What might be the 
causes that make it difficult for you to 
go? Could those difficulties be solved?
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2. Read the following letter and do the activities.
I.       Why is Seema’s father not ready to send her on the 

excursion? Make a list of reasons.                            (5 
minutes)

II.     (Share with your partner )Do you think those reasons 
are realistic? Why?                    

III. Suppose you are her friend and you came to know 
about her problem. Write a letter to Seema giving 
advice on how she can convince her father or offering 
your help to solve the problem.               (20 minutes)                                                       

IV.  Share your letter with your partner and find out if your 
friend has given different advices.                               (5 
minutes)

V.    Work in a group of four (two pairs). Imagine that 
you are going to talk to Seema’s father to convince 
him to allow Seema to go on the trip. What would 
you say? What would Seema’s Father say? Perform 
the conversation to your friends and listen to their 
conversation.   

                                            (10 minutes)

Tell the students that the letter was 
written by one of the students like 
them and many of the students may 
face similar situation.
Assign students into pairs and en-
courage them to speak with each 
other.

Assign students in group and let the 
groups decide on the pairs and roles.

July, 22, 2008
Katunje, Bhaktapur, Nepal

Dear Matrika sir
Namaste
I am very much interested to go on educational tour coming month. Actually, I am very much excited about 
it because we can see cultural sites of different kinds. I also talked to my parents about it but my father has 
not allowed me to go to the trip. He says that it is not good to stay away from home for such long time without 
parents or family because I am a girl. I know that there will be no one to help my parents when I am away 
as my brother is busy preparing for his examinations. He is more concerned because there will be no one to 
collect fodder for buffalos if I go on the tour. Although my brother has agreed to help him by collecting fodder 
during my absence, my father does not want him to work because he has to study hard and get good marks. 
He does not believe that going on a tour also has educational importance. He says it is waste of money and 
time.

I know that the excursion has educational benefits and I have tried to convince my father. In spite of my 
attempts to convince him, he sees no benefits of going on a tour.

As my father is not happy and does not give me the money required for the trip, I am sorry to tell that I 
cannot go on the trip. I will be happy if you can help me in convincing my father so that I do not miss this 
opportunity to travel with friends and learn new things about places and people.

Thank you.

Your faithful student,

Seema
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Photographs for the tasks in the following lesson (Lesson 2)

Lesson 2: Expressing Reasons and Purpose

Task Instruction to students Instruction to teachers
1.

2.

3.

On the table are the photographs of famous person-
alities of Nepal. Get two of them for your pair. And 
ask you partner the following questions about the 
personality:
Student A: Who is this?
       Why is s/he famous?
Student B: Look at the photograph and answer your 
partner.                                  (10 minutes)
Game                                            (25 minutes)
Write a word of feeling like angry/ sad/ happy/ 
excited/ bored/ sleepy on a piece of paper and 
put into a box. Stand in a circle in the playground. In 
turn take a paper from the box open it tell a sentence 
using the word and ‘because’
For example: I am sad today because my close friend 
Santosh is not feeling well.

Ask your partner where s/he went last Satur-
day and what he s/he did there. Now tell the class 
the purpose of his/her going where s/he went.                                     
(10 minutes)
For example: 
Ram went to the village to see his uncle.

Collect large photographs of the fa-
mous personalities form newspapers, 
or    magazines. Photocopy them in suf-
ficient number and paste each of them 
on a flash card so that each pair can get 
2 cards.

Make the students stand in a circle. Find 
a volunteer to take the box around in 
turn. Make sure the students speak loud 
enough so that other students do not re-
peat the similar expressions.

Pair up the students. Model this activity 
with a student as your partner.
Ask him/her questions:
•       Where did you go last Saturday?

•       What did you do there?

And tell the class about where s/he went 
and why. Get the student to ask the same 
question to you and relate to the class in 
the same way. Now ask the students to 
work in pair
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Lesson 3: Expressing Contrasts (Unexpected Results)

Task Instruction to students Instruction to teachers
1.

2.

3.

Think and answer to your partner  (5 minutes)                                                                
•       Who is put in a jail?

•       Is it possible for an innocent person to be 
jailed?

Work in groups of three. Look at the following 
example and follow the instructions.
                                                                                             
(25 minutes)
Example: hungry- not want to eat anything
i)     Bandana is hungry. She does not want to 

eat anything

ii)     Although Bandana is hungry, she does 
not want to eat anything.

iii)    In spite of her hunger, Bandana does 
not want to eat anything.

Intelligent- failed the exam
Rich- live in an old house
Good sportsmanship - lost the match
Giant body - cannot pick up even a small bag
Honest- not trusted by others

Student1: Write a pair of contrasting sentences 
with the help of the clues given and pass them 
to your student 2
Student 2.  Connect the sentences using 
‘Although’ and Pass on to student 3
Student 3. Rewrite the sentence using In spite 
of Now start with Student 2 and continue the 
same process with the clues.

Think of any contrasts you have seen, 
experienced or heard of. Write any 4 sentences 
using ‘although’ to express such contrasts.                                   
(15 minutes)

Create context in the form of a talk.
E.g. Though we normally do not expect an 
innocent person to be jailed, it is sometimes 
possible. There are some examples of such 
contrasts.

1.    I am hungry. I don’t want to eat 
anything
2.    Hari is efficient. He never fin-
ishes his job in time.
3.    He was careless. He drove 
home safe. 

Such situations are unexpected and are 
called contrasts. Have you ever heard, seen 
or experienced such contrasts? Tell your 
partner if you have experienced any of them.

Divide students in groups of three. Before 
students start working, make sure they have 
understood what they are required to do. You 
can ask a group to model in front of the class.

Ask a volunteer student to come in front of 
the class and describe any contrast s/he has 
seen or experienced before students start 
writing.

Lesson 4: Giving Explanation

1.    The following is part of the explanation letter written by Ram to his teacher for being absence in school 
for more than a week. Fill in the gaps using because, although, so that, to (in order to), in 
spite of whichever is appropriate.                (20 minutes)

I was absent for a week ………..my father was seriously ill and was admitted in Hospital. I had to be there 
…………I could help him go to the toilet and put on his dress. ……….. my sister was at home and 
doesnot need to go to school, she could not look after my father ………….. she has to study hard for 
her examinations. ………..I had written an application for leave, I could not find anyone to deliver 
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it to the school. I tried to call at the school……….inform you about my situation but the telephone 
was not being received. ……………… desire and attempts to come to school after 2-3 days, it was not 
possible ……….my father was discharged only after a week.

2.    Now write a paragraph about yourself using the highlighted words.                                                                          
(25 minutes)

 (Teachers note: 1. Instruct students to work individually. After they fill in the gaps ask them to 
compare with their partners. Let them discuss on the points of difference, if any, and correct their 
work.)

Supplementation for Activity 2 of original materials

1.      Read the description of different kinds of house seen in the picture and match the description with the 
picture it describes.

i)    Castle: A building with many defences often resided by kings.

ii)   Bungalow: A one-storied house with a low-pitched roof.

iii)   Hut: A small wooden shed. A primitive form of house.

iv)   Villa: A house, often larger and more expensive than average, in the countryside or on the coast, often 
used as a retreat.
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Background

Writing uses visual symbols (or graphic symbols) 
to represent the sounds used in speaking. It is a 
productive skill which involves better organisation 
of meaning and also more accuracy of form than 
speaking. However, “the ability to express one’s 
ideas in written form in a second language and 
to do so with reasonable accuracy and coherence 
is no mean achievement, since many speakers 
of English never totally master this skill” (Celce-
Murcia,  and McMcintosh, 1979 p. 187). A good 
piece of writing is logical, maintains cohesion, and 
coherence, grammatically accurate, and correct in 
spelling and punctuation. A written text must also 
provide good reasons and evidences for opinions 
to clarify or to persuade the readers. There is quite 
often no physical presence of the readers – but 
only an assumed audience. The readers cannot ask 
questions so the writer must anticipate possible 
questions and explain them. Good writing must be 
clear, organized, and made of well-crafted sentences 
(Ur,  2008 pp. 160-161). 

Components of Writing

A good writing has four main characteristics: unity, 

coherence, support, and strong sentence skills. 
In writing the writer anticipates the level, interest 
and queries of the readers or audience. Another 
thing the writer should consider is the purpose of 
writing. Handwriting, spellings and punctuation – 
mechanics of writing – play vital role in making a 
text impressive. In situations where writers need to 
present their work in handwritten form, handwriting 
is an effective means to impress the readers, and 
poor handwriting can negatively influence reading 
experience (Harmer, 1999 p. 324). For the learners 
of English, spelling is quite difficult since there is 
no obvious correspondence between the sound of a 
word and the way it is spelt. However, correctness 
in form only is not enough; the writer must select 
words (word choice) appropriately and weave them 
in proper sentence structures, also considering 
stylistic choices which are very often personal. 
Organization of words, sentences, paragraphs, ideas 
and lay out of the text along with the content which 
is no least significant are other components which 
altogether communicate ideas more effectively. 

Stages in the Learning of Writing

The learning of writing develops through various 
stages. Traditionally, writing stages are listed as 

MTDP: A Model for Teaching Writing
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copying (shapes, letters, words, sentences etc. at the 
beginning stage), reproduction (write immediately 
what students have heard or read, e. g. dictation), 
recombination (reproduce with minor adaptations, 
e.g. making sentences from substitution table), 
guided writing (freedom in the selection of words 
and structures but must base on given outlines or 
framework, e. g. exercises like parallel writing, 
developing paragraph on the basis of outlines etc.), 
and free writing (free to write on given topics) 
(Bashyal, 2006 pp. 48 - 49). Writing is a process of 
learning the language. The following developmental 
stages (Teachers’ Handbook, 2009 pp. 281) lead a 
learner toward the perfect kind of writing. 

a. Writing as a mechanical activity: Writing 
is used both as a means and as an end. Writing 
is a means to note down new words or grammar 
rules or answer the comprehension questions 
etc whereas it is an end in itself when we write or 
practice writing to develop writing. The focus of the 
stage is on the writing itself, that is, writing as an 
end in itself. Learners spend considerable time on 
pre-communicative activities through which they 
learn the mechanics and conventions of writing, like 
handwriting, spelling and punctuation, which are 
necessary for written communication.

b. Writing as a linguistic activity: At this stage 
the aim is to provide learners practice in writing 
error free sentences or paragraphs on given topics. 
The exercises are usually completely controlled or at 
least partially controlled and are a means of getting 
learners to practice a specific language point. The 
kind of writing is characterized by maximal teacher 
input and minimal learner input.

Writing as communication: This stage 
represents real written communication, which is 
characterized by a sense of purpose, a sense of 
audience, and a sense of direction. The abilities that 
a learner requires to produce a competent piece of 
continuous writing would include:

Using good grammar

Having a range of vocabulary

Punctuating meaningfully

Spelling accuracy

Using a range of sentence structures

Linking ideas and information across sentences to 
develop a topic

Developing and organizing the content clearly and 
convincingly

Employing a style suitable for the purpose, reader, 
and occasion.

Approaches of Writing

Product approach: This is a traditional approach 
that focuses on the ability to produce correct texts or 
products. This approach values the construction of 
end product. It emphasizes on the development of 
grammatical and syntactic accuracy.

Process approach: In this approach, any piece 
of writing goes through various stages: pre-writing 
phase, drafting, editing, redrafting, and finally 
producing a finished version. It goes through several 
steps: identify why to write (purpose), identify who 
to write (reader or audience), gathering information 
or ideas, making a plan for a format, preparing the 
first draft, editing and revising, and preparing the 
second draft. The process writing is not linear but 
rather recursive. This means that writers plan, draft, 
and edit but then often re-plan, re-draft and re-edit 
as their mind goes changing.

Genre: This approach focuses on writing for a 
particular discourse community or for specific 
purposes. For example letter to the editor, approval 
letter, formal letter, news articles, etc. The writer 
uses special pattern of lexis, grammar, organization 
etc.

Creative writing: This sets students for 
imaginative and harder efforts to produce a greater 
variety of correct and appropriate language (Harmer, 
1999 p. 328). Harmer (Ibid.) quotes Gaffield-Vile to 
define creative writing as ‘a journey of self-discovery 
and self-discovery promotes learning’. The writer 
has  to select the correct vocabulary or structure to 
express the experiences. Some tasks may be writing 
narratives or poems or plays etc.
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Cooperative writing: Though not much done 
in our context, cooperative writing, as a writing 
process, helps in producing a good product because 
the writers in a small number of groups can discuss 
at each other and reach to the conclusion after 
synthesizing the ideas of all. It can be done well in 
computer. If impossible to practice in computer, 
the students are in groups. Each student starts 
writing on a topic. He writes only two sentences 
and gives it to another friend. Turn by turn, they 
write two sentences in each other’s text. Then the 
second round begins. This way everyone writes on 
everyone’s text. Make them sure that whatever they 
add should proceed the narrative in a proper way, 
no matter where it goes. Finally, everyone gets the 
story, perhaps quite interesting one

Model text deconstruction process (MTDP) 
approach of teaching writing: This approach 
is based on teacher’s support as a resource for 
comparison and inferring insights about the 
appropriate form of the text. The teacher provides 
a model and the students deconstruct it in terms of 
words, grammar, styles, organization etc. and write 
again. The model provides a way to create something 
new because from a vacuum nothing emerges. This 
is good scaffolding that the learners need to step 
on to develop a necessary level of accuracy and 
satisfaction in writing.

Experimenting MTDP of teaching writing 

Most people, including students and even teachers, 
find writing challenging. Writing is a complex task 
that requires a variety of skills. The writer must 
master the vocabulary, grammar, organization of 
the text to make a good text. Therefore, a continuous 
practice and model writing by the teacher can help 
students to develop writing. Unfortunately, in 
educational systems like ours teachers just dictate the 
final answer and students practice the final product 
only. I tried to practice a model text deconstruction 
process (MTDP) of teaching writing that provides 
students a model text and communication on the 
given model. This helps students studying the model 
and analyzing what a good text contains. 

MTDP follows certain procedures. For example, 

firstly, the teacher carries out a demonstration of 
this method. The initial task is warm up by managing 
a short discussion asking questions, such as ‘When 
did you come here?’, ‘Why are you here?’, ‘What 
are you doing now?’, ‘What do you think about 
the programme?’, ‘How do you inform your family 
members?’ etc. can be asked if it is about writing a 
post card letter about a programme. The model post 
card letter is distributed then. The deconstruction 
of the given model takes place by eliciting potential 
sections of the letter; the details of arrival, purpose 
of the programme, present activities, feelings about 
the trip, plans for the future and possible returning 
could be elicited. After that the grammar and 
structures are elicited. The lay out and format of the 
letter can be discussed. Now, the learners write their 
own postcards and share to each other. Secondly, 
the demonstration procedures are summarised and 
reflected on the session considering the purposes 
of each activity. Thirdly, the overall process is 
evaluated.

I decided to teach writing  a postcard. This 
experiment was done with the Lower Secondary 
and Secondary level English trainee teachers at 
Educational Training Centre, Palpa. The following 
steps were practiced.

Brainstorming: I led a short discussion on how the 
trainees communicate at home while they are in the 
training. Then we discussed that postcard letter can 
be a good medium to communicate about  a journey 
or visit or training.

Postcard: The trainees were asked to write a 
postcard letter to any of their family members or 
friends describing about their training. All of them 
wrote. A few samples are given in Appendix I.

Study of the letters: The letters written by the 
trainees were studied and identified that they have 
problems with spelling, grammar, content, format 
and organization of the content. The letters were 
exchanged with the members who finish writing 
early. Everyone got to study at least one friend’s 
letter. 

Model text: The researcher gave the following model 
texts which are adapted from 
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the Handbook, SCA Trainer Training Programme, 
Hyderabad, India. A few model texts for 
deconstruction practice are given in Appendix III.

 Dear all,

I arrived here safely on 15th. This place is very 
warm and sunny and the food is spicy. Our training 
starts on the 19th. Meanwhile we are having a great 
time visiting the historical monuments, bazaars 
and other places of interest. We plan to start 
serious work next week.

Will be home in six weeks.

Love 

Amelia

 Dear everybody

We arrived safely in Switzerland. The weather is 
beautiful, the people are friendly and the food is 
delicious. Yesterday we went to carpet market like 
the one in the picture. I don’t want to come home!

Alex

Dear all,

I arrived here safely. It’s very cold and windy but 
the mountains are really beautiful. Our load though 
isn’t very nice. We eat everything from packets and 
tins. Yesterday we put up our flag.

Home soon

Best wishes

Edmund

Deconstruction of the text: The above model texts - 
post card letters - were analyzed and compared with 
the letter the trainees have written. The trainees 
found the mistakes in their letter themselves. Mainly 
the following components were considered.

Addressing/ saluting - Concluding the letter

Closing- Content

Grammar- Spelling 

Selection of words - Vocabulary

Organization- Coherence and cohesion

Size and layout etc. 

After that the trainees were asked to write the 
postcard letters. A few of them are given in Appendix 
II. The postcard letters were analyzed and found 
that improvements had been made in the following 
aspects:

- Greeting/ saluting- Spelling -Word choice, 
collocation

-Contents e.g. arrival, weather, accommodation, 
foods, training, returning home. 

- Grammar - Organization - Layout

However, there were still a few mistakes regarding 
collocation, greetings and closing of the letters. Then 
the discussion on each step was made: warm up, 
presentation, analysis and deconstruction of model 
post cards, grammar considerations, practice, and 
scaffolding of activity with materials, peer feedback 
session, and group sharing of examples. They  aslo 
collected trainees’ responses regarding the use of 
the technique. They were asked to respond to four 
questions. They actively participated in the activities 
and responded to them as below.

1.  Writing is difficult because it:

-  Lacks interaction, 

-  Requires good planning, practice and accuracy,

- Demands mastery on the components 
like vocabulary, grammar, syntax, layout, 
organization, content, mechanics of writing 
etc.

2.  Techniques usually followed to teach writing 
are:

 - Controlled practice     - Mind map

 - Guided writing    - Model of written texts

 - Product based    - Oral practice

 - Scaffolding/ outlining  -Parallel writing

3.  Model text deconstruction process is a better 
technique to teach writing because:

 - It provides chances to learn.

 - Models help them to develop confidence.

 - It’s student based approach.

- Model provides a way to create something new 
because from a vacuum nothing emerges.
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-  It’s planned, systematic and learner centered

-  During analyzing the text, the learners know 
the components of writing 

-  It’s a creative process.

-  There is ample practice and interaction

-  It’s systematic, orderly and organized

4.  MTDP makes teaching easier because it:

-  Follows the steps of developing writing.

 -  Provides model to produce similar text.

-  Provides models.

-  Is creative and follows different procedures 
and practice.

-  Is based on planning and develops in learners’ 
pace of learning.

-  Makes students practice of possible words and 
structure.

-  Provides components of writing.

-  Gives a model which is helpful to make an idea 
to categorize, draft and edit.

-  Gives outlines.

-  Develops thinking about the text.

Conclusion

This experiment proved that if writing is taught 
systematically, it can be less daunting and difficult 
than many students believe. If the students know the 
components of writing, they can tackle challenges 
based on their understanding of those components. 
For example, if students have the conceptual 
apparatus for thinking about and working on 
the mechanics of writing, contents, grammar, 
connotation, word choice, spelling, punctuation, 
commenting on and ending the text, organization, 
clarity and so on–they are able to produce better 
writing. By analyzing models and approaching their 
own writing with that understanding, students 
can write much better. They cannot do anything 

in a vacuum. When we practiced the model text 
deconstruction process of developing writing, the 
learners get excited to analyze the text from different 
points of views. They use skills they accumulate 
while analyzing the text while writing the similar 
text, as well as the motivation.
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Appendix I

Sample Post cards written by the teachers before the demonstration of MTDP

2nd July, 2009
Tansen Palpa
To
Dear daughter
Ram Bahadur
Thank you very much for your letter, Now. I am here at Tansen Palpa for five months training programme. 
I’ll learn many techniques and skills here. How about your study?
Thank you
your brother
Man Bahadur

To Kamal Kafle 18 Ashadh 2066
MadanpokharaTansen Palpa
Dear brother 

Thank you for your letter which I got yesterday. I’m in Tansen for 1 months English teachers training is 
running well. How is your sutdy? I will come back after one month. Thank you.
your brother
Krishna Kafle

Appendix II
Sample Post cards written by teachers after the demonstration of MTDP

Dear daughter 

I arrived in Tansen safely and comfortably last week. The climate is very nice. Everything looks here beauti-
ful. I have settled myself with a family as paying guest. My training classes have started since the day before 
yesterday.
My friends and trainers also very cooperative and frank. It is very nice time here. I wish you’d manage to 
visit this place during my stay. I miss you all.

With love from daddy

 

Dear brother

I arrived here safely on 18th. The weather is cloudy and stayed in a hotel. The food though isn’t very deli-
cious. Our training is running now. I learnt techniques of writing skill. I’ll return on 27th of Asadh.

Your brother
Man Bahadur
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Dear friend

I arrived on 18th Asadh. I feel very comfortable to stay in Tansen. Our training is running well. After one month 
I will come back.
Yours 

 
Dear mother

I arrived here yesterday. In the day here is not hot but mosquitoes disturb me at night. All the food is deli-
cious. I visit many historical places. I take part in training. I will return back home after 8 days.

With love from
Bishnu Bhandari

Appendix III

Model texts for deconstruction practice

A. Description of a person

The police describe a robber: The man is in his early thirties, is slightly built, and is about five feet eight 
inches tall. He has blue eyes and a pale complexion, and has shoulder-length dark hair. He is well-dressed, 
wears a gold ring and speaks with a London accent. Police believe he is still carrying the gun used in the 
robbery... (Adapted from Meanings into Words Upper-Intermediate p. 16 CUP)

Possible task: Describe general appearance of your friend.

B. Describing a process: How to make a cup of coffee

It is not difficult to make a perfect cup of coffee if you follow this simple process. In preparation, you will 
need a coffee mug, a teaspoon, and some coffee. If you like coffee sweet and white, you will also need sugar 
and milk or cream. The first step is to boil some water. While the water is boiling, add two teaspoons of coffee 
to the coffee mug. Next, pour in some hot water and stir. If you like sweet and white coffee, then add sugar 
and milk or cream to taste, and stir. You now have your cup of coffee. (Adapted from Teachers’ Handbook 
p.266 Hyderabad)

Possible task: How to send an email. Or How to make a cup of tea.

C. Comparing past and present

Many Eskimos no longer live as they used to. They live in houses, and they work in factories and for American 
oil companies. Many Eskimos have become completely Americanised - they wear Western clothes, they go to 
school, and most of them speak English. Instead of hunting and fishing, they buy food from supermarkets: 
they even buy frozen meat and vegetables. (Adapted from Meanings into Words Intermediate p16 CUP)

Possible task: Compare village life in the past and life in the city at present. 
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Introduction

Research, in general, means to find out some new 
information related to certain issue. Burn (1994, 
p. 2) views research as “a systematic investigation 
to find answers to a problem.” It is a macro activity 
consisting of a lot of micro activities. Research can 
be broadly divided into two phases: planning and 
conducting a research study. The micro activities like 
formulating a research problem, conceptualizing 
a research design, constructing tool(s) for data 
collection, selecting a sample, writing a research 
proposal are accomplished in the former phase 
whereas activities like collecting data, processing 
data, writing and re-writing a research report  
are completed in the latter phase (Kumar, 2006 p. 
19).

The first micro activity in any research is to 
formulate the research problem/question/topic 
because neither is available in the bookshop nor 
is it handed by the researcher’s guide. Moreover, 
without finalizing it, other subsequent activities 
cannot be accomplished.

Discussion of the issue

The researchers have to put their effort themselves 
in selecting the research topic, though it is not an 
easy task as the novice researchers might think. 
Most of the beginning  researchers in our university 
think that going through the available list of topics, 
selecting those which seem easy and altering 
some of the variables like level, gender of the 
respondents, level of the textbook, language group 
of the informants will result into a new research 
problem. For example, the list of theses (2009) in 
the Department of English Education, Tribhuvan 
University, shows that thesis 295 is written on 
Washback effects of B.Ed. examination, thesis 317 
on Washback effects of the B.Ed. examination of 
ELT theories and methods, thesis 367 on Washback 
effects of secondary level listening test, thesis 
375 on Washback effects of B.Ed. examination of 
general English, thesis 520 on Washback effects of 
SLC send-up examination. This list entails that in 
theses 295, 317, 375, research studies are carried out 
on the same theory for the same level only altering 

The First Activity in Research
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the subjects. The first one is holistic, i.e. washback 
effects of all subjects is studied, in the second and 
third, one subject each is focused upon. Similarly,  
both theses 367 and 520 are also limited to the 
same theory, same class but subject is different. Out 
of around 30 broad areas this is only a particular 
case. Maximum number of such examples can be 
observed under proficiency study, error analysis, 
textbook analysis, study on attitudes, etc.

When these novice researchers are asked the reason 
of this change of the variables their only answer 
is that they want it to look like a new topic. Being 
one of the members of guidance and evaluation 
committee I have observed that they neither 
examine the problem critically and nor do they 
defend it satisfactorily in terms of research design, 
sample, sampling design, research tool, process of 
data collection and analysis. If the guide tries to 
convince them about the right track of the process 
they feel that they are unnecessarily harassed. Gay’s 
(1987: 31) opinion, “To the poor students it seems 
as if every problem he or she identifies is dismissed 
by their advisor as being trivial or already done” 
reflects students’ attitude.

There is a distinct gap between sitting in the 
annual examinations and conducting research to 
complete one’s Master’s level. Our education system 
particularly at Tribhuvan University itself is creating 
this gap. The syllabus and the examination system 
control the teaching learning process. Limited 
number of books are prescribed in the syllabus and 
there is the system of only annual examination, i.e., 
students are not required to sit for any examination 
within the whole year and to write any paper to 
supplement their study. They attend examinations 
only at the end of the one academic session lasting 
a year. Suddenly, for their research, when they are 
asked to read and review more than ten written or 
recorded materials like articles, books, reports, and 
theses within a limited time, they find themselves 
confused, lost and look for the easy way out which is 
next to impossible. So they select the easy way of one 
or two variables based on the previously conducted 
study.

All researchers, whether they are new or 

experienced, have to follow a systematic research 
process. The first activity in the process tends to be   
formulating a research problem. Comparatively it 
may become easy for experienced ones, but for the 
beginners this is a Herculean task. Gay’s (1987 p. 
31) opinion strengthens this reality, “For beginning 
researchers, selection of a problem (topic) is the 
most difficult step in the research process. Some 
graduate students spend many anxiety-ridden days 
and sleepless nights worrying about where they are 
going to find the problem they need for their thesis. 
To the poor students it seems as if every problem she 
or he identifies is dismissed by their advisor as being 
trivial or already done.” A similar view is expressed 
by Powers, Meenaghan and Twoomey (1985 p. 38), 
“Potential research questions may occur to us on a 
regular basis, but the process of formulating them in 
a meaningful way is not at all an easy task” (as cited 
in Kumar, 2005 p. 40). 

Whatever is the difficulty level of formulating 
a research problem the researchers themselves 
have to go through this process. If researchers are 
determined to conduct research then there is no 
way to escape from undergoing this responsibility. 
Supporting this fact, Kothari (1998) writes, 
“Nevertheless, every researcher must find out 
his own salvation for research problems cannot 
be borrowed. A problem must spring from that 
researcher’s mind like a plant springing from its 
own seed” (p.32). 

Formulating a research problem is really a big 
challenge for the new researchers and not paying 
heed to their guides may increase the complexity of 
the task. Cautioning them, Hart (2006 p.55) says, 
“You can make the process difficult by ignoring the 
advice of your supervisors.”

By now it is established that the first and the most 
difficult activity in research design is formulating 
the research problem. The researchers themselves 
have to do it. Without it, researchers cannot set their 
objectives, decide upon their methodology, research 
design, a sample, sampling design, research tool, 
method of data collection and analysis.

So it is better “Learning how and where to locate 
problems and systematically attacking this phase 
of the research process... than worrying one’s self 
into a nervous collapse!” (Gay, 1987 p. 32). Almost 
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all the experts unanimously agree upon the starting 
step of the formulation of research problem. It is “to 
identify a general problem area” for Gay (1987 p. 
32), “to keep in mind that... the general topics that 
need a great deal of refinement in order to become 
a researchable problem” for Best and Kahn (1993 
p.36), “a statement of the problem in a general way” 
for Hart (2005 p. 56) and “to identify a broad field or 
subject area of interest” for Kumar (2006 p. 44). The 
common factor of these views is that the researchers 
have to select, first, the general or broad area of their 
interest. The general area of interest can be selected 
either studying the existing theory of the discipline 
or observing the practice, i.e. experiencing in the 
work place. The beginning researchers have to 
mostly select those areas by studying the existing 
literature, i.e. theory and research works because 
they may not have the required level of experience.

Every discipline like sociology, physics, theoretical 
linguistics, applied linguistics, etc. have their own 
broad areas. In applied linguistics, there exist a 
number of those areas. To make the list short I am 
limiting myself to the research studies so far carried 
out in the Department of English Education of the 
Faculty of Education at Tribhuvan University. For 
the first time those areas were documented by 
Govinda Raj Bhattarai in 2001. Bhattarai identified 
17 broad areas which were selected by 70 students 
and completed their research (2001:77). In 2005, 
Bal Krishna Sharma and Prem Bahadur Phyak 
contributed to add 7 more areas to the list. As a 
result there were 24 broad areas selected by 160 
research students up to 2004 (Bhattarai, 2005 p. 
165). Then, in 2008, Jai Raj Awasthi and Anjana 
Bhattarai prepared a paper for one-day orientation 
program in which the list has been increased up 
to 31 areas. However, in two previous works only 
bottom-up approach was used but in this paper top-
down approach was also used. These areas were : 
error analysis, proficiency, methods of teaching, 
instructional materials, medium of instruction, 
listening skill, speaking skill, reading skill, writing 
skill, teaching of grammar, vocabulary, spelling, 
language functions, teaching of English literature, 
contrastive/comparative study, testing and 
evaluation, attitudes, translation, teachers’ guide, 

language training, language used in electronic 
devices, behaviour, mass media, textbook analysis, 
language planning, English for specific purpose/
register, motivation, computer assisted language 
learning, first/second language acquisition, 
discourse analysis, and semantics and pragmatics. 
The list of this type is always open and we can add 
more and more areas to it.  Best and Kahn (1993 p. 
35) have also included the list of such broad areas. 
The beginning researchers who have to carry out 
research in English Language Teaching can select 
any one of the above listed broad areas. In this 
regard they have to keep in mind Kothari’s (1998 
p.32) suggestion.

i. Area which is overdone should not be normally 
chosen, for it will be a difficult task to throw any new 
light in such a case. For example, there are maximum 
number of works on proficiency and error analysis 
in the Department of English Education so students 
are suggested not to select these areas.

ii. Too narrow and too vague or broad problems 
should be avoided. For example, topics like 
availability and use of teachers’ guide and use 
of interaction technique are too narrow because 
in the former case the researcher asks mainly two 
questions: whether it is available or not and it is 
used or not. In the latter case because of the weak 
possibility of the use of this technique in our context, 
survey research may not yield the satisfactory data. 
Similarly, ELT situation of Nepal and language 
proficiency can be divided into many components 
like situation of curriculum, textbook, classroom, 
teacher training, examination in the former case and 
proficiency in listening, reading, speaking, writing 
skills, vocabulary, spelling, any grammatical aspect 
in the latter case. 

If the researchers pause for a while, keep the above 
suggestions in mind and select one of the broad 
areas, their initial hurdle is crossed. The second 
step is “dissection of the broad area into sub-areas” 
(Kumar, 2006 p. 45). The broad area in the writing 
skill can be further dissected into specific areas like 
techniques used to teach writing skill, materials 
used in teaching writing skill, learning strategies 
used in mastering writing skill, proficiency in 
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The third step, as it is presented in the above flow 
chart, suggets to reflect on the possibility of finalising  
the topic. Then the fourth step suggests identifying 
the sources of information. The sources are books, 
journals, internet, research reports, and all the 
recorded and written information. To locate these 
sources is also not that easy. Researchers have to 
visit different libraries, scan through the catalogues 
available there, select one material, go through its 
references and scan it to locate more sources, visit 
different websites, locate the required information, 
download with full reference, etc. Sometimes 
individuals like teachers, friends and other people 
knowledgeable in the field can also give some idea. 
But personal study is the most reliable activity and 
it boosts the researcher’s confidence as well. In this 
way, to smoothly sail through the first micro activity 
of research one has to very patiently read, review, 
contemplate on and consult the guide several times.

Conclusion
To summarize, the first activity of the process of 
research is to identify the research problem then 
translate it into the research title. To accomplish 
this activity the researcher can use either top-down 
or bottom-up approach. In top-down approach the 
researcher should identify one broad area out of 
many broad areas available in one’s discipline. Then 
sources of study of that area have to be located. 
Reviewing the information from those sources, 
critically reflecting on what has been done so far and 
what can be done now one has to narrow down the 
broad area into a specific one. S/he should consult 
the guide for finalizing the area and then frame the 
topic. Thus, reading, reviewing, critically examining 
and executing are the integral activities of research 
and the same is true in the case of completing the 
first activity as well. 

Anjana Bhattarai, a Reader in the Department of English 
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in English literature and English Education from Tribhvan 
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evaluates research students of M.Ed. and M.Phil students from 
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Identify an area of interest 
 

Talk to your guide 
 

Reflect and explore possibilities 

(Departmental researches, current professional 
issues, historical debates, 

work-based problems) 
 

Identify sources of information 

(Collect anything that looks interesting and  
useful, review the available literature) 

 

List and define key concepts and terms 

(What research has been done on the topic? 

What research questions have been asked? 

What methods have been used to conduct re-
search on the topic? 

What kinds of research problems are not solved 
in the literature?) 

 

Frame and evaluate the title 

against criteria 

(Is the necessary and sufficient data available? 
Can you get access to the data? 

Do you have the skills to analyse the data? 

Do you have the time, energy, patience and fund 
to carry out the study?) 

 

Talk to your guide, discuss and finalize the 
title. 

writing skill, classroom activities in teaching 
writing skill. These topics are suitable for survey 
research. For experimental or action research the 
topics like project work and writing skill, brain-
storming and writing skill, reading and reviewing 
are the suitable ones. However, this is not the 
final list of topics for research on writing skill. The 
more one reads the existing literature the better s/
he develops insight and utilizes it to frame more 
specific areas within one general area. Researchers 
should consult their guides in this stage. The first 
activity of research remains incomplete till it is 
converted into a research title. Hart (2005 p. 56) has 
very clearly presented the steps from the selection 
of the research problem to the finalizing of the title. 
The following flow chart of Hart (ibid.) guides the 
researcher to successfully decide on the research 
problem and then frame the title.
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Introduction

There are a number of phenomena taking place in 
the 21st century world which require new capabilities 
and even demand specific mental abilities. Raising 
our students’ critical thinking skills has become in 
the recent years a compelling need. The seemingly 
inexorable technological race, cultural, industrial 
and financial globalization of societies, migration 
and cases of massive poverty are all to be dealt with 
and processed by a new type of individual which is 
both an inhabitant of a country and a citizen of the 
world.

Gender issues as well as class and cultural conflict 
and exchange are categories which need to be 
redefined and surfaced in the EFL class so that 
our students can cope with –and/or survive- in the 
new constantly changing global reality. Given this 
context, the thesis I advance in the article is that 
Critical Literacy (CL) seems to offer one of the most 
resourceful ways in which teachers and students can 
get together and analyze, question and finally dwell 
in today’s dynamic world.

I will devote the following sections to the close study 
of how CL can be used as a tool to explore power 
relations, texts and ideology and, at the same time, 
allow for independent thinking and diversity. The 
article will move from the abstract to the concrete: 
I will start by outlining the key concepts to be used 
–critical literacy, power, discourse, ideology-, then 
I will continue by connecting them to a specific 
theoretical framework –Freire’s pedagogy, Derrida’s 
deconstructivism- and finally I will give it a close by 
addressing both with some concrete examples when 
analyzing texts, and the OSDE (Open Spaces for 
Dialogue and Enquiry) methodology which is a CL 
model for teachers to draw on.

CL and power relations

The concept of CL is mainly concerned with the idea 
that language and power are inextricably related and 
that meaning, as Thompson (1984) puts it “serves to 
sustain relations of domination” (p.35). Within the 
field of CL language and, more specifically, discourse 
are not neutral, on the contrary, they amount to 
effective means of reproducing and maintaining 

Using a Critical Literacy Approach
in the EFL class

 Mariana Farralelli

Abstract

Thinking critically is an ability which is to be developed in the EFL class as a result of the generalized 
process of globalization, immigration and poverty. It is essential for teachers to be aware of the fact 
that tolerance, dialogue among cultures and deconstruction of texts need to be exercised so that students 
can dissect dominant discourses and allow for diversity knocking down stereotypes. What follows is 
a detailed guide of all those aspects teachers should take into account if they are to indicate in their 
students a critical way to approach reality.

Key words: critical literacy, thinking skills, power relations, discourse
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power relations. In this sense Terry Eagleton (1991) 
asserts that we all carry “social and political battles 
at the level of signs, meanings and representations” 
(p. 11). This reinforces the idea that language does 
things and is not only an aseptic system of signs 
used for communication. Dissecting meaning then 
and deconstructing representations are possible 
ways in which power relations can be analyzed.

Getting students –and teachers- to critically reflect 
upon their taken-for-granted assumptions is one of 
the first steps towards the development of effective 
and functional critical thinking skills. This level of 
reflection can only be reached if first they understand 
that the world they experience every day is just one 
more among many other interpretations of reality.

Their manner of thinking and valuing is therefore 
put in perspective and identified as part of a more 
comprehensive whole in which there are other 
viewpoints as interesting to explore as the one they 
feel they belong to.

CL and texts

From a critical standpoint and on a more concrete 
level, texts –literary, but also audiovisual, 
photographic, advertising and even TV 
commercials- are seen as biased entities which offer 
just a partial interpretation of reality; they express 
a certain clipping of an issue, a historically and 
culturally bound glimpse of the world. Students are 
consequently encouraged to identify and recognize 
the assumptions behind them.

To understand and exemplify how interpretations 
change across cultures we can explore the case of 
how an animal, the cow, is perceived differently 
in two diverse settings. In Argentina, beef is an 
essential part of our traditional cuisine: thousands 
of tourists taste it in exquisite combinations every 
year and most families and friends gather around 
a barbecue on Sundays. However, for religious 
reasons in India and Nepal the cow is considered 
a sacred animal which is revered as a source of life 
and as a result forbidden for human consumption. 
The animal itself, needless to say, is the same but 
what changes is how it is regarded and signified. 
Nutritional source and symbol of national cookery 

art in one case, centre of religious beliefs and 
practices on the other, the symbolic content is 
different in the two cultures.

Should students believe that theirs is a better 
perspective than that predominant in another 
country? Should they feel that both views are equally 
valuable and enriching? Here is where CL allows for 
tolerance and dialogue among cultures, an essential 
demand in the global world.

CL and ideology

The way through which certain ideas become 
natural is usually unconscious. French Philosopher, 
Althusser (1971) defined ideology as a process 
“which takes place behind our backs”. Everything 
happens in a secret and unconscious way. We are 
provided with a set of ideas to understand the world 
and our place in it according to our class, race and 
gender. Ideology is the lens through which we see, 
interpret and experience the world.

Exploring these naturalized beliefs requires a lot 
of work and our own estrangement from all the 
perceptions and ideas we are used to. We need 
to take a distance, exert ourselves to produce an 
intellectual separation from all those things that are 
normal in the world that surrounds us every day.

CL, discourse and power

Becoming estranged is the best way to surface 
assumptions, that is, to make all these naturalized 
pre-concepts become conscious to us so that we can 
analyze them critically. To go even deeper into this 
section we can resort to the concept of discourse as 
defined by another French philosopher, Foucault 
(1972), who understood discourse as a social 
construction which claims to be a representation of 
reality.

In his analysis Foucault introduces the element 
of power to identify its decisive influence in the 
establishment of certain representations of the 
world. It is through power that some specific 
discourses become dominant to the detriment 
of others. Very briefly: in general, in Western 
societies we can say the dominant discourse is 
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usually heterosexual, male, white and middle class. 
Women, blacks, homosexuals and the poor are left 
as outsiders in the periphery.

A critical approach to a text should dissect the 
dominant discourse and treat it no longer as the 
only possible interpretation, but as one among 
many others.

CL: reading against the grain

Given that knowledge is partial and produced 
within the context of a culture and that meaning 
is unstable and incomplete and can be questioned 
and redistributed dominant perspectives can be 
resisted. A plural frame, which accepts a diversity 
of approaches, is the key to read against texts and 
reinterpret them: reading critically is the first step 
to reading the world critically.

CL and OSDE methodology

The way I myself have been trying to put CL into 
practice these years consists of a quite recent 
approach developed by the Centre for the Study 
of Social and Global Justice at the University of 
Nottingham in the UK and its name, OSDE, is an 
acronym which stands for Open Spaces for Dialogue 
and Enquiry. The interesting thing about OSDE 
methodology is that it offers teachers and students 
very clear lines of thought together with pilot 
activities which serve as models to be applied and 
adapted to each pedagogic context in particular. The 
purpose of this section, therefore, is to track down 
its theoretical basis and at the same time cast the 
eyes on how OSDE interrelates, interacts with and 
questions those same grounds it grows roots on.

Taking the theoretical background into the classroom 
and adopting a critical perspective requires a lot 
of effort. For CL to take place into the classroom 
some steps need to be followed. Critical thinking 
skills do not ‘grow’ in our students from one day to 
another. They need to be developed gradually and 
in a consistent and systematic way. The democratic 
approach in which every student’s voice is heard and 
considered, and the role of the teacher as facilitator 
are key elements in this process which is bound to 
encounter conflict and personal or group resistance.

It is possible to trace the conceptual framework 
OSDE draws on but that would be a simple example 
of a determinist attempt. The path we have decided 
to take in the analysis addresses the methodology 
from two different perspectives. The first one tries to 
comprehend the approach through the study of its 
three Ground Principles for Dialogue which briefly 
state that discourse productions are all legitimate, 
but also incomplete and subject to questioning. This 
stage will let us access OSDE from its core values 
and underlying ideas and determine the possible 
connections –and interactions- with a broad variety 
of theoretical frameworks.

The next step will consist of analyzing what are 
called OSDE’s expected learning outcomes: Critical 
Literacy and Independent Thinking. This is meant 
as a way to direct the enquiry to a more practical 
aspect of the methodology where its conversation 
with other theories becomes more apparent.

OSDE’s theoretical background

As a general starting point we could say the most 
evident connection between CL and OSDE is that 
with the Brazilian theorist and pedagogue Paulo 
Freire, whose most fruitful contribution consists 
of changing the focus of the pedagogic practice 
from the teacher to the student, himself or herself 
considered the centre and new protagonist of the 
education process.

Freire (1970) understood the process of education 
not as a mere transmission of concepts aimed at 
filling the student with supplies provided by the 
teacher –which he called ‘banking’ education. 
He conceived a new way of thinking such process 
as one where reciprocity is possible and where 
the traditional dichotomy educator-student was 
suppressed to promote mutual learning and 
collaboration. His Marxist lineage was present in 
his conception of the schooling institution and 
the classic pedagogic relation as an instrument for 
domination and power, but also in his faith in social 
transformation as the key to change the world.

According to Freire’s critical pedagogy, a radical 
change had to be made in the way educators and 
students interacted with each other within the 



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

29
class. The power relation which held the former as 
a dominant agent over the latter and thus reinforced 
the status quo and the hegemonic discourses had 
to be overturned. It was only by legitimizing their 
own beliefs and actions that, in Freire’s view, the 
lower classes would one day change their lives and 
transform society.

This point is clearly expressed in OSDE’s first 
principle which asserts that what every individual 
produces –discourses, practices, beliefs- in their 
own context is valid and legitimate. Here, respect 
and tolerance for diversity are encouraged and 
specially emphasized. By means of this first principle 
OSDE creates a space where difference is accepted 
and contrast of views is even encouraged within a 
plural frame. The conflict is eventually overcome 
through the validation of those views, which are 
acknowledged by the members of the space.

This principle can also be linked to the main idea 
present in the ethnographic approach which 
basically proves that knowledge is produced within 
a culture and therefore is loaded with specific 
values and perceptions of reality that are perfectly 
legitimate to that context. Its most recognized 
exponent, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz 
(2000), defines culture as a frame where all actions 
and representations of reality make sense. As a 
consequence, for example, it is possible to read the 
wink of an eye as a signal of a joke but also as a sign 
of conflict depending on the culture/context where 
it occurs. It is only by accepting diversity that the 
ethnocentric interpretation can be set aside and 
the new or different version comprehended and its 
richness valued.

The originality offered by OSDE is that it puts into 
practice all those ideas presented only in theoretical 
terms. Within the OSDE class students engage 
with difference and literally feel and practice 
various degrees of cultural awareness. They are 
empowered to place themselves in the centre of the 
learning process and address conflict and diversity 
in an ethical manner. Although they may not be 
acquainted with either Freire’s or Geertz’s theories, 
they actually enact them bringing them to life in the 
specific context of their class situation.

What antecedes takes us to the second principle 
which is in part the outcome of the previous one. 
That all knowledge is partial and incomplete is 
visibly derived from its ‘contextual’ nature. When 
interacting with diversity the inclusion of different 
perspectives is a requirement especially when it 
comes to go beyond the limits traced by our own 
culture and experience. For the space created by 
OSDE to be open and plural there has to be an 
explicit understanding that no perspective will be 
better or more appropriate than the other, not even 
the teacher’s.

This concern is part of the post structuralist interest 
in the constitution of knowledge as incomplete and 
part of power relations. The French philosopher 
Michel Foucault (1972) introduced the element 
of power to identify its decisive influence in the 
establishment of certain interpretations of the 
world to the detriment of others. As a result, the 
dominant discourse arises and claims itself to be the 
most precise representation of reality relegating the 
others to a lower position (Foucault, 1998).

Within OSDE all generalization and stereotyping 
is pulled down and succumbs to the firm belief 
that although identities tend to be standardized 
and taken for granted in the globalized world, they 
should be deconstructed and examined critically. As 
the educator, now facilitator, is no longer the centre 
of the attention in the classroom, his or her answer 
is no longer the ‘right’ answer to be taken into 
account. His/Hers is one more contribution among 
others which are equally valid.

There is a clear condition when deciding to apply 
OSDE: everyone –both educators and students- 
needs to understand that no perspective is enough 
to address reality. Given that no discourse is 
sutured, then individuals are invited to cooperate 
and collaborate in the consideration of each and 
every position. What is enacted in this case is the 
possibility to interact with diversity. The purpose is 
not to get rid of those individual discourses in the 
name of a more totalizing or complete one. The aim 
is to read the world and interact with each other in a 
more responsible way.
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Considering the partial structure of knowledge, the 
third and last principle completes the formula by 
stating that all perspectives should be questioned. 
Being partial and incomplete, students but also 
educators are encouraged to challenge their own 
assumptions and established, naturalized practices.

Derrida’s (1998) deconstructivist contribution is the 
one which promotes the critical approach to one’s 
beliefs and taken for granted ideas. This critique, 
however, is not understood as a way of discarding 
one perspective to shift to another. Its main purpose 
is to open spaces for criticism and change, especially 
to understand how truths are produced and then 
installed as hegemonic or unique in a context where 
all points of view need be considered.

One of the most relevant possible outcomes of the 
methodology is the possibility, now real and very 
close to students and the teacher, to confront their 
own beliefs and dissect them not just to get rid of 
them but to address them critically. The result is 
that in the deconstruction of their own assumptions 
individuals understand how and why ideas came to 
be true to them and then decide whether or not they 
need to be revised or altered.

CL and independent thinking

These three principles and the conceptual basis they 
draw on feature the two most important objectives 
OSDE seeks to achieve: Critical Literacy and 
Independent Thinking.

Critical Literacy establishes a connection with the 
axioms held by what is generally known as Critical 
Theory. Traditionally, it has been identified with 
a critique of modernity and capitalism. When 
connected with social theory it is commonly 
associated with the German Frankfurt School 
which housed major social scientists such as Walter 
Benjamin, Herbert Marcuse and Max Horkheimer, 
among others. As a result of its German constitution, 
it received the influence of the two most prominent 
thinkers of the time: Karl Marx and Max Weber and 
thus considered the economic and material aspects 
of society as key elements to be analyzed by theory.

The main assumption is that since power and forces 

are unequal in society, those who are not favoured 
by the hegemonic sectors ought to struggle to 
transform their disadvantageous situation.

Independent Thinking comes as a result of the 
preceding process in which individuals, now aware 
of how identities and social practices work, seek 
change in a more autonomous way. Therefore, 
they are enabled to fight against dogmatisms and 
dominant perspectives and explore their own 
culture sharply.

The critical element OSDE brings to the class is 
empowering students to address their context and 
reality equipped with more tools to surface taken 
for granted ideas and assumptions. Against the 
uniformity of gender, race and class stereotypes, both 
students and educators are offered the opportunity 
to think otherwise and get involved with alternative 
representations of the world and themselves.

CL and OSDE: some concrete questions

Accepting diversity naturally leads to the questioning 
of stereotypes which are now deconstructed and 
examined critically. Questioning literally means 
asking questions. Taking into consideration what 
Nodelman and Reimer (1992) suggest in The 
Pleasures of Children’s Literature, these are some 
possible questions we can ask ourselves before a text 
so that we approach it critically with our students to 
deconstruct stereotypes:

How are social classes depicted? Is there any 
hierarchy in the social order that is accepted as 
natural?

How are women portrayed? Are they shown as 
sensitive, affectionate, nurturing and needing 
protection? Are male characters shown as their 
rational, strong and powerful counterpart? What 
happens when a woman presents some of these 
“tomb-boyish” qualities? Is she rejected by her 
peers? Is she perceived as odd? How is she treated 
as the plot unfolds?

Are there any distinctions made on grounds 
of ethnicity? Are Blacks presented as musical 
or athletic? The Jews all smart? The Asians 
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all industrious? Does it take people from the 
mainstream to solve problems of people from 
minority groups? Who takes leadership and makes 
decisions? (p.116).

A Brief Close

One important point that is not to be missed is that 
the achievement of a critical understanding of reality 
and relations does not necessarily mean individuals 
are encouraged to drop their ideas and habits. Quite 
the contrary. The objective is to respect each other 
appreciating both differences and affinities.

When taking a CL approach to the class, the teacher’s 
proposal of classroom work would be a film viewing 
session after which students analyse certain aspects 
of the film -how class and/or gender are depicted, for 
instance- or discuss race issues such as who has the 
power or who appears to be dependent of others to 
fulfill a need. The analysis of advertisements or the 
discussion TV commercials are other possibilities 
for both teachers and students to exchange their 
views and share perspectives.

Intellectual development and self-control are 
abilities which are also stimulated and cultivated 
together with tolerance and mutual esteem. As no 
discourse is meant to be superior to any other, then 
participants are promoted to exercise sensitivity and 
regard for diversity.

In this dialogue OSDE keeps with so many different 
approaches, the theory is refurbished and applied in 
contexts where it is rewritten again and again. This 
transformation is also a renovation process where 
students, educators and citizens rediscover their 
own culture and potentials and are empowered to 
change and question their reality and society itself.
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Introduction

Nepal has been in the news lately for all the wrong 
reasons e.g.. This small Himalayan nation is in the 
grip of a socio-political transition because as the 
newest republic, it has embarked upon a debate 
about equitable policies in all spheres of life, and 
more importantly a debate in which people in the 
changed political atmosphere advocate for a new 
social and political order. The article discusses 
some of the issues that are shaping up the debate, in 
particular the language education policy debate; and 
by recapitulating historical and political pretexts, 
outlines how the dominant linguistic groups have 
conspiratorially ignored language issues to, what 
Alexander (2008) calls, ‘entrench the domination of 
the powerful elites’ (p.9)

The socio-political turmoil of the last two decades 
has brought the country to the verge of socio-
political disharmony. As various tribal groups fight 

for their survival, their ethnicities and languages 
are likely to become one of the reasons for this 
division Therefore, Nepal, the Mecca of linguists for 
its vast linguistic resources is in all sorts of socio-
political troubles; and the ‘unplanning’ of the very 
resources, i.e., its languages, is at the root of all this. 
By ‘unplanning’ of languages, I mean deliberate 
avoiding, delaying, and ignoring of language 
related issues, or imposition of hidden agendas 
(invisible planning?) in the pretentious contention 
of nationalism in order to create and promote 
language hegemony in favour of the languages of 
the dominant groups (Dua, 1994). Hegemony of 
language is defined as controlling the distribution of 
knowledge and learning of other languages except 
the elite languages. This, in practice, suppresses 
the development of other languages producing two 
negative consequences. Firstly it gives rise to an 
oversimplified generalisation of two languages, two 

The Politics of ‘Unplanning’ of 
Languages in Nepal

Ram Ashish Giri

Abstract

The elites, who have held power in Nepal since its inception in the eighteenth century, have deliberately 
ignored issues related to minority/ethnic languages in favour of the languages of their choice. While this 
‘unplanning’ of languages has been responsible for the loss of scores of languages, it has helped the elites 
to achieve ‘planned’ linguistic edge over the speakers of other languages. This article outlines the socio-
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peoples and two cultures. The two peoples mean the 
rulers, and the ruled; the two languages and cultures 
are the languages of the ruling elites (Brahmins 
and Kshetriyas, also spelt Chhetriyas or chhetris) 
and the languages and cultures of all others, the 
subjugated peoples. This article is based on the 
premise that languages and cultures are a resource, 
and like any other resources; they can be planned, 
developed and promoted.

In the first part of the article, I sketch the linguistic 
landscape of Nepal in which I talk about the historical 
and political reasons of why only one of over 100 
languages and ethnicities has been dominant since 
the inception of the modern Nepal. I illustrate how by 
‘unplanning’ its linguistic resources, the ruling elites 
have been responsible for the systematic extinction 
of minority and ethnic languages. I elucidate how 
they manipulate languages to serve their interest 
and how they use them to maintain the power 
structure, influence public opinion, channel political 
energies, and allocate economic resources for the 
education and promotion of the languages of their 
choice. As will become evident later, their approach 
marginalizes the speakers of other languages and 
unfairly disadvantages them in accessing socio-
political and economic opportunities, resources and 
employment (Singh, 2007).

The article takes English as a case study. English in 
Nepal was imported historically for ideological and/
or political reasons, i.e., for using it as a linguistic 
edge to strengthen the socio-political superiority 
of the ruling elites (Stiller, 1993), and to reserve 
the access to world resources - economic and 
educational for themselves. In theory, it has been 
available to anyone and everyone through public 
education since the 1950s. In practice however, 
no rigorous planning of resources and pedagogic 
mechanism have been worked out for its effective 
delivery to the average people. For most of the six 
millions school goers, therefore, proficiency in 
the language remains underachieved. In this way, 
the ‘unplanning’ of English language education 
(ELE) has been a strategy of the elites to divide the 
broader Nepalese society. In the second part of the 
article, therefore, I situate English in the existing 

language education policy debate and discuss 
some of the issues, dilemmas and implications on 
the current language education policy debate in 
Nepal. In particular, I look into the historical, socio-
political and educational pretexts of how English 
was adopted in the Nepalese education system 
and how social as well as educational institutions 
in the current system are structured either to 
preserve or perpetuate the interest of the elites 
at the expense of the larger interest of millions of 
others. I demonstrate how the conspiratorial ‘un-
planning’ of its education has helped achieve the 
‘planned’ results of English becoming a symbol of 
status, power and privileges, and facilitating the 
caste/class-based power structure. I argue that by 
‘unplanning’ ELE for the average Nepalese people, 
the ruling elites have achieved results, which are 
visible, intended and planned.

Linguistic Landscape of Nepal

Predominantly a Hindu nation in the foothills 
of the Himalayas, Nepal has linguistically and 
culturally been overshadowed by two socio-
political and economic giants, China and India. A 
diverse range of Tibeto-Burman and Indo-Aryan 
ethnicities interplay harmoniously in mountainous 
Nepal. Ethnographically, therefore, Nepal is a 
meeting point of the two great cultures blending 
into diversified cultural and linguistic richness. 
Nepal, however, has not been able to harness its 
huge cultural and linguistic resources. In fact, in 
the period from the establishment of the autocratic 
Rana-regime1 in the 19th century to the Panchayat-
rule2 in the 20th century, it adopted a policy that 
regards linguistic and cultural diversity as a threat 
rather than a resource.

As for the current language situation, all three 
types of language situations, monolingualism, 
bilingualism and multilingualism exist in Nepal. 
Languages, both dominant and non-dominant are 
constructed around the social life of the people of 
different ethnic backgrounds and they influence 

1  A caste of rulers who set up a family rule and 
reigned Nepal 1848-1951

2 An authoritarian rule introduced in 1960
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their choice and use of languages. In this section I 
sketch the language landscape of Nepal in terms of 
the use of mother tongues or first languages, second 
languages and English and describe how their 
choice of language reflects on their socio-cultural 
backgrounds.

The ongoing Linguistic Survey of Nepal, launched 
in 2009, has thus far identified 104 languages 
(Kantipur, Jan. 29, 2009) with genetic affiliations 
to four different language families, namely, Indo-
European (Indo-Aryan), Sino-Tibetan, Austro-
Asiatic and Dravidian. Indo-Aryan languages 
constitute the largest group of languages in terms 
of their speakers. Of all Indo-Aryan languages, 9 
languages are spoken as the first languages by over 
three quarters of the population (76.07 per cent). 
Nepali, as the first language of nearly 50 percent 
of the population, is spoken in the hills and in far 
western mountains, some parts of the Terai and 
in urban areas. Other Indo-Aryan languages are 
mainly limited to the southern plains. Numerically, 
Indo-Aryan languages, therefore, overshadow 
all other languages. Most Indo-Aryan languages 
have literate traditions and share a well-developed 
writing system.

Sino-Tibetan languages constitute the largest 
number of languages, i.e., over 57 of them, spoken by 
about 18.4 percent of the total population which are 
spoken in different geographic pockets of mountains 
and hills. Kiranti group of languages, for example, is 
spoken in the eastern hills and mountains; whereas 
Magar, Thakali, Gurung and Sherpa languages 
are spoken in the central and western mountains 
and hills. Tibetan languages are spoken in the high 
mountainous areas such as Mugu, Dolpa, Mustang 
and Manang. Nepal Bhasha (also known as Newari) 
is spoken mainly in the Kathmandu valley. Of these 
languages, Rai and Limbu in the east, Magar in the 
central west and Nepal Bhasha in the Kathmandu 
Valley have been dominant in their respective 
regions.

Austric languages are spoken by some tribal groups 
in the eastern Nepal. Their introduction to Nepal, 
i.e., how and when they happen to be in Nepal is 
unknown. However, presence has been consistent 

and reported in all censuses. Their number in the 
latest census stands at 0.2 percent.  Similarly, the 
speakers of the Dravidian languages are settlers in 
the eastern Nepal and have a genetic connection 
with some tribes in northern India (see also Yadava, 
2005).

Urban and sub-urban areas are by and large inhabited 
by the people of mixed-ethnicity. So, Nepali comes 
handy as a link language. The use of mother tongues 
gradually decreases in such areas even in family 
situations as the people live there longer. Families 
with inter-caste marriage and people returning to 
their villages after a considerable lapse of time tend 
to use Nepali in their villages because its use denotes 
being educated, economically well-to-do and 
socially superior. The choice of a second language, 
therefore, is not constrained by one’s ethnicity but 
by economics and privileges. The people speaking 
over 57 Sino-Tibetan languages, for example, do not 
choose a second language from the same language 
family; but adopt Nepali as their second language 
conditioned by contact, peer pressure, employment, 
education and as the quotation below suggests, 
economic success

Maintaining the mother tongues whether within the 
indigenous area or outside of it, involves an extra 
effort, yet it brings no economic advantage. In fact, 
it may even be a hindrance to fluency and mastery 
of the prestigious national language. Thus mother 
tongue speakers of indigenous languages may feel 
compelled to abandon their mother tongues in order 
to succeed economically (S. Toba, I. Toba and Rai, 
2005, p. 21).

Nepali is perceived to be instrumental as well 
as threatening. It is instrumental for its role in 
education and socio-economic development. As the 
language of education, administration and business, 
it has helped develop uniform and organised system 
of operation throughout the nation. However, 
its ever-growing importance is a threat which 
entrenches the already existing societal and class 
divisions even further. It also endangers the survival 
of local languages. The non-NFL speakers as a result 
of the linguistic domination have lost pride in their 
own languages, feel discriminated against, and 
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as the quotation below suggests, have developed 
a tendency to neglect their languages in favour of 
Nepali:

As many of the indigenous languages were 
suppressed under the Rana regime and the 
Panchayat era which actively pursued “one nation-
one language” policy, indigenous people have come 
to consider their languages not only unsuitable for 
education and business, but also inferior to Nepali 
in general. Therefore, they try to improve their 
competence in Nepali rather than cultivating and 
preserving their own mother tongues (S. Toba, I. 
Toba and Rai 2005, p. 23).

As a consequence, a tendency in non-Nepali speakers 
is emerging in their language use, that is, language 
shift. There is a decreasing trend in the use of ethnic 
languages and increasing trend in the use of Nepali. 
Speakers of ethnic languages moving to urban areas 
for education and employment go through the 
transition of bilingualism with Nepali increasingly 
replacing their mother tongue. Similarly, there has 
been a sharp increase of Nepali speakers in the Terai 
(southern plain) lately due to the same reason.

The Invisible Politics of ‘Unplanning’

The policy of ‘unplanning’, as discussed in the 
beginning of the article, may be attributed to a 
number of strategies or tactics. The ruling elites 
employ a number of tactics to appease the public but 
at the same time maintain the social structure and 
consolidate their position. A few of their tactics are 
discussed below:

The policy making process

Several authors have pointed out that the language 
policy making in Nepal is far from transparent. 
Pointing out the faults of the language policy 
formulation process, Lawoti (2004) and Manandhar 
(2002) suggest that on most occasions, the processes 
have been commandeered by a few people from the 
ruling elites. Language policy making is rarely seen 
as a multi-disciplinary process. Language related 
issues are not discussed openly and public opinions 
are seldom sought. Some elite linguists are tactfully 
chosen so that the outcomes of such a process help 

keep the current socio-political structure intact 
(Lawoti, 2004 and 2001; Sonntag, 2001 and 2003; 
Macfarlance, 1994).

Language Cynicism

The 1990-Constitution recognised Nepali as rashtra 
bhasha and other local languages as rashtriya 
bhasha (Part 1, Article 6). The literal translation 
of these two terms may be roughly ‘language of the 
nation’ and ‘national languages’. To any person who 
knows some Nepali, the distinction between rashtra 
language and rashtriya languages is blurred as 
they roughly may mean the same thing. However, 
in practice, Nepali, the rashtra language gets all 
the privileges while other rashtriya languages are 
mainly left to the people who speak them without 
resources and support (Manadhar, 2002). After 
a fierce criticism from linguists and indigenous 
leaders, the dichotomy has been dropped from 
the Interim Constitution of Nepal 2007 (see for 
example, Part I, Article 1, sub-article 5). However, 
Nepali, remains as the most privileged and the only 
language of administration/business at all levels. 
Thus, by making merely a sketchy provision for the 
local indigenous languages and by not providing any 
significant directives or models of resource provision 
for their adequate preservation, maintenance, 
education and use, the new constitution too is based 
on wishful thinking without any practical relevance 
and is not expected to make any difference in the 
existing linguistic landscape (Giri, 2007)

Avoidance

There is a tendency in the concerned authorities 
(mainly comprising ruling elites) to avoid or 
ignore language related issues. The reports on 
and complains about language related issues 
are numerous. Despite repeated requests by the 
academia and the people concerned for actions 
(See Malla, 1983, for example), there have been 
no definitive courses of action to address their 
concerns. People, tired of the indifferent attitude 
of the authorities, either lose their interest or their 
motivation to pursue the matter any further or lose 
their patience (see Giri, 2009).
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Complacency

The authorities, when approached with a language-
related issue, often promise to do the ‘needful’. 
When they say that they will do the ‘needful’, it often 
means ‘no need to take any action’. By accepting an 
application and in theory recording the grievance in 
their official ‘registration logbook’, the authorities 
take satisfaction that they have done the needful at 
their level. One other example of such complacency 
can be seen in the Interim Constitution of 2007. In 
the changed political context of 1990, for example, 
the political parties, which promised to review the 
ethnic and minority language and cultures issues, 
offered no significant initiatives except making a 
brief mention of the issue in the official documents. 
They take great satisfaction in merely allowing some 
communities to operate mother-tongue schools in 
their respective communities (Giri, 2009).

Delaying

As indicated earlier, the concerned authorities hold 
a language-related issue as long as they can without 
taking any action on it. An example of such a 
delaying tactics is the policy on Sanskrit. After a long 
debate over Sanskrit, which had been compulsory at 
the lower secondary level (Years 6-8), the Language 
Education Policy Recommendation Commission 
(1994), in which the memberships were mainly 
from the ruling elite (Lawoti, 2004), reported that 
students of this level could choose their mother 
tongue as a subject instead of compulsory Sanskrit. 
This optional replacement of Sanskrit with mother-
tongue, however, would go into effect for those 
entering the school system in 1994 (i.e., first graders 
in 1994). It would take six years for them to reach 
the stage where they have to choose between 
Sanskrit and ethnic languages (or mother tongues). 
This means that the policy would allow the authority 
six years to sort out the policy on Sanskrit (Sonntag, 
2001).

Discrepancy between Planning and 
Implementation

There is a big discrepancy between what the 
authorities promise through their plans and 
proposals and what is actually delivered. This could 

be due to the fact that Nepal is a highly bureaucratic 
and centralised system. Most of the decision taken 
at the central level is rarely supported by carefully 
planned implementation strategies and needed 
skilled human resources at the local level. For most 
plans, therefore, as Kerr (1999) below notes, the 
local implementation capability and resourcing 
mechanisms are not considered:

Many plans are nothing but exercises in wishful 
thinking or even futility … even carefully designed 
plans in education encounter implementation 
problems … for the development of education takes 
place at the base of the system. Whatever decisions 
may have been taken at higher hierarchical levels, 
the key to success or failure of a given plan lies in 
the hands of local teachers, administrators, parents 
… greater attention must be paid to implementation 
capability of the local level in the educational system, 
and to make sure that the community at the base 
of the system has the information and resources, 
and most important the commitment necessary 
for the successful implementation of educational 
development programmes (p. 232).

Lack of political will

Another example of unplanning can be seen in 
the lack of a political will or position on languages 
including the English language. There is a plethora 
of official documents reiterating the states’ plan for 
effective and quality English language education 
(ELE) for all. In practice, however, there is no 
political consensus to ensure models of resource 
provision for achieving such a goal. As a result, 
there is not enough resource, both human and 
material, and support mechanism at the local level. 
Quality and effective ELE for all, thus, remains an 
allusion. The plans and proposal may simply be a 
bureaucratic tactic to appease some people rather 
than to improve its practices (Sonntag, 2001).

The Debate

If the news of the last few years is to be believed (see 
for example Kantipur, Gorthapatra, The Rising 
Nepal, Annapurna Post, The Himalaya Times, 
The Nepali Times , Himal Khabar Patrika; and 
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ekantipur.com; Nepalnews.com; and Gorkhapatra.
gov.np between August 2007 to December 2009); 
Nepal has already been broken into several states 
and sub-states, each one with a separate governing 
body. The Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists), for 
example, has divided the country along the ethnic 
line into eight states and five sub-states (the recent 
proposal from the Constitution Drafting Committee 
is of 14 states) (see ekantipur.com, Jan. 21, 2010). 
The Janatantrik Terai Liberation Front and other 
factions of the militants have announced their 
break away from the Nepal state and establishment 
of separate states in the southern plain. Similarly, 
Limbuwan, Khumbuwan and Tamuwan of the East 
have now their own states. Theoretically speaking, 
there are, thus, a number of states in different 
parts of the country. As discussed below, dividing a 
multilingual country like Nepal, where the societal 
mix is complex, is a political stunt and will not serve 
any practical purpose. What this signifies though is 
the fight or movement against the central authority 
which has not fulfilled their demand of self-
determination. A political problem though it may 
seem, in the centre of the political frenzy, however, 
lies the socio-cultural and language problem. The 
militating ethnic organisations not only want 
political and economic equality, they also want the 
right to self-determination, self-governance and 
autonomy for all social groups, castes, cultural and 
language groups (Himal, 1 September 2007).

So, what is the language policy debate about? How 
is the Nepali language, so far the only official and 
official language, viewed in the debate? What are 
the implications of the debate for English language 
education? These are some the questions I attempt 
to address in this section.

Language policy is subservient of the national 
politics. In other words, linguistic change is a part 
of the political change of a nation. ‘Unless there is a 
drastic change in the national politics both in terms 
of its form and its substance, the language policy 
of Nepal is not likely to change much’ (Giri, 2009, 
p. 11) ). This somewhat cynical view held by many 
Nepalese people is not entirely incorrect. Like Nepali 
politics, language policy is evolving, unpredictable 

and controversial. It is evolving in the sense that a 
full-fledge debate about the status, role and use of 
the local, national and internatio0nal languages has 
just begun. It is yet to gain its momentum as the 
present debate mainly centres around the politics 
and political structure of the state. However, what 
the language policy turns out to be depends largely 
on the outcome of the current political debate. The 
structure of the state, for example, will decide what 
structure of language education takes in the future. 
It is unpredictable at the moment in that it depends 
how the ethnicities and language groups are treated 
in the new constitution. Finally, it is controversial 
because different political blocks seem to have 
different thoughts about language policy, and a 
common approach to languages is hard to be agreed 
upon.

In the current language policy debate, there are 
three schools of thoughts emerging. The first one, 
advocated by people and parties associated with 
the left block of politics, is what is known as the 
nation-state system of governance. In this approach 
of federalism a group of people with common 
language, common culture and common religion 
have right to self-rule and therefore to a separate 
state. A nation, in this sense of the expression, is 
a federation of several states divided along the 
ethnic and language lines. These people believe that 
because the approach worked well in the past, it 
should work well in developing contexts now.

The second school of thought, proposed by the 
radical political groups, puts forward the case of 
state-nation approach to federalism. According to 
this thought, in the context of heterogeneous society 
and massive people movement and migration, 
nation-state approach to federalism is neither 
feasible nor practical. Therefore, the advocates of 
such a system, actually live in the past, or do so for 
a cheap political gain. In increasingly multi-ethnic, 
multicultural and multilingual countries like Nepal, 
only geographic states can be created in which people 
of all cultures, religions and languages have their 
separate identities ensured through the principles 
of co-existence, mutual respect and equitable 
governance. As for the ethnic and indigenous 
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languages, they have sentimental or symbolic value. 
In today’s world of globalisation and competition, 
local languages neither help nor provide any 
opportunity. People value their language because 
they attach them to their identity. So, they are dear 
to them. Apart from that the local languages do not 
have any instrumental significance. In fact, they 
may bring, as discussed in the final section of the 
article, negative complexes.

The third school of thought, however, advocates for 
more inclusive politics with concession of autonomy 
to communities, which are concentrated in certain 
geographic regions and are capable of making 
their own socio-cultural and language education 
decisions. This calls for an educational solution to a 
political problem. The ethnic and indigenous people 
want their languages and cultures to be preserved 
which can be done by allowing them to educate their 
children in their language up to certain level. The 
system is recommended by the Nepali academia 
and language experts as the most appropriate 
line of thinking in the given circumstances (see 
also Lawoti, 2004; Rana, 2006). This approach is 
formed on the three-language policy in which the 
local language, national lingua franca, and English 
as an international language have appropriate 
places allocated and their roles defined. Academics 
and language experts recommend.

English in the Language Policy Debate

The imposition of Nepali and Nepali belief systems, 
as discussed the foregone section, has been a major 
factor in the recent political turmoil (Onesto, 2005). 
The inequitable distribution of English language 
education (ELE) has further complicated the 
situation. During the Rana oligarchy English was 
imported, and adopted as an advantage in favour of 
the ruling elites (Vir, 1988).

The idea of language hegemony was further 
strengthened with the introduction of English to 
education in the 1950s when Nepal embarked on 
planning formal education for the first time. The 
Government of Nepal, appointed Dr. Hugh B. 
Wood, a US Fulbright scholar in India, advisor to 
Nepal National Educational Planning Commission 

(NNEPC) in 1954 the report of which has had 
overarching influence on education policy and which 
became the foundation for language education 
policy in Nepal. In fact, the Commission’s legacy 
continues in the construction, deconstruction and 
reconstruction of Nepal’s language policy (Awasthi, 
2004) 

Awasthi (2009, in press), and Cadell (2002) suggest 
that Wood was heavily influenced by Lord Thomas 
B. Macaulay, Chairman of the Governor-General’s 
Committee on Education in India in the 1830s. 
The minutes he wrote during his chairmanship, 
popularly known as the Macaulay Minutes, are 
regarded as a historic document on Indian education 
and the foundation of the Anglicisation of education 
system in India.

Macaulay’s approach to education was what later 
came to be known as the ‘Downward Filtration 
Model’ the purpose of which was to filter, select 
and educate a class of Indians who could function 
as interpreters between the British rulers and 
the millions of Indians they governed – a class of 
persons Indian in blood and colour but English in 
taste, opinions, in morals and intellect (Edwards, 
1967). Wood’s ‘Linguistic Restrictionism (restricting 
education and use of multiple languages in public 
domains) theory’ and the concept of multilingualism 
reduction have its direct roots in the Macaulay’s 
model of education. Wood as the architect of the 
NNEPC report orchestrated the report to shape the 
Nepalese language education policy. Therefore, the 
concept of monolingual Nepal was a non-Nepali 
ideology imposed on it by, as Awasthi (2004) below 
suggests, someone with neo-colonial attitude:

… the reduction of multilingualism was not 
an indigenous construct of Nepal. Linguistic 
restrictionism was an alien concept for the people 
and polity, and was an importation from the West. 
The concept of reductionism grew during the British 
Raj in India and flourished [in Nepal] after the 
NNEPC report (Awasthi, 2004. p. 34).

The politics of English as a global language is 
primarily local because while it has to cater to the 
global demand of the Nepalese people, it must also 
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meet the local socio-political conditions. That is to 
say, the status and role of English must appropriately 
be situated in the local language policy debate. 
However, most of the debate on language policy in 
Nepal centres around the local languages and no 
debate seems to occur around English. Whatever 
debate takes place in relation to the language is 
limited to curricular and pedagogic matters and 
distribution of ELE facilities (Kansakar, 2009).

There is no doubt that English has established itself 
as a language of power today, but more importantly, 
it has become powerful because it has been used 
as a tool as well as a resource for social mobility, 
linguistic superiority and educational and economic 
benefits. This unspoken privileging of the language 
is a deliberate attempt to create a further division 
in already divided Nepalese society. The language 
has been used as an instrument by the elites to 
maintain their superiority (Stiller, 1993). The role 
this language has played in the community has, 
therefore, been controversial, and in the absence of a 
clear state policy for its education, the language has 
done more harm than good. It is not only creating a 
socio-cultural and linguistic chaos, it also results in 
emotional and social displacements which together 
may be termed as cultural anarchism (Giri, 2009).

Furthermore, despite the rhetorical provisions in 
the new constitution, Nepal appears to be working 
with the fallacy that monolingual governments 
are more efficient than multilingual governments; 
and that multilingualism always divides and 
monolingualism always unites. As a consequence, 
instead of producing constructive policy, the fallacy 
has created problems and counterproductive issues.

The Results of the invisible policy of 
unplanning

Declining parity of esteem of ethnic languages and 
falling mother-tongue education

As discussed above, the ‘unplanning’ of languages 
and unspoken privileging of Nepali and English have 
produced a number of undesirable consequences. 
One of such consequences is declining parity of 
esteem of ethnic and indigenous languages. Though 
the current policy allows administrative sanction 

and limited economic support of certain level for 
the education of some ethnic languages, there is 
no statute to protect and support their legal status. 
With the diminishing educational and economic 
value, the people of young generation do not value 
their languages at all. As a result, these language 
communities are gradually losing their speakers.

For the Indigenous people, mother tongues and their 
education have been their priority because ‘it is only 
by knowing our language; we can make progress 
in all fields of life’ (says an ethnic language teacher 
interviewed in 2007). However, this is simply a 
rhetorical statement. The existing mother tongue 
schools are experiencing a decline of students 
because, as discussed elsewhere in the article, they 
do not see any practical relevance of knowing their 
language. In recent years, a significant amount of 
interest has been shown especially by the people of 
tribal groups to educate their children in their local 
language, i.e., mother tongue. A dozen of mother-
tongue education schools are in operation in various 
parts of the country (Yadava, 2005). This supposedly 
promotes their language nationally. However, the 
ethnic groups themselves point out the fact that 
the knowledge of the local language does not have 
the same value in employment, trade, media and 
education as English or Nepali. Inclusion of English 
(and Nepali) in mother tongue education, therefore, 
has been viewed necessary without them education 
in the ethnic languages alone is neither possible nor 
practicable (Eagle, 2000).

Esteem of ethnic languages is declining at all levels 
and in all spheres of socio-politics. The main reason 
for this is the attitude of the Nepali speaking elites. 
The majority of the Nepali as the first language 
(NFL) speakers, for example, is monolingual. As it 
is the language of administration, education, media, 
business and employment, the NFL speaker neither 
see any rationale nor do they feel any need to learn 
other local languages. They have, therefore, no 
knowledge and regard for the indigenous languages. 
In fact, they often develop some sort of unfriendly 
outlook towards and superiority complex over the 
non-NFL speakers. The Nepali speaking elites, 
therefore, rarely see the importance of maintaining or 
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preserving local languages. They consider linguistic 
and cultural diversity as a hindrance and something 
that prevents rather than aid the development 
of nationalism. The non-NFL speakers, on the 
other hand, as a result of the century old linguistic 
domination and privileging of Nepali have lost 
pride in their language, feel discriminated against, 
and, as S. Toba, I. Toba and Rai (2005) indicated 
above, have developed a tendency to neglect their 
languages in favour of Nepali.

The following two real stories illustrate the issue 
further.

Like millions of Nepalese people, I grew up in a 
bilingual situation. At home I spoke Maithili, a local 
ethnic tongue, but at school and neighbourhood, I 
spoke Nepali. From the very childhood, I was led 
to believe that ‘people are born equal, but some 
people are more equal than others’ and language 
was an important factor in it. Very soon I realised 
that speakers of Nepali were different and that 
those who spoke Nepali were treated as ‘superior’, 
‘educationally brighter’, ‘more talented’ and ‘more 
knowledgeable’. And I realised that Maithili was 
less valuable compared to Nepali, and it served 
no practical purposes other than communication 
with my parents and relatives. It neither helped me 
socialise with my fellow Nepali speaking students 
nor did it provide me with the same opportunity, 
access, knowledge and ability as Nepali did.

The linguistic and cultural divide was more 
pronounced in the cities than in the villages. When 
I moved to a city for my higher education, I realised 
that there was yet another level, another circle 
and another community of people with bigger and 
larger access and opportunity for education and 
employment. And English was their language. In 
this way, I chose Nepali and English for educational 
and economic opportunity and social benefits, 
and in the want of becoming a part of broader and 
wider social and educational network, I abandoned 
Maithili.

Sadly, my story is not unique

In June 2008 (see Rork, 14 June 2008), a foreign 
linguist in Kathmandu was stunned to hear a Newar 

mother who said she did not talk Newari with her 
husband in the presence of her children lest they 
might learn it.

“Why is that so?” asked the linguist.

The mother replied, “Well, it’s rather nice thing to 
learn your own language but you know my children 
will lag behind. English as an international language 
and Nepali as a communicative language are just 
fine; another language will make them dull.”

The stories above illustrate how millions of the 
Nepalese people view their languages and why 
they abandon them. The elites consider Nepali as 
a superior language and, as previously discussed, 
employ all political and educational means to 
perpetuate its dominance. As a result, the non-NFL 
speakers develop an inferiority mindset towards 
their own languages. The speakers of dominant 
languages persevere overtones of dominance 
because their language background ensures their 
participation in the national life. The speakers of 
other languages, on the other hand, are looked down 
upon, despised and often surpassed in the process of 
socio-economic and political development.

Non-integration of the speakers speaking other 
languages

Tensions among different language/ethnic 
communities are too a result of the language policy. 
One of the common causes of such tensions is the 
official stance, either in theory or in practice, about 
the mainstream languages. When people want to 
be integrated like items in a salad bowl, they are 
made to assimilate like ingredients in a melting 
pot causing insecurity, injustice and inequality in 
the ethnic/minority communities. The integration 
policy aimed at social transformation is creating 
tension because speakers of ethnic/minority 
languages are discriminated against those of 
mainstream languages such as Nepali and English. 
Similarly, the goal of making Nepali a language of 
all Nepalese people remains underachieved as it 
has not yet become a common language for many 
indigenous ethnicities. As a result, those who do not 
speak the mainstream languages do not integrate 
well in the mainstream life.
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Policy Contradiction

The policy regarding languages and how they are 
put to practice are also a source of tensions. There 
is a contradiction between the official policy or 
official position regarding languages, and the actual 
linguistic practice. For example, the current socio-
political provisions encourage only Nepali to be used 
in public domains restricting minority languages 
to limited social and private domains (ekantipur.
com, 15 Nov. 2009). Despite multilingual language 
policy rhetoric in the current linguistic and political 
discourses, hegemonic control of the elite languages 
persists and consequently, Nepali and English 
dominate the practice of all other languages. An 
example of such a contradiction can be seen in the 
recent decision of the government to use English, 
alongside Nepali, rather than local languages, in 
the citizenship card. This decision does not benefit 
the vast majority of the Nepalese people who are 
illiterate and will never know what is written in 
English. This contradiction in practice consolidates 
the adverse attitude the speakers of other languages 
have towards their languages.

So far as the English language is concerned, there 
is a contradiction between the political aims and 
economic aims of ELE in Nepal. The academics are 
recommending a compromise between the aims by 
suggesting that English should not be taught until 
after the elementary level of education as in the 
lack of adequate resources and teaching conditions, 
the ELE goals remain underachieved. Introducing 
it at a later stage of education will enable the state 
to be better prepared in terms of resources – both 
human and material, infrastructure and teaching 
conditions. The state, however, in the name of 
social equity in education, has introduced it in Year 
1, which without adequate plans and resources is 
merely a ritualistic exercise.

Politicising language policy

As discussed in the foregone sections, linguistic 
elitism helps achieve hegemonic control over scores 
of other ethnic and minority languages. This in 
practice controls the distribution of learning, usage 
and resource facilities. In order to maintain the 

existing linguistic structure, language policy making 
processes are highly politicised. Despite promised 
autonomy of policy making, language policy has 
been subservient of the ruling political parties which 
exert their ideological and political influence on the 
policy-making process as well as the product. As for 
the policy of the political parties, language policy 
is like political manifestos, which manipulates, 
perpetuates and promotes their linguistic interest. 
The pro-Nepali politics comes from the people 
of the parbatiya group who promote Nepali as 
the language of the pahades (the hill people). The 
promotion of Nepali as the dominant language, 
therefore, means the extension of the dominance of 
the parbatiya community on all Nepalese people, 
which then paves way for Nepali language and 
culture to be placed above all others.

There is thus a lack of political will and lack of a 
consensus among the political actors and ruling 
elites to distance themselves from the narrow 
ideological/political conscience and work for a 
broader interest of all sections of the population.

Aligning languages in term of their socio-political 
and economic relevance

One other consequence of unplanning is the way 
in which the indigenous/community languages 
are treated, prioritised or aligned for education, 
use and preservation. There is a tendency to align 
languages in terms of socio-political rationale. For 
example, languages of socio-politically dominant 
communities have been selected and given space 
in media, education and to limited extent public 
domains leaving at least several dozens of languages 
in their own fate. The authorities and social elites, 
therefore, channel away resources and energies 
into learning of these preferred languages instead 
of researching, investing, and maintaining the vast 
linguistic resources for their linguistic, cultural and 
human potentials.

English: One Language – Multiple Literacy

As indicated earlier, the lack of planning has created 
confusion in the status and role of English. There is, 
for example, a contradiction between how the elites 
view English and what the common people expect 
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of it. The ruling elites are content with the current 
ELE arrangement because the discriminatory access 
to English helps maintain their status quo (Kerr, 
1999). The academics have always recommended 
that English cannot and should not be compulsory 
for all at all levels of education (Kansakar, 2009; 
Davies, 1984; Malla, 1977). The common people, on 
the other hand, inspired by the current situation, 
expect that English must be for all, available at all 
levels and for all sections of the population. For 
them, English is a ‘social capital’, and like all other 
capitals, it must be carefully planned and ‘fairly 
distributed’.

The status and role of English, irrefutable they may 
be in the Nepalese contexts, are far from clear. It is 
not clear, for example, how a uniform teaching and 
learning policy can address the complex population 
diversity and their diversified needs of English. 
Based on geography and the different economic 
activities people are engaged in, there are surely 
different needs requiring different levels of English 
proficiency for different types of populations. It 
needs to be ascertained who needs what type and 
level of English and how this is to be accomplished. 
However, the current debate only reveals that the 
place of English in Nepal is unassailable and it must 
form an important part of any educational package. 
What it does not address is the fact that different 
sections of the Nepalese population require different 
types/levels of English.

English language education, therefore, faces the 
dilemmas of social equity, social division and 
equitable practice. Academics and educational 
experts, for example, believe that ELE has to be 
based on the reality of the situation, and taking 
into account the fact that different sections of 
populations need different types and different 
levels of English, and that while English is ‘second 
language in urban areas’, it is the third or even fourth 
language in the rural and remote areas of Nepal, 
the English language must be treated differently in 
different parts of the country. This means that there 
has to be different literacy targets for different types 
of population. However, fair though it sounds, it 
creates a policy contradiction as it denies the same 
level of opportunity and excess to all.

Conclusion

Languages in Nepal have been conspiratorially 
manipulated to serve the interest of the dominant 
groups of the society since the very formation of 
the state in the eighteenth century. The elites have 
deliberately ignored the issues related with the 
minority and ethnic languages for socio-political 
reasons. The ‘unplanning of languages’ has helped 
them have a linguistic advantage and competitive 
edge over others, and better access to education 
employment and economic success. It has also 
helped them maintain linguistic dominance. 
The unplanning has also created a great deal of 
confusion. English language education in Nepal is, 
for example, at the crossroads. Its hegemonic past, 
its deteriorating standards in public education, its 
divisive role in the community, and uncertainty 
of its future on the one hand, and on the other 
its ever growing demand in all socio-economic 
and developmental domains is creating a policy 
contradictions.

What is needed is a policy framework, which 
recognises languages as a national resource not only 
in theory but in practice also. What is also needed a 
definitive course of action to develop a policy that, 
recognising their socio-economic and educational 
role in development, adequately accords a place for 
Nepali and English along with other local languages. 
Therefore, an inclusive language policy which is 
progressive in its principle and accommodative in 
its approach is the way forward.
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Introduction

The history of English language in Bangladesh is a 
long one. It can be traced to the 18th century when 
the British people first came to this subcontinent. 
Since then the people of this country have been 
striving to gain command of the English language 
in order to communicate with people who share 
the lingua franca. Invariably, English now is an 
internationally shared language, which further 
necessitates learning of English to the Bangladeshi 
people, and its learning must be updated with our 
changing needs in a globalized world.

There was a time in Bangladesh when students 
who graduated from the discipline of English 
Literature or English Language had no alternative 
other than to go into the teaching profession. But 
English graduates from literature or language are 
increasingly associated with a range of other sectors 
like banking and the newly established call centres. 
Even those who want to immigrate to the West need 
to sit for proficiency tests like the International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS). 
The avenues where English Language Teaching 
(ELT) is required are increasing year after year in 
Bangladesh. 

For the language teaching methodology, ELT 
practitioners in Bangladesh followed Grammar-
Translation Method (GTM). The shift in the 
paradigm from GTM to Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) occurred around the year 2001. And 
now it is the official government education policy. 
This by no means was unique to Bangladesh because 
Korea already adopted this methodology (Li, 1998) 
and China also followed suit (Yu, 2001). The driving 
force for change seems to arise from the notion 
that traditional method has failed and is wrong 
whereas CLT will succeed and is right. Now-a-days, 
it is difficult to imagine any practitioner, anywhere, 
arguing against this though there have been 
criticism from Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, etc. A large 
number of teachers implement this in their teaching 
practice, and where this has not been implemented 
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yet, there is a pressing urge to move to this direction. 
However, whether after almost half a century of 
influence, the CLT, which was basically formed and 
flourished in the Western context, still remains the 
model of a paradigm to the Asian students, is open 
to question. Given the dynamic features of CLT, it 
seems necessary to investigate the current status of 
the use of CLT in an English as Second Language 
(ESL) context like Bangladesh. The majority, that 
is, more than 95% of the current teachers of college 
level are the product of GTM. Now, they are also not 
very much acquainted as well as trained in newly 
introduced CLT. But the paradox is that they are 
now to teach their students CLT- oriented English 
curriculum as a part of their teaching. English 
teachers face many awkward situations, especially 
in case of the ‘feedback’ and ‘assessing final-product’ 
that aggravate their frustrations. 

Theoretical Background

Communicative Language Teaching 

The need for learning English as L2 emerges in 
Bangladesh from the necessity of communication in 
the international arena. The origins of CLT can be 
traced in the changes in the British language teaching 
tradition dating from the late 1960’s (Richards and 
Rodgers, 2001). The work of the Council of Europe; 
the writings of Wilkins, Widdowson, Candlin, 
Christopher Brumfit, Johnson Keith, and other 
British applied linguists on the theoretical basis for 
communicative or functional approach to language 
teaching; the rapid acceptance of these new 
principles by British language teaching specialists, 
curriculum development centres, and government 
gave prominence nationally and internationally to 
what came to be referred to as the Communicative 
Approach or simply Communicative Language 
Teaching (Richards and Rodgers, 2001). 

The CLT approach views language as a tool for 
communication. The focus of linguistic theory is to 
characterize all the abstract abilities that speaker 
possesses in order to communicate. Another 
linguistic theory of communication mostly cited in 
CLT is Halliday’s functional account of language use: 
“Linguistics…is concerned…with the description of 

speech acts or texts, since only through the study of 
language in use are all the functions of language, and 
therefore all components of meaning, brought into 
focus” (Halliday, 1970). Another theorist frequently 
cited for his views on the communicative aspect of 
language is Henry Widdowson who emphasized on 
the communicative acts underlying the ability to use 
language for different purposes. Canale and Swain 
(1980) provide a more pedagogically influential 
analysis of communicative competence in which 
four dimensions are identified: (1) Grammatical 
competence, which refers to what Chomsky (1965) 
calls linguistic competence and what Hymes 
(1972) stated as what is “formally possible”. 
This is the domain of grammatical and lexical 
capacity; (2) Sociolinguistic competence, which 
refers to an understanding of the social context 
in which communication takes place, including 
role relationships, the shared information of the 
participants, and the communicative purpose for 
their interaction; (3) Discourse competence, which 
refers to the interpretation of individual message 
elements in terms of their interconnectedness and 
of how meaning is represented in relationship 
to the entire discourse or text; and, (4) Strategic 
competence, which refers to the coping strategies 
that communicators employ to initiate, terminate, 
maintain, repair, and redirect communication 
(cited from Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Bachman 
(1991) elaborates Canale and Swain’s extension of 
Hymesian model of communicative competence. 
Celce-Murćia, Dörnyei, and Thurell (1997) in turn 
extend the Bachman model.

In CLT, the theory of learning lies on some principles 
as communication principle, task principle and 
meaningfulness principle. Communication principle 
involves activities that engage real communication 
and promote learning. Task principle includes 
activities that encourage language, which is used 
for carrying out meaningful tasks, and promote 
learning (Johnson, 1982). Finally, meaningfulness 
principle emphasizes on the language that is 
meaningful to the learner and supports the learning 
process. Johnson and Littlewood (1984) also cited 
an alternative learning theory–a skill-learning 
model of learning. According to this theory, skill 
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development bears the mark of the acquisition of 
communicative competence in a language. Thus the 
objective of CLT is to enhance the communicative 
competence in a learner. 

For CLT, the functional-notional syllabus is the 
model syllabus that is either followed or adapted 
for the curriculum. The functional-notional syllabus 
has the following features:

1.  Learning tasks should be associated with the 
real world

2.  Every day, real-world language should be 
taught 

3.  Receptive activities on the part of the learners 
are emphasized before rushing them into 
premature performance

4.  Communication will be intrinsically motivating

5.  It enables a spiral curriculum to be used which 
reintroduces grammatical, topical and cultural 
material

6.  It provides for the widespread promotion of 
foreign language courses

To implement the theories and the curriculum in 
a classroom, a teacher plays a very intricate role in 
the CLT. He/She has to be a facilitator and initiator 
of activities, sometimes manager of the classroom 
tasks, promoter of communication, advisor, 
monitor, co-communicator and needs analyst for 
the learners. Since the teacher’s role is less dominant 
than in a student-centred method, students are 
seen as more responsible managers of their own 
learning. Regarding the classroom activities, they 
can be either text-based or task-based. Text-based 
activities are mainly drawn from realia that consists 
of analysis, comprehension and paraphrasing. Task 
contains role-plays, simulations, language-games 
etc. Littlewood (1981) classifies activities into two 
– (a) pre-

The methodological procedures underlying the 
texts reflect a sequence of activities in the above 
figure include that teaching points are introduced 
in dialogue form, grammatical items are isolated 
for controlled practice, and then freer activities 
are provided. Pair and group work is suggested to 
encourage students to use and practice functions 
and forms. This serves for freer practice activity 
that initializes real-life communication that engages 
communicative competence of a learner. CLT 
appealed to those who sought a more humanistic 
approach to teaching, one in which the interactive 
processes of communication received priority, 
involving the integration of different language skills 
whereas Content-based Approach (CBI) involves 
teaching around the content or information of 
students’ learning. 

Content-based Approach

Content-based approach to teaching language is 
focused around the content or information that 
students will acquire, rather than around the 
linguistic or other type of syllabus. Krahnke (1987 
p. 65) provides the following definition: “It is the 
teaching of content or information in the language 
being learned with little or no direct or explicit effort 
to teach the language itself separately from the 
content being taught”. New York Times columnist 
and linguistic pundit William Safire addresses it in 
one of his columns in 1998 and states:

If any word in the English language is hot, buzz 
worthy and finger-snappingly with it, surpassing 
even millennium in both general discourse and 
insiderese, that word is content. Get used to it, 
because we won’t soon get over it. (NYT, August 19, 
1998).

Like CLT, content-based teaching language also 
highlights the communication where there will 
be an ideal situation for second language learning 
in which the subject matter of language teaching 
is neither grammar nor function nor some other 
language based unit of organization, but content, 
i.e. subject matter outside the domain of language.

The content-based approach to language teaching 
basically emphasizes the teaching of a language 

a) Pre-communicative

Structural

Quasi-Communicative

b) communicative

Functional Communication

Social Interaction
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focusing on reading and writing in all subject areas 
in the curriculum, and not merely in the subject 
called ‘English Language’. Likewise, language skills 
should also be taught in the content subjects and not 
left exclusively for the English teacher to deal with. 
This report influences American education as well, 
and the slogan “Every teacher, an English teacher” 
becomes familiar to every teacher (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001).

Content-based teaching is based on the two central 
principles:

1.  People learn a second language as a means of 
acquiring information, rather than as an end in 
itself.

2.  Content-based teaching better reflects learners’ 
needs for learning a second language. 

According to Brinton et al. (1989), “The use of 
informational content which is perceived as relevant 
by the learner is assumed by many to increase 
motivation in the language course, and thus to 
promote more effective learning”. The learning 
in CBA emphasizes that “People learn a second 
language most successfully when the information 
they are acquiring is perceived as interesting, useful, 
and leading to a desired goal” (Richards & Rodgers, 
2001). It is also seen that language learning becomes 
easier and more fruitful when learners focus on 
something other than language, such as ideas, issues, 
opinions, experiences, events etc. Thus, “the student 
can most effectively acquire a second language when 
the task of communicating with someone… about 
some topic… which is inherently interesting to the 
student” (D’Anglejan & Tucker, 1975). For example, 
Geography might be the first choice of subject 
matter. Geography is “highly visual, spatial and 
contextual; it lends itself to the use of maps, charts, 
and realia, and the language tends to be descriptive 
in nature with use of the ‘to be’, cognates and proper 
names” (Stryker and Leaver, 1993). The content that 
stimulates invigorating interests in the learner may 
provide the starting point for developing a syllabus. 
The schematic knowledge of students is also taken 
into account in the content-based teaching. This 
principle views learner not as a blank paper to be 
filled with information. Rather, they are viewed 

under Vygotsky’s philosophy where the learners are 
seen as ‘constructivists’ who construct knowledge 
befitting acquired knowledge with the schema 
instead of learning them blindly.

To attain the object, therefore, the design of syllabus 
is crucial. The content-based model uses syllabus 
that is referred to as a topical syllabus. In this 
case, the example of Free University of Berlin can 
be mentioned (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Their 
syllabus consists of a sequence of modules spread 
over the academic year. The topical themes of the 
modules are:

i.  Drugs     

ii.  Religious Persuasion  

iii.  Advertising

iv.  Drugs 

v.  Britain and the Race Question 

vi.  Native Americans  

vii.  Modern Architecture

viii.  Microchip Technology 

ix.  Ecology

x.  Alternative Energy 

xi.  Nuclear Energy

xii.  Dracula in Myth, Novel, and Films

xiii.  Professional Ethic

The modules are designed and sequenced so that 
they “relate to one another so as to create a cohesive 
transition of certain skills, vocabulary, structures, 
and concepts” (Brinton et al., 1989). Krashen’s 
input hypothesis should also be kept in mind while 
compiling topics for the language class.

Mohan (1986) identifies an approach for content-
based ESL instruction which is built around the 
idea of knowledge structures. This takes into 
account of a curriculum which is based on a 
framework and schemas. The framework consists 
of six universal knowledge structures, half of which 
represent specific, practical elements (Description, 
Sequence, and Choice) and the other half of which 
represent general, theoretical elements (Concepts/
Classification, Principles, and Evaluation) (Mohan, 
1986). For the content-based approach the materials 
are crucial as both the teaching process and the 
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learning process are centred on the materials. So, 
the materials that facilitate the language learning 
are used typically with the subject matter of the 
content course. For this reason, graded materials 
are recommended to utilize in the class. Hence, both 
teachers and learners play key role in the teaching-
learning process. Content-based language teaching 
is in the “learning by doing” school of pedagogy 
(Richards & Rodgers, 2001). So, the learners adopt 
an active role in the classroom interpreting the inputs 
and increasing the tolerance of ambiguity. Similarly, 
the teachers keep the context and comprehensibility 
in the foremost and apply empathy in selecting and 
adapting authentic materials. 

For the secondary and higher secondary level, 
content-based teaching can be implemented 
through (a) theme-based approach and (b) adjunct 
approach (Richards & Rodgers, 2001) – 

a) Theme-based approach: An example of this 
approach is described by Wu (1996) in a 
programme prepared for ESL students in an 
Australian high school. Topics were chosen 
primarily to cater to the widest variety of 
students’ needs and interests. Linguistic 
appropriateness was another factor taken into 
account when choosing topics as some involved 
more technical terms and complex grammatical 
constructions. The topics were also chosen for 
relevance to the Australian sociopolitical and 
cultural climate. Topics that fulfilled these 
criteria included multiculturalism, the nuclear 
age, sports, the Green movement, street kids, 
and teenage smoking (Wu, 1996).

b)  Adjunct approach: This approach focuses on 
science. Both the ESL teaches and the science 
teachers are involved in this approach. The 
adjunct approach focuses on the following:

i. Understanding specialized science 
terminologies and concepts

ii.  Report writing skills

iii.  Grammar for science

iv.  Note-taking skills (Wu, 1996)

Content-based approach, thus, is widely used in 
variety of settings because of its adaptability. The 

advocates of this approach claim it to be one of 
the most successful programmes because of its 
unlimited opportunities for both teachers’ and 
students’ interests and needs. Brinton et al. (1986) 
observe:

“In content-based approach, the activities of the 
language class are specific to the subject being 
taught, and are geared to stimulate students to think 
and learn through target language. ….For example, 
it employs authentic reading materials which 
require students not only to understand information 
but to interpret and evaluate it as well. ….In this 
approach students are exposed to study skills and 
learn a variety of language skills which prepare them 
for a range of academic tasks they will encounter” 
(Brinton et al., 1986). 

Methodology

All the teachers from whom we have taken 
information are engaged in teaching in the Higher 
Secondary level. We designed the questionnaire in 
order to extract information regarding the teaching 
methodology, facility and logistic support. Thirty-
five teachers from twenty colleges across the country 
(from different divisions) responded to the research 
questionnaire. We also held a focused group 
discussion where thirteen of the thirty-two teachers 
could participate where they freely expressed their 
feelings and shared their experiences. We also 
interviewed 15 teachers grouping them into two–
teachers who are recently (within one or two years) 
graduated aged 24- 27 years and the teachers who 
are already in the profession for more than one year. 

Result and Discussion

All the participants of our fact-finding sessions 
agree unanimously that the problem lies in the 
implementation of the teaching methodology. The 
point that became highlighted is the appropriateness 
of some of the aspects of the CLT. But no one was 
against the approach. In response to the question 7 
(Q-7: The communicative approach (CA) is highly 
feasible for ELT in Bangladeshi context), which 
was asked for the feasibility of CA, 71.4% of the 
participants answered in the negative (disagreed). 
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Regarding the teacher training (Question 9), all the 
participants emphasized on the necessity of it. The 
vast majority of the teachers (85.7%) opted for the 

1. Two years course is adequate for students to 
learn Basic English.

Strongly 
Agree

Slightly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Slightly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

14.3 28.6 57 0 0 0

2. The scope of teaching grammar in a com-
municative syllabus is quite narrow.

0 0 14.3 57 0 28.6

3. The curriculum of English fulfills the instructor’s 
expectation.

0 0 14.3 57 0 28.6

4. The class size generally enables the instruc-
tors to teach English effectively.

Strongly 
Agree

Slightly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Slightly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

0 0 0 28.6 0 71.4

5. The size and duration allow the instructor to 
do the skill-based activities.

0 0 0 28.6 14.3 57

6. It is quite difficult for the instructor to moti-
vate a learner in an English language class-
room.

14.3 28.6 28.6 14.3 14.3 0

7. The communicative approach is highly fea-
sible for ELT in Bangladeshi context.

0 0 28.6 28.6 14.3 28.6

8. The previous method i.e. GTM used to be fol-
lowed in the class was more effective.

14.3 14.3 0 42.8 0 28.6

9. To implement the communicative approach 
successfully in ELT, the teachers training 
should be obligatory.

71.4 0 28.6 0 0 0

10. There are sufficient training programmes and 
institutions of the EL teachers in Bangladesh.

0 0 0 57 0 42.8

11. The blend of ELT methodologies is more ef-
fective in a large class.

42.8 0 28.6 14.3 0 0

12.  Additional support for ELT outside the class 
may be necessary.

Strongly 
Agree

Slightly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Slightly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

42.8 14.3 42.8 0 0 0

13.  Accuracy is highly sought from the students. 14.3 28.6 28.6 28.6 0 0

14.  Memorization plays an important role in 
achieving higher percentage.

14.3 0 71.4 14.3 0 0

15.  Curriculum focuses equally on all the 4 skills. 14.3 0 14.3 14.3 0 57

16.  Using literature in a language class-room 
might be an effective tool for teaching learn-
ers.

42.8 14.3 42.8 0 0 0

17.  To teach English, the medium of instruction 
should be all through in English in the context.

28.6 14.3 14.3 14.3 28.6 0

 18. Different modes of instructor as conferences, 
discussion, and peer-work other than lecturer 
might prove more effective.

42.8 0 42.8 0 0 14.3

19.  The prescribed text narrows down the scope 
of teaching.

28.6 42.8 0 0 14.3 14.3

20.  Keeping lesson plan regularly helps to en-
hance the class standard.

42.8 0 28.6 28.6 0 0

blend of ELT methodologies (Question 11). Space 
does not allow a detailed discussion of everything; 
however, several issues are worth presenting. 



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

51
All the facts that have come up that give a picture of 
TESL in the college level of Bangladesh have been 
summarized below:

1.  The primary goal of majority of the institutions 
is to provide education at affordable price to 
all the levels of people. For this basic reason, 
the teachers do not have access to the latest 
technology and research materials for the 
causes economic as well as geographic. In most 
cases, these institutions are the sole providers 
of the education of the remote region that can 
satisfy only the basic requirements.

2.  The problems are varied but mainly related to 
the level of students, their responsibility and 
their learning styles. Class size in comparison 
to the time period of lessons is also significant. 
Deferential nature of the society also showcases 
the hindrance in implementing CLT alone in a 
language classroom. 

3.  The prevailing examination system is another 
problem for the CLT. It is more achievement 
oriented rather than performance oriented. 
It emphasizes on the grades and positions 
other than the issues of fluency and accuracy. 
So, invariably, the teacher becomes or has 
to become the “facilitator of examinations 
rather than of linguistic or communicative 
competence” (Gupta, 2005). Besides, the on-
going system encourages cramming on which 
the students tend to rely too much.

4.  Students do not believe they are the managers 
of their learning. Neither do they think their 
teachers ‘facilitator’ nor do they accept an 
emphasis on a student-based struggle to 
communicate. They tend to rely on “pure talk-
chalk lectures that are mostly teacher-centred” 
(Gupta, 2005).

5.  Teachers also identify that the learners fear the 
loss of face, shyness and have a reluctance to 
question the teacher.

6.  Responses from the teachers establish the 
fact that there are certain realms of CLT that 
raise question on the validity and viability 
of a number of the central tenets of CLT. All 

teachers claim to use the approach but have 
problems in implementing it. It is perhaps the 
fear of going backwards that has hindered us 
from exploring other alternatives, which could 
lead us forward. 

 We also can better understand of the 
summarized results/of the fact from the 
questionnaire from a graphical representation.

Graphical Representation of the Results

An Alternative Paradigm – Blend of CA and 
CBA

Jacobs and Farrell (2001:55) comment that, “When 
a paradigm shift takes place, we see things form a 
different perspective as we focus on different aspects 
of the phenomena”. As when the shift from GMT to 
CLT occurred, the focus shifts from the structures 
to the functions. ESL teachers are, nevertheless, 
increasingly using more communicative approaches 
to second language teaching. One of the primary 
characteristics of this approach is a focus on 
meaning, or as Ellis (2005) recently puts it, 
that instruction is ‘predominantly [focused] on 
meaning’. One of the reasons for the limited amount 
of second language learning that occurs in a second 
or foreign language context is that there is such a 
limited amount of L2 input provided or available 
to the learners. Where the teachers speak the first 
language of the students, there is a great temptation 
to do much of the explanation in the first language 
so that during a class of forty minutes, the L2 is 
heard or read only a small fraction of the total class 
time. In other words, input provided to learners is 
frequently quite limited and if we are agreed that 
input is vital for language development (Ellis, 2005; 
Krashen, 1994; Lighbown, 2000; VanPatten, 2003), 
then improved outcomes in our second/foreign 
language classrooms are more likely to occur if the 
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amount of input in the ESL in class is increased 
substantively. Content-based teaching can be a mode 
of increasing input of the target language. Here, 
the content is at the fore in the teaching-learning 
process. The framework (the following Figure 2) 
for a CBA argues that the language learners learn 
best in teaching-learning environments that contain 
contents that are harmonious with their learning 
styles and expectations–that is greatly influenced 
by age and culture. So, where there is predominance 
and interference of first language in a language 
classroom, the content-based approach may 
minimize the effect of L1 and increase the exposure 
of the target language to the learners. However, the 
alternative does not negate the view that language is 
about communication. We, rather, argue for a blend 
of methodology where the learners will at first get 
accustomed with the target language (through CBA) 
and then they will be entrusted with the tasks that 
enhance the communicative competence.

Suggestions for Policy-Makers 

Fruitful implementation of any teaching 
methodology is not to do with the ELT practitioners 
only. The authority concerned and administrative 

Language is concerned with information and content for 
communicative competence that includes functions, notions and 
situations   

Teaching assumptions, 
methods and materials for 
developing communicative 
competence   

Acquaint learner with 
the target language and 
maximize the input  

The Content-based 
Approach 

The Communicative 
Language Teaching  

Figure 2: The Blend of CLT and CBA 
(Modified from Jarvis, 2004) 

bodies also have a significant role to play. One of 
the major problems that have been identified in 
the Bangladeshi context is the lack of appropriate 
involvement in teaching methodology and guidance 
of the officials of the Ministry of Education, 
Education Board, Curriculum Board and the 
authority of the local college. So, through this paper 
we are uplifting some ideas that may be pondered on 
by the authorities:

1.  Successful implementation of the teacher-
training programmes is useful as teachers are 
not well-trained before entering into their 
profession, and this process will give them 
quality enough to impart their knowledge to 
teach their pupils.

2.  Successful implementation of the monitoring 
body of the Ministry of Education as most of 
them does not feel to do their duties properly 
without supervision. 

3.  Circulation and insurance of uniform and 
elaborate instruction regarding teaching-
learning process, which enables them better 
equipped to discharge their duties properly.

4. Considerations of curriculum 
innovation keeping in mind 
the insufficiency of facilities, 
resources and fund as the whole 
process need to be taken into 
consideration keeping in mind 
the socio-economic situation of 
a country, like Bangladesh. 

5. Encouraging and ensuring 
teachers’ adaptability to the 
teaching procedures with 
the context as the friendly 
environment will help the 
students to learn better.

6. Creating environment where 
teachers will be receptive to 
novelty and innovation as the 
students are not very inquisitive 
in classes, like Bangladesh, 
where the social barrier comes 
into place.
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7.  Engineering an evaluation process in 

accordance with the teaching-learning objective 
defined beforehand to see the accountability 
and discharging the duties on the part of the 
teachers.

8.  Reducing class size by increasing sections to 
an affordable limit where language teaching 
might be effective as class-size helps teachers 
to teach the students with adequate ease and 
help students to learn the lessons properly. 

9.  Ensuring the use of technology (at least audio 
player) in every institution as audio-visual aids 
are very much pertinent in teaching English 
classes and help students learn English skills 
properly. 

Conclusion 

Much of the debate, regarding CLT, has been 
focused on the issues of cultural appropriateness 
of Asian learners (Anderson, 1993; Ellis, 1996; 
Rao, 2002; Sano et al., 1984) and a number of 
issues have recently been raised in the Asian EFL 
Journal (Yoon, 2004; Lin, 2004). Many works have 
identified problems of implementing the approach 
within specific contexts, but all ultimately support 
an “adapted version which takes into account local 
condition” (Jarvis & Atsilarat, 2004). More recently 
Kumaravadivelu’s work (2001) attempts a shift in 
perspective by identifying limitations associated 
with CLT methodology. Kumaravadivelu argues for 
a focus on particularity, practicality and possibility. 
This paper shows that teachers encounter problems 
with CLT implementation in relation to teaching 
procedures and learning goals that have much to do 
with ‘particularity, practicality and possibility’.

The challenges faced by the teachers of English 
are manifold. They face the problem of teaching 
a class which is large in number of students in 
comparison of stipulated time to teach, the lack of 
remuneration paid for them, non-access to latest 
teaching aids and resource-materials to implement 
in the classes, the evaluation by the existing exam 
system, non-participatory attitude of the students, 
the prevailing social milieu where the students are 
not appreciative of their inquisitive nature; thus, the 

proper implementation of the CLT becomes dubious 
in Bangladeshi context. The above mentioned 
recommendations will help the policy makers and 
ELT practitioners and others concerned to overcome 
these challenges and they can attempt to resort the 
suitability by implementing them in their concerned 
spheres. 

However, the CA is undoubtedly a very useful 
paradigm which is why we argue, in this paper, that 
a CBA alterative needs to be blended with it. The 
emergence and rise of Indian English, Singapore 
English, and Australian English etc. only highlight 
the fact that the ‘content’ is equally important with 
‘communication’. So, the CA-CBA might put the 
English not in the margin of L2/FL but establish it 
as a global language which is the rightful claim of 
the inhabitants of today’s world. Thus, the challenge 
for the ELT practitioners is surely with the teaching-
learning styles and expectations rather than to try to 
fit them into any prescribed framework of a model. 
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Introduction

Teaching English as a Second Language is highly 
influenced by development of the contemporary 
information communication technologies, which 
are considered to be a broad term referring to the 
use of technology in language communication 
paradigm. Having explored the experience of 
computer technologies application in ESL teaching, 
our research has appeared to be of great importance 
for Kazakhstani English language compulsory 
education.

ELT scholars worldwide discuss how to become a 
modern highly-qualified English teacher. There is 
a focus on making the learning process integrate 
multiple language skills, enhancing cognitive activity 
and choosing individual learning strategies, which 
would be applicable and reliable to a certain group 
of school students. Moreover, as Russian scholar 
Polat says, teachers need to develop learners’ ESL 
potential and individual learning creativity (Polat, 
2001, pp.10-14). And in order to realize the above 
mentioned ideas in ESL teaching, there is potential 

Computer Dictionaries and Encyclopedias in 
Teaching English as a Second Language
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The objective of this paper is to explore one of the aspects of the problem of the use of information 
communication technologies in English as a Second Language teaching and learning. There has been 
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in the use of computer language software because it 
significantly enhances the learning process. 

The study of the use of computers in learning 
and teaching languages in the broadest sense, 
from the use of word processors to the use of the 
Internet, is known as computer-assisted language 
learning (CALL) (Warshauer, 1996, pp.3-9). CALL 
has been defined as “the search for and study of 
applications on the computer in language teaching 
and learning” (Levy, 1997, p.1) and is now used 
in a variety of instructional situations. Chapelle 
(2001) reported that the use of the term CALL for 
computers in language learning was agreed on by 
early practitioners who met at the 1983 Teachers of 
English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) 
conference. Many international researchers 
strongly emphasize the significant role of CALL in 
developing linguistic proficiency and communicative 
competence in ESL learners as well as promoting 
increased levels of learner autonomy (Galavis, 1998, 
pp.27-35).
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The use of computer-based reference software such 
as dictionaries, encyclopedias and web references 
contributes to learner-centered approach in language 
teaching, provides teaching with differentiation in 
accordance with children abilities and inclinations, 
forms firm motivation towards language learning, 
and optimizes the process of English language 
comprehension (Nesterova, 2005, p. 102-103). The 
study we conducted examined some advantages of 
computer-based inquiry software in ESL learning 
and its applicability for Kazakhstani school system. 

Based on the high interest of many researchers and 
practitioners (Siennicki, 2006, p.198-207; Keser, 
2009, p.104; Wei-Yuan Lu, 2009, p.108; Bovtenko, 
2005, pp.156-178; Oates, 2006, pp.2364-2366 
and others) in using computer dictionaries and 
encyclopedias and didactic functions of this kind 
of software we state the research question – Do 
computer dictionaries and encyclopedias improve 
the process of teaching and learning English as a 
second language? In this way we need to make clear 
what this computer-based inquiry software is. 

The majority of “paper” dictionaries are focused 
on the person who reads in English, the person 
who finds the basic words that help to build the 
general semantic meaning. The English written 
speech, except the knowledge of all used words, 
demands precise representation how these words 
are combined with each other, what prepositions 
are used, and whether the expressions transfer 
appropriate sense. And if the “paper” dictionary 
satisfies the needs of a reader, it more often ignores 
the interests of a writer who writes in English as a 
foreign language. Moreover, today in our century of 
electronic communications each user of the Internet 
has practically become a writer.

Thus, the teacher of foreign language using 
different information technologies at the lessons, 
sooner or later will have come to conclusion that 
paper traditional dictionaries mismatch the reality 
frequently. The main reason of it is that actually 
many dictionaries, which were generated in a 
language atmosphere of the middle of the century, 
have strongly become outdated. Modern values 
of old words are not specified and many new 

words are absent (Bovtenko, 2005, pp.156-178). 
Copying “paper” dictionaries on computer base 
is unpromising. It became especially obvious in 
connection with development of a global network 
- the Internet: the most part of Web-pages consists 
of the English texts written by the up-to-dated 
language, plentifully using colloquial lexicon and 
slang. Hardly any of the existing English-Russian or 
English-Kazakh dictionaries can answer these needs. 
Only electronic dictionaries can solve this problem 
as it is proved by everyday multiple addresses of 
learners and teachers to the online dictionaries such 
as “Multitrun”, “Abby lingua”, “Promt” and others.

Research context

Electronic dictionaries

There is a wide range of electronic dictionaries, on 
which teachers’ eye might focus on. But we have 
paid our attention on bilingual English-Russian 
and Russian-English dictionaries. The most known 
and used computer dictionaries are electronic 
translator “PROMT”, computer dictionary “Lingvo” 
of companies Abbyy and MultiLex developed by 
firm “MediaLingua”. It is curious for us to compare 
these dictionaries as they have different sights on 
principles of the electronic lexicography.

Travel of students to the world of computer 
linguistics begins with the main page of PROMT 
Professional 7.0 - electronic translator PROMT. 
The PROMT dictionary is focused on the work 
of Microsoft Office, browser Internet Explorer, 
emailing program Microsoft Outlook and such 
document as Adobe Acrobat Reader. The tool 
panel of PROMT is built with the abovementioned 
programs and allows executing text translation 
directly in the window of the application, not 
leaving it, that saves time of students in creation 
and protection e-mail projects. The system of the 
dictionary has more than 1,000,000 words and 
word-combinations on a variety of topics. Using this 
electronic dictionary for the purposes of teaching 
and learning a foreign language - quick translation 
of the text including graphic files, content of e-mails 
and web sites connected to the Internet - will cease 
to be the difficult problem that requires great time 
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expenses and will turn to be habit for ESL students 
(Zelzer, 2002, p. 97-103).

The company MediaLingua keeps the simple 
strategy on creating dictionaries “MultiLex” (http://
online.multilex.ru/). It creates a digital copy of 
known book editions. The rigid binding to the paper 
prototype does not give an opportunity to correct 
and supplement electronic version of dictionary, 
especially to change structure of construction of the 
entry.

It might be said with the confidence that electronic 
dictionary “ABBYY Lingvo” is the fullest dictionary 
nowadays. The last 11th version includes 46 
dictionaries: general, thematic, explanatory and 
phrase books. They contain 2,300,000 entries (more 
than 7,000,000 translations) by means of which 
students can quickly receive correct translation of 
any word and the accompanying information about 
it: a transcription, examples of the using, synonyms, 
interpretation and grammatical characteristics. 
Each word is sounded by the native speaker that 
allows training pronunciation skills in the class as 
well as out of the class. Besides the English-Russian 
dictionaries, “ABBYY Lingvo“ contains German, 
Spanish, Italian and French dictionaries that allows 
working with words in six languages and making the 
comparative analysis inside of this or that language 
group.

But the basis of “Lingvo”, according to the Head 
of the Linguistic Department of Vladimir Selegey’s 
Company, is created by non-native speakers. 
Each new version of “Lingvo” is supplemented 
with the updated vocabulary, where mistakes 
and discrepancies are corrected. Thus, owing to 
lexicographic researches the English-Russian 
dictionary of company “ABBYY” is close to a native 
language practice. That allows adapting the process 
of foreign languages teaching to the real world.

Encyclopedias

Using the computer encyclopedias in ESL teaching 
and learning is considered to be one of the 
perspective tendencies nowadays. Wikipedia is the 
multilingual popular freely distributed encyclopedia 
which is published on the Internet and let out in 
format of DVD. It is created in many languages of 
the world by collective work of voluntary authors. 

From the moment of origin in the beginning of 2001 
and until now Wikipedia has been steadily growing 
and getting popularity among users of the Internet.

Unlike traditional encyclopedias, Wikipedia is based 
on hypertext. The hypertext is a system for the non-
sequential presentation of text, the fundamental 
concept of the World Wide Web, whereby the user 
can jump from one part of a text to another, from 
one Web page to another, or from one website 
to another, by clicking on underlined hyperlinks 
that are known as a reference to a document that 
the reader can directly follow, or that is followed 
automatically. The concept of hypertext predates 
the Web by many years. Vannevar Bush is credited 
with inventing the concept of hypertext in his 
article “As we may think”, which was written as 
early as 1945 and describes an imaginary machine 
called “Memex (a portmanteau of “memory” and 
“index”)” - essentially a hypertext device that takes 
account of the way the human mind associates ideas 
and follows a variety of different paths rather than 
moving on sequentially. 

The hypermedia is the extension of the hypertext 
to multimedia, describing the combination of 
multimedia information (text, images, audio, 
video, etc.) in a meaningful configuration which is 
especially useful for teaching and learning (Doncov, 
2007, p. 72-73) Using the hypermedia technology 
meets such requirements shown to encyclopedias as 
structure, convenience in circulation. If it is necessary 
the material can be corrected easily. Now there is a set 
of various hypertext formats (HTML, DHTML, PHP, 
etc.) which one of the world-used online encyclopedia 
known as “Wikipedia” is based on.

Wikipedia resources can be effectively used in 
teaching and learning English in class and out of 
the class activities as well as in planning a lesson 
by a teacher of foreign language, in selection of 
the authentic material, etc. It is confessed by many 
language teachers that the help of encyclopedias 
is valuable for development of all language skills 
(Steven, 2001, pp.44-47).

So, having studied different teaching experiences 
we can say that it is useful to integrate informational 
resources of computer encyclopedias in educational 
process to solve a lot of didactic problems at the 
lesson more effectively:
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• to develop reading skills directly using and 

adapting materials of the Wikipedia of a 
different language level;

• to improve listening comprehension skills 
on the basis of authentic sound texts of the 
encyclopedia adapted by the teacher to the 
learning process;

• to improve writing skills, answering to partners’ 
questions, participating in preparation of 
reports, compositions, other epistolary 
products of joint activity of partners;

• to enlarge the vocabulary, both active and 
passive, of the current foreign language that 
reflects a certain stage of development of 
culture of people, social and a political system 
of a society;

• to get acquainted with culture that includes 
speech etiquette, features of speech behavior of 
various people, traditions of the country;

• to form steady motivation to ESL learning.

Pre-study questionnaire on teachers’ views 
on computer inquiry software application
In the frame of pre-study with the aim of presenting 
the real picture of using computer dictionaries and 
encyclopedias by ESL teachers, there has been made 
the questionnaire among school English teachers 
of Karaganda city, Kazakhstan. In order to study 
effectiveness of computer-based inquiry software we 
believe that it is necessary to get to know the English 
teachers’ attitude to this kind of 
technology and their way of using 
them in teaching at schools. So that 
the main tasks of the questionnaire 
were

• to reveal the awareness of 
teachers about existence of 
computer dictionaries and 
encyclopedias and the attitude 
to their use;

• to examine the frequency of 
their using at English lessons;

• to know what activities the 
English teachers used to have by applying 
computer dictionaries and encyclopedias in 
class; 

• to study the challenges have been appeared 

in the use of computer dictionaries and 
encyclopedias in English class. 

The questionnaire consists of twelve open questions 
where high school teachers wrote their answers. The 
results of questionnaire are shown at the Diagram 
A where 57 % of the respondents consider that the 
modern teacher refuses to use the ready course 
books and prefers to teach current English that is 
presented with the help of ICT. The teachers are well 
informed about the kinds of computer dictionaries 
and encyclopedias, about their work principles, and 
mostly they prefer using network encyclopedias for 
lesson preparation and out-of-class learning. They 
strongly believe that using ICT in ESL teaching and 
learning has been increasing motivation of students 
to foreign language learning.

Thirty five  percent  of the respondents prefer to build 
the work on a principle of traditional methodology, 
that is to say they know about existence of 
computer dictionaries and encyclopedias because 
of the problem of insufficient financing to the ICT 
support which leads to absence of constant access 
to resources of the encyclopedia and the dictionary.

The last 8 % of the respondents use the computer 
dictionaries and encyclopedias for self-directed 
language learning to provide the students with the 
opportunity to study English individually as this 
kind of computer inquiry software allows developing 
language skills with self-control functions.

35%
57%

8%

For the using
computer
dictionaries in the
out-of-class
activities
For the using
traditional
dictionaries

For the using
computer
dictionaries in
selfdevelopment

Diagram A

Moreover, having based on teaching experience the 
majority of the teachers emphasize in the answer 
sheets that the computer-based inquiry software 
plays the important role in foreign language teaching 
and learning and have a number of advantages in 
contrast to traditional methods:
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• it raises the level of English Proficiency and 

computer usage;

• it keeps developing of motivation to language 
learning;

• it realizes the principles of self-directed 
language learning.

So, here we can see that teachers are aware of 
advantages of computer-based inquiry software 
from their own teaching experience at schools and it 
helped us to conduct the main study of the research. 

The study 

With the purpose of exploring the effectiveness of 
the computer dictionaries and encyclopedias there 
the experimental teaching in 10th grades of the 
Karaganda high school was conducted. The number 
of participants was 40 where the 10 “a” class was an 
experimental group and the 10 “b” class – control 
group. The main criteria of selection of participants 
of the experiment were level of English Proficiency, 
level of computer literacy and age. So, to identify the 
level of English there has been presented the pretest 
that consists of three stages: grammar-vocabulary 
test, listening comprehension tasks and speaking 
on the curriculum topics. The age of the participants 
was 16 years old. It was agreed to use computer 
dictionaries for in-class activities and computer 
encyclopedias for out-of-class work in ESL teaching 
in a short-term view.

In the frame of the main objective of the research 
the main tasks of experimental teaching were the 
following:

• to teach school students to work with electronic 
dictionaries and translation systems;

• to teach school students to study English with 
the help of computer dictionaries;

• to lead the comparative analysis of work with 
traditional and computer dictionaries; 

• to conclude the result and offer the 
recommendations.

The criteria of the estimation of the experimental 
teaching have been allocated the time, during which 
students would be making the tasks; the speed, 

with which work would have been done and the 
correctness of results of the done assignments. The 
teaching and learning process has been researched 
in two high school classes, in which in one class 
there was teaching with the use of traditional 
dictionaries and in another one – the use of 
computer dictionaries. The experiment lasted a half 
of one school term (one month).

The task that was given to the students was to 
practice the new lexical units on the module: “What 
do you like?”, “What’s best in your country?”; to 
listen and to comprehend the content of the texts 
translating with use of the dictionary “Lingvo” and 
speak on the topic using the studied words and word 
expressions. At the lessons there has been used 
the multimedia base of the interactive whiteboard 
(IWB), which is known as a touch-sensitive 
projection screen that allows the teacher to control a 
computer directly by touching the screen. The IWB 
is a convenient modern tool for effective academic 
purposes, business presentations, and seminars. It 
not only combines advantages of the big screen and 
marker boards, but also allows to keep all marks 
and the changes made during discussion and even 
to operate computer applications, not interrupting 
performance and providing access to resources of 
the Internet.

The results of the experimental teaching are reflected 
in Tables 1, 2 and show that the quality of learning 
with the use of computer dictionary “Lingvo” is 
much high than the quality of learning with the use 
of traditional dictionaries, that is presented in the 
Diagram B.

Table 1: Indexes of the quality of the 
learning progress of the 10 “a” class

Week 
number (2 
lessons a 

week)

Respon-
dents

number 

Respondents 
number who 
got excellent 

and good 
marks

% of the qual-
ity of students’ 

progress

1 20 11 55%
2 20 15 75%
3 20 14 70%
4 20 17 85%

Total 71%
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Table 2 «Indexes of the quality of the 
learning progress of the 10 “b” class»

Week 
number (2 
lessons a 

week)

Respon-
dents

number

Respondents 
number who 
got excellent 

and good 
marks

% of the qual-
ity of students’ 

progress

1 20 7 35%
2 20 9 45%
3 20 11 55%
4 20 9 45%

Total 45%

Diagram B «Comparative analysis of the 
quality of learning in the group 10 “b” and 
group 10 “a” »

the language material. It is necessary to note the 
shortening of time in doing tasks, and also in 
deleting a gap between, so-called, “strong” and 
“weak” students. It was observed that there was a 
great interest of the weak students thanks to study 
with the use of computer dictionaries. It was found 
out that it reduced probability of duplication of 
students’ answers while translating and develops 
a language guess in selection of a suitable word 
equivalent.

Thus, using of computer dictionaries at the foreign 
language lessons is one of the relatively new means 
of raising pupils’ motivation to foreign languages 
learning, developing of self-directed work of pupils 

and multilingual perception of 
language units.

The research on the determination 
of the role of Wikipedia has been 
realized with the same tenth 
grade students. The task given to 
the students, which was out of-
class activity, was to expanding 
the students’ knowledge in the 
frame of cultural aspect of foreign 
language learning. The lesson 
was organized in the form of the 
game and devoted to a theme “The 
United Kingdom of Great Britain 

and Northern Ireland”.

The analysis of work with Wikipedia in out-of-class 
activity allows defining the great role of Wikipedia 
materials, which are authentic, and that is highly 
important for language learning. During the 
activity there were being involved four language 
skills: listening and reading comprehension 
skills, speaking and writing skills as well. There 
were the following tasks with texts taken from the 
computer encyclopedia: finding the main idea, 
analysis, annotation, synthesis and compression 
of the information, development of grammatical 
terminology, translation of texts from English to 
Russian. 

Conclusion
In the research the learning value of the computer 

The qualitative and quantitative analysis of the 
experimental teaching with the use of computer 
dictionaries suggests that the time spent by the 
students of the experimental group on doing tasks 
is less than that of the control one. The speed of 
learning materials is higher in experimental group 
than in the control one, and the correctness of 
answers more often corresponds to the sample. The 
criteria of assessment allow judging a degree and 
quality of developed skills of the students.

The use of the computer dictionary in educational 
process allows expanding the borders of the 
traditional lesson where the students are in direct 
contact with the teacher and get necessary support 
only from him, but also promotes to increase of 
the students’ interest to independent work with 
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dictionaries and encyclopedias in ESL learning has 
been proved during experimental teaching and 
many advantages of ESL teaching with their use 
have become obvious.

The use of the computer dictionaries and 
encyclopedias not only diversifies the educational 
process, it also opens great opportunities for 
expansion educational frames, bears significant 
motivational potential, and promotes realization of 
individual teaching principles. It allows increasing 
of the amount of self-directed learning and 
individual correction in processes of skills formation 
that subsequently improves the quality of foreign 
language learning as a whole.

Working with computer dictionaries school students 
have an opportunity to 

• increase a speed of unfamiliar word searching;

• search word-combinations, words with 
incorrect spelling;

• use the means of multimedia for vocabulary 
learning; 

• use hyperlinks;

• track the actions. 

Resources of the computer encyclopedias in 
teaching and learning process are considered to 
be useful topic-based language materials that are 
easy to include in out-of-class ESL activities. The 
results of our research demonstrated the fact that 
students have successfully developed the reading 
comprehension and writing skills as they have 
had access to up-to-dated and fresh topic-based 
materials for reading activities and producing a 
variety of written works.

The doubtless advantage of information resources 
of electronic dictionaries and encyclopedias is the 
big emotional impact on students of high school. 
Now with the full confidence it is necessary to say 
that this kind of computer technologies influences 
strongly on the whole educational process.

As a result of the research aimed at determination of 
the role of computer dictionaries and encyclopedias, 
we offer following recommendations for the 
organization of in-class and out-of-class teaching 

and learning with the use of the computer 
dictionaries and encyclopedias: 

In order to bring the use of the computer dictionaries 
and encyclopedias to the level of free manipulation 
firstly teacher should give introduction course to 
students;

In order to cover all vocabulary and save the time 
for searching the suitable equivalent teacher needs 
to create his own dictionary that includes the lexical 
units of the lesson;

For the development of students’ English learning 
autonomy based on the use of the computer 
dictionaries and encyclopedias teacher needs to 
present the language materials by using multimedia 
technologies in order to cover students’ personal 
characteristics. 
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Thesis writing: misconceptions vis-à-vis 
realities 

“Give me an easy topic, please”. This is the phrase 
most of the thesis writers (M.Ed. English students) 
utter to me when they wish to undertake thesis 
writing under my guidance. The request puzzles me 
and I stay tight-lipped for a while as I do not know 
what to say and how to say. This generates a number 
of questions in my mind: Am I the person supposed 
to provide them topics? Are there topics called easy 
and difficult? Do I have a stock of thesis topics? 
Am I supposed to play an imposing role of asking 
pupils to write thesis on topics of my interest/
choice? What is my responsibility as a supervisor? 
What roles do they have as researchers? and so 
on. However, I become calm in a few moments as 
I come to realize that this is not my personal story 
but a common saga of thesis supervisors. In this 
connection, I would like to re-share a lighthearted 
discourse that a senior faculty in the Department of 

English Education, University Campus, Tribhuvan 
University (TU) shared with me three years back. 
The conversation between him and a researcher 
progressed in this way: 

Researcher: Give me an EASY topic, please.
Supervisor: (ironically) I am so sorry, I had brought 
one EASY topic but gave it to another student. 
Researcher: Sir, you know I am pretty occupied. 
So, do me a favor. 
Supervisor: Alright, I will bring another EASY top-
ic for you tomorrow.
Researcher: There is going to be a vacancy in a 
10+2 in my village. If I were able to finish  earlier 
…….

The talk betrays that the student seems to have 
conceived that it is the supervisor who is supposed 
to assign topics and they can be easy or difficult. He 
is also short of time. He wants to accomplish it as 
soon as possible for he does not want to miss the 
opportunity of getting an employment in the school 

Give me an Easy Topic, Please: My Experience 
of Supervising Theses 

 Sajan Kumar Karn

Abstract 

Thesis writing is demanding in that it requires a great deal of time, patience, study, creativity, writing 
proficiency and also critical and analytical expertise on the part of researchers. Unfortunately, many of 
the beginners do not seem to understand the gravity of such a high level academic feat and consequently 
pose a lot of problems for thesis supervisors, guidance committee, university department, etc. This 
paper endeavors to scrutinize students’ misconceptions and negligence against depth and requisites 
of the thesis writing. Besides this, it also tries to specify the expected responsibilities of supervisors 
and researchers. This largely draws on my experience and inferences obtained while supervising  
M. Ed. (English) theses, unstructured interview (conversation) with the students/researchers, a close 
examination of thesis drafts, and interactions with colleagues (thesis supervisors). 
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of his village. This seems to be a general tendency 
amongst students as virtually all the students are 
found to make a request for easy topic as they begin 
writing thesis.  

Likewise, let us look at another piece of conversation 
(with me) that reflects the students’ (mis-) 
conception about thesis writing:

Researcher: I wanna do thesis, sir.
Supervisor: Good but you know, thesis is extreme-
ly demanding.
Researcher: Please help me. 
Supervisor: I am here to help but you have to 
spend a lot of time, efforts, money…..
Researcher: You know, my schedule is too hectic 
but I will spare some time in the evening. 
Supervisor: uhhh….
Researcher: Sir, I will come to you, please make 
me write one-two pages(dictate) every day so that 
I can finish within a month.
I am using a pseudo name of the researcher. 

Again this conversation shows the researcher is 
willing to do thesis but he does not have enough 
time. He has not started yet but is worried 
about completing it at the earliest. Another big 
misunderstanding he has is that he thinks it is some 
sort of dictation that a supervisor is supposed to do 
in order to produce a thesis. 

Let us now look at another piece of conversation that 
occurred some days before the viva-voce of a thesis.

Researcher: Sir, I have come to make a request.
Supervisor: well, what’s that?
Researcher: My thesis viva is the day after tomor-
row.
Supervisor: I see. That’s okay. Prepare well and 
best of luck for that. 
Researcher: But there is a problem. …..I need forty 
five (90%) in thesis to have second division. Please, 
this is related to my career and life.        
Supervisor: So what? What do you want to say? 
What can I do? (expressing anger) 

This is again the dialogue between me and my 
student (researcher) before the viva voce. 

The above talk now infers that student has opted 
for thesis as he considers thesis to be mark-fetching 
and he thinks by requesting a member of thesis 
evaluation committee, he can obtain the marks he 
needs to have desired division. 

Likewise, let us see another conversation that points 
out another misunderstanding that students bear 
about thesis writing. 

Researcher: Sir, please speed up my thesis.
Supervisor: Ramesh ji, you are supposed to do 
that, not me. 
Researcher: I submitted yesterday. Please, arrange 
viva as soon as possible.
Supervisor: Yes, you did it but look...there are a lot 
of things to be corrected. Look at the grammati-
cal errors you have made. This is a duplication-
plagiarism, Rameshji.  you have copied pages from 
others’ theses. You must acknowledge whatever 
you borrow. You are supposed to follow APA style 
of referencing, there is no consistency in margin 
and font size…. It is not double spaced. Theoreti-
cal background is also not enough either. Review 
of the related literature has to be in chronological 
order………….     
Researcher’s friend (Union leader): Try to under-
stand, sir. Please do not give unnecessary trouble 
to students, at least my students. Ramesh belongs 
to my group. 
Supervisor: Thakur ji, You must understand: how 
sensitive work thesis is. How can I recommend                     
the thesis that is so carelessly prepared? It is 
linked with my prestige, and also Department’s 
reputation. I think he needs to spend at least one 
more month on it.
Researcher’s friend (Union lead-
er):………………………………………………………….
This debate happened between me and researcher 
(and his friend) last year and created a lot of trou-
bles. Again the conversation uses pseudo-names. 

For this student, thesis writing is merely a ritual: he 
seems to have borne that thesis can be submitted 
in any manner. He does not seem to pay any heed 
that there is a proper style of writing and the theses 
should adhere to the standards of the Department. 
Besides, he has brought union leader for help. 
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These poor states of affair can be generalized as most 
of my colleagues working in the same Department 
of different campuses of TU have expressed by and 
large similar experiences. 

My experience of supervising M.Ed. theses for 
about half a decade has unveiled that the students/
researchers seem to have developed numerous 
misconceptions about thesis writing. One may 
argue that it might have been happening owing to 
lack of ample orientation and ignorance about the 
rigor of research. I would refute it in that even after 
adequate guidance, the wrongs get repeated. 

Some of the misconceptions have been enumerated 
and explained below in comparison to the requisites 
the researchers are supposed to abide by:

Thesis is merely  a means of acquiring a qualification 

There is no denying that thesis writing is a part of 
academic qualification. Nevertheless, most of the 
M. Ed. students (researchers) seem to overlook 
the spirit of thesis writing (a research work) and 
simply concentrate on how to obtain the degree at 
the earliest. “There is often a natural tendency to be 
thinking continually about the final qualification and 
to treat the thesis writing simply as a means to that 
end” (Oliver, 2004:4).  This underrates the gravity 
of thesis writing which is a form of exploration. 
Unlike personal essays that express personal 
thoughts, feelings and opinions, thesis requires one 
to go beyond personal knowledge and experience. 
One undertakes research when they wish to explore 
an idea, probe an issue, solve a problem, or make an 
argument that compels them to turn to outside help 
(Gibaldi, 2004:3). Stressing its creative dimension, 
again Oliver maintains “Thesis writing is not merely 
an instrumental activity but an opportunity to 
express understandings about the world in a fresh 
and novel way” (ibid.). Consequently, it demands 
a great deal on the part of the writer. A researcher 
is supposed to be aware of standards that the 
department has set. Therefore, considering thesis 
writing merely from instrumental perspective makes 
it less investigative and undervalues its magnitude 
as well. 

Certain types/areas of research are easy and others 
are relatively more difficult

I wonder if ease or difficulty lies in the area or type 
of research one is going to carry out. The fact is 
that thesis is one of the most demanding scholarlry 
tasks. Best and Kahn opine “A thesis is a piece of 
formal academic writing which reports on a research 
study. The research worker should be a scholarly, 
imaginative person of the highest integrity, who is 
willing to spend long hours painstakingly seeking the 
truth” (2002:22). A researcher should have ample 
time in order to study related materials, prepare 
tools to collect data, analyze and interpret them, 
prepare a draft, edit and re-edit it, proof-read it and 
so on. He/she needs to have creative and inquisitive 
brain to contribute to professional enhancement 
with the research. All areas or topics are of equal 
intricacies and therefore, demand equally. It is 
another matter that those who have gone through 
the research literature and have developed skills 
required, find the task relatively easier. 

Thesis is (not) mark-fetching

Rumor has it that thesis fetches high scores. Many 
of the students seem to opt for thesis as they have 
developed a pseudo-impression that thesis writing 
is comparatively more mark-fetching in than the 
paper namely, Discourse Analysis (an elective paper 
which can be opted for instead of thesis writing). I 
have received a dozen of pleadings and pressures 
to award or persuade the concerned for lofty marks 
as it is a practical kind of thing. This is a hundred 
percent wrong concept. If thesis writing is inspired 
by this default impression, this diverts the primary 
focus of research which is the contribution of 
knowledge and solution of certain professional 
problems. We cannot expect such theses to 
contribute anything worthwhile. Score is something 
that depends on the level of study and performance. 
If one studies hard and is able to present/produce 
his/her work accordingly, any subject/paper fetches 
high marks. If a student completes the thesis within 
the stipulated time, produces linguistically excellent 
work and most importantly his or her work carries 
something original and meaningful, no doubt 
he/she secures high marks. However, a research 
work (thesis writing) must not be guided by such 
instrumentalities.
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Writing a thesis is an act of reproducing 
and compiling texts from various sources

For many of the students, thesis writing is similar 
to the compilation of stuffs from different sources. 
A large number of the theses are found to have the 
ideas, sentences and paragraphs borrowed from 
different scholars and previous research works 
without acknowledgements. Many of them seem 
to be unaware of the fact that when they borrow 
contents from other sources they have to cite them 
properly. However, many do it deliberately as they 
are pretty busy and therefore, cannot spare time 
required. Experience shows that writing thesis 
has become more a mechanical work than creative 
one. Students are found to exert little effort on 
contemplating and studying about theoretical 
background, methodology and methods of analysis 
and interpretation. Majority of them just cascade 
most of the contents and strategies from previously 
carried out theses. This is plagiarism. “Using another 
person’s ideas, information or expressions without 
acknowledging that person’s work constitutes 
intellectual theft. Passing off another person’s ideas 
information or expressions as your own to get a 
better grade or gain some other advantage constitute 
fraud”(Gibaldi, 2004:66). 

Thesis supervisor is like a narrator

Some of the students also seem to have formed a 
belief that it is the supervisor who is supposed make 
them write thesis. In other words, they expect some 
sort of dictation from supervisors. Many a time, 
I have come across students asking me to dictate 
thesis either partially or completely. I remember a 
student turned leader requesting me repeatedly to 
write a thesis for him. Later, I came to know that he 
got a professional thesis writer who did all work for 
him. I wonder if my job as a supervisor is that of a 
narrator. The supervisor’s role is clearly not one of 
doing the work for the students i.e. writing thesis or 
narrating it partially or completely, but of providing 
advice and support in order to help researchers 
produce the best theses which they are capable of. 

It is supervisor who is responsible to edit, re-edit 
and proof-read the drafts of thesis 

It is the job of teacher/supervisor to edit and proof-
read the thesis, most of the students assume. They 
submit their first draft without even giving a first 
reading. They just print the first draft and bring it 
straight to the supervisors as if they (supervisors) 
were editors. Now supervisor is expected not only 
to correct grammatical errors but also to show 
where they should use capital letters and small 
letters, which quotations to indent and which not to, 
what font of what size to use, how to cite, how to 
reference, how much to leave for margins, how to 
write headings and subheadings, in fact, everything. 
This over-expectation seems to have made thesis 
supervising more mechanical and less creative. 

Thesis writing is a formality

Students do not seem to understand that a thesis 
is a form of communication. Instead they seem to 
consider thesis writing to be a ritualistic activity. 
A thesis finally is the property of Department of 
a University or Campus. It is stored in a library 
where it is uploaded on a website. Now the 
thesis is subject to be read by future and also 
overseas students. Therefore, if thesis is not well 
written, it damages the long earned reputation 
of the supervisor, Department, Campus and also 
University. A thesis writer has to consider this while 
doing the task. Editing and proof-reading has to 
be done meticulously by researchers themselves to 
avoid lapses so that the dignity of the supervisor, 
Department etc. is upheld. 

Thesis writing is ornamental 

Often students are found using ornamental language 
in their thesis. They do not seem to distinguish 
between academic writing and creative one. Unlike 
creative writing which is subjective and imaginative, 
academic writing does not give the same freedom 
of expression. A researcher ‘must inform directly, 
objectively with clear and concise language” 
(Coppedge, 2009:21). A scientific writing does not 
accept ornamental language. Day (1995) states “The 
flowery literary embellishments-the metaphors, the 
similes, the idiomatic expressions-are very likely 
to cause confusion and should seldom be used in 
writing research papers. The dictum that needs to 
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be kept in mind is “The best English is that which 
gives the sense in fewest short words” (p. 2). 

Supervisors delay the process of thesis 
writing

Students seem to have misconceived that 
supervisors intentionally delay the process of thesis 
writing. Often the students allege their teachers for 
not speeding the process of thesis completion. They 
frequently accuse the teachers for not providing 
enough time. Likewise, they are also blamed for not 
managing the viva promptly. They do not seem to 
understand the fact that things take time. Thesis is 
a sensitive work and therefore haste makes waste. 
“Research is characterized by patient and unhurried 
activity. It is rarely spectacular, and the researchers 
must expect disappointment and discouragement 
as they pursue the answers to difficult questions” 
(Best and Kahn, 2004:22). Once the student has 
submitted thesis to the supervisor, he/she has to 
find time to go through it as he/she has a number 
of other responsibilities besides guiding of the 
thesis. Again going between the lines of the draft 
and examining every bit thoroughly require time. 
Sometimes even after the submission of thesis, 
administrative matters take time and theses are sent 
to the subject committee later than they should be. 
On the part of students, M.Ed. thesis requires one 
to spend 3 months of minimum time. However, this 
may not be enough for data collection and analysis 
and may take additional time, say some six months 
or even longer. I have come across some students 
wanting to submit their thesis only after two months 
of the viva of the proposal, which implies that 
students are not aware of time schedule and also the 
haste for the final qualification, which might damage 
the quality of thesis. However, it is seen that a few 
good students are able to accomplish thesis within 
the stipulated time. 

A thesis supervisor is a topic-provider

My experience has shown that even after a number 
of efforts on our part (supervisors) to make the 
researchers understand that selection of topic is 
their own job; students have virtually depended on 
supervisors to assign them topics. The fact is that 

supervisor is not supposed to provide topics to the 
researchers; it is the task of researchers to pick up 
topics that suit and interest them. Nevertheless, 
selection of topic has to be done with the consultation 
and approval of the supervisor. 

How to pick up a thesis topic

Selecting a topic is of course a difficult decision, but 
if students follow their instincts, they will find their 
way to an appropriate and meaningful topic. I think 
if students follow the below-given tips, their job of 
picking a topic becomes easier. 

Choose a topic of your interest: This is the most 
democratic procedure for the selection of topic. 
Instead of being imposed and pressurized by the 
supervisor or others, if students pick of the topic 
that is interesting to him, the research will be more 
fruitful. For instance, if a student finds the area of 
Code-mixing interesting, he/she should not venture 
for Contrastive Analysis (CA) or Error Analysis (EA) 
upon the recommendation of a supervisor. If CA or 
EA is chosen, he/she will not be able to exert that 
much interest in it and consequently the product 
will not be that significant. 

Pick up a topic that has pedagogical implications: 
The researches of the Department of English 
Education intend to seek pedagogical applications. 
As the M.Ed. graduates of today are the teacher 
trainers/educators of tomorrow, they will be dealing 
with the problems of second language acquisition, 
the role of first language, error analysis, contrastive 
analysis, language testing, course designing, 
effectiveness of a particular technique in teaching, 
textbook analysis, evaluation, motivation, materials 
etc. In other words, whatever topics are picked 
up they are supposed to have some pedagogical 
implications (Bhattarai, 2005:164). I remember a 
student bringing a topic-A Descriptive Study of the 
Bhojpuri Language. The topic in no way is linked to 
ELT and does not have any pedagogical implications 
for ELT either.

Choose a distinctive topic: Overdone areas should 
not be picked as they contribute a little to the body 
of knowledge. This is also to avoid duplication that 
is likely to take place. Researchers should think 
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of contributing significantly to the concerned 
profession. They should be creative and choose an 
idea that stands out from the pack as original and 
innovative. 

If students are asked to select topics on their own, 
they are found to select those topics that have been 
overdone so that they could just transfer most of 
the contents –theoretical background, objectives, 
significance, methodology, etc. For instance, 
one student said that he wanted to do thesis on 
“Effectiveness of Communicative Strategies in 
Teaching Stories” because there was already a thesis 
on “Effectiveness of Communicative Strategies in 
Teaching Poetry”. 

Pick up a topic of future profit: A topic if chosen from 
future perspective will be more beneficial. Before 
selecting a topic, the students need to contemplate 
if the topic will have any future significance in their 
career. For instance, a student aiming to be a teacher 
should pick up the topic that can enhance their 
further pedagogical career. However, if a student 
aims to be a course framer or an administrator or a 
researcher, he/she should concentrate on the other 
related topics. 

Avoid controversial topic: Controversial topics 
should be avoided as far as possible. However, if 
one chooses a controversial topic, they need to 
think carefully about whether it might restrict their 
employment, tenure, or publishing opportunities. 

Consult supervisor: Whatever topic a researcher 
wants to write thesis on, he/she should consult the 
supervisor for final consent. It is because there is no 
doubt to the fact that a supervisor knows more about 
the efficacy of such a work. He also knows whether it 
is going to be feasible or not. 

Go through the literature: One of the most useful 
exercises when one is planning to write a thesis is to 
go through the list of theses in the department. Quite 
apart from issues about content and subject matter, 
it is often helpful to see the way in which other 
researchers have approached both the structuring 
and writing of their theses.

Pick a manageable topic: I remember one of my 

students had written a proposal entitled “ELT 
Situation of Nepal”. Is not it a too giant project for a 
bigginer (Master’s degree students)? Surveying ELT 
situation will take a long time – a couple of years or 
even more. Besides, it does not seem possible for a 
single researcher to dare for such a stupendous task. 

Responsibilities of the thesis supervisor 

Most of the researchers seem to depend on 
supervisors for a large number of work. A thesis 
supervisor does assume a number of responsibilities. 
However, his role seems to be more of an advisor 
than of a doer. The following are the assumed 
responsibilities of the thesis supervisor: 

To provide essential suggestions from the beginning 
through the completion of thesis writing

To recommend materials (theses, journals, books 
etc.) required to be consulted 

To provide suggestions on formulation of objectives, 
development of data collection tools and tips for 
analysis techniques etc.

To examine theses on the matters of structure, 
referencing (citing) style, mechanics of writing etc. 
and to advise students to abide by the standards of 
Department and University 

To recommend proposal and thesis for evaluation if 
requirements are met.

The above mentioned roles are consultative in 
nature. Nevertheless, this consultative job requires 
supervisor to inspect and examine carefully and 
thoroughly the work of students and help them 
produce the best they can. After the submission of 
thesis, the supervisor has to ask himself/herself the 
following questions before he/she recommends it 
for evaluation (Oliver, 2004:168).      

• Is the abstract clearly written and an accurate 
précis of the thesis?

• Does the introduction set out the research 
question clearly?

• Are the aims clearly stated and achievable?

• Is the literature review sufficiently 
comprehensive for the academic level of the 
thesis?

• Is the literature reviewed relevant to the 
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subject matter of the thesis, and sufficient 
contemporary?

• Is the research design relevant to the research 
aims?

• Does the account of methodology demonstrate 
an adequate appreciation of research methods, 
relevant to research design and subject to the 
research?

• Is the data sufficiently and appropriately 
analyzed?

• Do the results and conclusions derive logically 
from the analysis?

• Are the ethical issues inherent in the study 
discussed adequately?

• Is the linguistic style of the thesis appropriate 
to the academic level?    

Responsibilities of the student/researcher

Thesis writing is essentially students’ work. It is 
them who have to write theses. In order to do so, 
they have bigger responsibilities to perform. They 
have: 

• To select a topic that is novel and can contribute 
something original

• To study the related theses, journals, research 
books etc. 

• To write a comprehensive research proposal 
adhering to the standards of the department 
and university

• To seek suggestions from the supervisor 
and other members of the thesis guidance 
committee on the matters of confusion and 
difficulties

• To abide by the suggestions given by supervisor

• To prepare tools to gather data

• To analyze the data properly, taking help from 
guide or others who know 

• To produce thesis in accordance with the rules 
and standards of the department/university

• To maintain accuracy and consistency 
throughout the thesis.

• To acknowledge properly the sources of 

materials and ideas borrowed, paraphrased or 
derived

• To realize that the supervisor has many other 
duties which may at times delay the student’s 
access to the supervisor 

• To edit, re-edit, and proof-read the drafts of 
thesis meticulously before submission

• To be aware of thesis evaluation criteria

Conclusions

Thesis writing is considered a collaborative work 
for it involves researcher, supervisor, thesis 
guidance committee and many other individuals 
and organizations. Nonetheless, it is the students/
researchers who have to take the charge of initiating 
and doing the task. Others are available only if 
researchers seek their assistance and guidance. It 
is therefore a misconception on the part of students 
to expect much from supervisor and others. Over-
expectation of students from supervisors has made 
thesis writing more mechanical and less creative. 
Likewise, thesis which is a form of exploration 
and communication demands profoundly on the 
part of researchers. On the one hand, they have 
to be innovative and on the other they have to 
produce the work that adheres rigorously to the 
standards of the University/Department. Unless 
the researchers understand the sensitivity and 
worth of such an academic activity, thesis writing 
will continue creating problems. Therefore, in order 
for thesis writing to make sensible expedition of 
innovation, students/researchers must wipe away 
the misconceptions discussed above. 
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Introduction

Nepali is the national language for the Nepalese 
and it is used all over Nepal for official and ordinary 
communicative purposes. In this sense, English has 
nothing to do with internal communication in this 
country. It is taught as a foreign language in Nepal. 
However, it has been given a significant place in the 
Nepalese schools, higher secondary and college level 
curriculums. Thus, the students study English for 
academic purpose here. The concern of the present 
study is with the Nepalese students’ language and its 
evaluation by teachers of English.

An error as produced by the second language learners 
has been the central concern of every applied 
linguist. A concern has also seen on how non-native 
English teachers judge errors for their seriousness, 
but the linguists are examining whether non-
native teachers have correctly been able to identify 
what erroneous is and what is not, or explain why 
something is erroneous. With this concept in mind, 
the present study has focused on evaluating the 

students’ errors, and looked at whether the teachers 
bring improvement in their ways of evaluating their 
students’ languages as proper or not. This study 
emphasised on the grammatical errors the higher 
secondary school level students in Nepal committed 
in written English, and how the English teachers, 
both non-native teachers (including Nepali and 
non-Nepali) and native English speaking teachers, 
reacted to such errors in terms of their seriousness.

Objectives of the study

The major objectives of this study were to identify, 
describe and explain the grammatical errors 
committed by the Nepali learners of English; to 
evaluate the errors by the Nepali, non-Nepali 
English teachers and native English speaking 
teachers; to find out whether there are any 
consistent and significant differences in the error 
gravity perceptions of the Nepali, non-Nepali and 
native English speaking teachers; to determine the 
gravity of the errors and their hierarchy through 

Learners' Errors and their Evaluation 
 Laxmi Bahadur Maharjan

Abstract

This study identifies, describes and evaluates the learners’ errors, and determines the gravity of those 
errors in terms of intelligibility and acceptability by the Nepali, non-Nepali and native English speaking 
teachers. This study was targeted at the grammatical errors and perceptions of different English 
teachers on those errors. The research findings were analyzed and expressed quantitatively. The study 
revealed that the Nepali English teacher evaluators were found to be the most severe judges. The non-
Nepali (i.e. other than Nepali and the native English) evaluators were in between the Nepali and the 
native English evaluators. The researcher proposes to treat the most serious errors for Nepali and non-
Nepali English teachers with priority.
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the lens of intelligibility and acceptability against 
the background of the evaluators; and to suggest 
pedagogical implications on the basis of the findings 
of the present research.

Significance of the study

So far, the previous studies were concerned with the 
perception of errors by NS and NNS teachers, non-
teacher NSs, and non-teacher NNSs (henceforth we 
shall use native speaker as NS, non-native speaker 
as NSS, native speakers who are non-teachers as 
non-teacher NSs, and non-teacher NNSs as non-
native speakers who are non-teachers). All these 
studies, however, focused on the teacher or the 
non-teacher, and that the non-native speakers 
of English were the chief source of data for their 
studies. Unlike all the studies carried out so far, the 
present study concerned with the comparative study 
of the perception of the English language errors by 
the NS and NNS teachers, and with a view to find 
out whether there were any perceptual differences 
between NNS teachers themselves– that is to say 
between Nepali English teachers and non-Nepali 
English teachers. This is the chief difference of the 
present study which has never ever been carried 
out before. This study has examined the faculty 
responses to the grammatical errors of the students 
who are non-native speakers of English. The author 
hopes that the teachers of both native and non-
native (including Nepali and non-Nepali) speakers 
of the target language may differ considerably in 
their evaluations of learners’ errors. However, a 
consensus will be sought for so as to bring a change 
in the modality of evaluation practices.

Viewpoints on error perceptions

Teachers seem to focus on the English language 
errors today. Of course, there is no consensus 
on errors among the teachers themselves; many 
teachers may be unaware of the relative merits of 
these evaluation practices, nor have they received 
specific training in error evaluation. This knowledge 
gap brought different judges assess the perception 
of different kinds of errors differently.

There are different viewpoints on the perceptions 

of errors. As regards to the rating of the errors, 
James (1977) claims that non-native judges tend to 
mark more severely than native speakers do. Ervin 
(1979) concludes that the Russian NS teachers are 
more severe in their judgments of errors than the 
American NNS teachers. Hughes and Lascaratous 
(1982) conclude that the NSs, particularly the non-
teachers, judge errors much more leniently than the 
NNSs. Davies (1983) insists that native speakers 
are more lenient than non-native speakers. Sheorey 
(1986) reveals that NSs are much more tolerant 
of errors. They deducted fewer points than non-
native teachers in evaluating the same erroneous 
sentences. But more important, the study gives an 
indication, of which errors are most irritating to 
native English teachers. Santos (1988) concludes 
that the NNS professors are more severe in their 
judgment than the NS professors. Kobayashi (1992) 
views that the NSs are stricter in their judgments 
of grammaticality than the NNSs. Schmitt (1993) 
admits that non-native teachers are harsher on 
errors than native speakers. McCretton and Rider 
(1993) report that the NNSs are consistently more 
severe in their judgments. Awasthi (1995) concludes 
that the native English speaker teachers are more 
lenient compared with their non-native counterparts 
and that the former judges are found to make a 
finer distinction while evaluating the errors. And 
Flatley (1997) concludes that NNS teachers emerged 
as more tolerant of errors, both in theory and in 
practice, than their NS counterparts.

The above literature, however, shows the two 
contrasting viewpoints. Unlike many others, Ervin 
(1979), Kobayashi (1992) & Flatley (1997) are at 
variance. They view that the NSs are stricter in their 
judgments of the learner errors. 

The present study has the main theme to reach at 
the perception of teachers on errors. Of course, most 
of the above studies highlighted the native speakers’ 
leniency over the errors. However, it is hoped that 
the findings of the present study will help positively 
to change the attitude of English language teachers 
of their learners’ errors in such a way that they may 
be more tolerable of errors in English.
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Research method

This quantitative study was carried out in two phases. 
In phase one, analysis of errors, the researcher 
collected the answer sheets of the students of 
the higher secondary school level students (See 
appendix I for test items given to students), and then 
identified the errors committed on grammatical 
categories such as articles, prepositions, modal 
verbs, conjunctions, conditionals, to infinitives 
and gerunds, relative pronouns, question tags, 
S-V agreement, reported speech, negativization, 
clauses, interrogation, tense and passivization. The 
errors were described accordingly. In this phase, he 
included all the students of grade twelve studying 
throughout Nepal as the major population in his 
study. The selected students represented all the five 
development regions, i.e. the eastern region, the 
central region, the western region, the mid-western 
region and the far western region. Care was also 
taken that all the ecological belts such as the Terai, 
the Hill and the Mountain included in the study.

The second phase of the study contained three sorts 
of evaluators - 100 native English speaking teachers, 
100 Nepali English teachers teaching in the higher 
secondary schools in the country, and 20 non-
Nepali English teachers teaching elsewhere from the 
countries other than Nepal, and England, America, 
Australia, the New Zealand and Canada. This second 
phase which is the main part of the research deals 
with the analysis of the perceptions of the evaluators 
on students’ errors.

The researcher used the stratified random sampling 
procedure in order to select the population for this 
study. For this purpose, he selected 100 Nepali 
English teachers from the total respondents 
purposively. As regards to the native English 
speaking teachers and non-Nepali English teachers, 
he contacted them globally through e-mail 
correspondence. Questionnaires were mailed to 
300 English teachers of different private and public 
schools, colleges and universities worldwide. The 
mailed directions gave participants the option of 
completing the survey either on paper to submit 
through postage or on on-line through e-mail.

Earlier, a questionnaire was developed to measure 
the perceptions of the evaluators; the questionnaire 
containing 100 erroneous sentences on the major 
grammatical categories was developed on the basis 
of a five-point Likert attitude scale (See appendix II 
for the types of questions asked).

There were a total of 140 useable surveys submitted 
electronically through e-mail and postage as well for 
a response rate of 46.66%, which is a good response 
rate for a mail survey. I, then, selected 100 responses 
received from native English speaking teachers, and 
20 non-Nepali English teachers working in different 
parts of the world other than Nepal- however 20 
responses were removed which gave a final response 
rate of 40%.

Data analysis

The analysis of data comprises discussion of 
respondents’ errors and the situation of error 
gravity. The respondents’ errors part concerns with 
interpretation of the elicited English language errors 
on 15 major grammatical categories, showing the 
difficulty level, their error frequency and analysis of 
the possible causes of the errors committed as well.

Keeping the sensitivity of the grammatical errors in 
mind, an analysis of the errors obtained both from 
multiple choice questions and written compositions 
has also been made. Since the nature of works of 
multiple choice tests and written composition tests 
are different, the errors resulted from these tests 
have produced different results. This is shown in the 
table 1 (see next page).

Multiple choices and the written compositions 
are different tests types. These tests in the table 
above have resulted with no any similar pattern 
of percentage of errors. The percentage of errors 
such as in the category prepositions ranks the 
9th in multiple choice tests, but it ranks the 2nd in 
the written composition test. This is an expected 
difference which occupies a significant position in 
the present study.

It is, however, found that the same grammatical 
category did not provide identical results, and thus 
different hierarchies are established.
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Hierarchy for multiple choice tests: ‘articles > 
S-V agreement > tense > modal verbs > interrogation 
> conditionals > passivisation > to infinitives/gerund 
forms > prepositions > relative clauses’

Hierarchy for written composition test: ‘tense 
> prepositions > articles > to infinitives/gerund 
forms > passivisation > modal verbs > interrogation 
> relative clauses > conditionals > multiple errors’

Likewise, the analysis of data also deals with the 
situation of error gravity which concerns with 
establishment of hierarchy of errors and exploration 
of statistical findings regarding the perceptions 
of different teacher evaluators, and it thus aims to 
find out if there are any consistent findings of this 
study with the earlier studies made so far on error 
perceptions.

The study, however, started with the collection of 
numerical data on a subject followed by a statistical 
analysis elsewhere: statistical package, SPSS, was 
used for numerical analysis.

Findings

The major findings drawn from the analysis of the 
data include:

Grammatical errors and their frequency

The errors committed at the major grammatical 
categories are given on the basis of their frequency.

Tense holds the highest level of difficulty for the 
students, where they have committed errors at 

25.16%. Errors in prepositions rank the second 
highest grammatical category in terms of the 
frequency of errors, the percentage being 20.05%. 
Likewise, errors in articles are committed by 16.5%, 
and this holds the third highest rank in terms of the 
frequency of errors. It is found that ninety errors 
(7.08%) are found in the use of to infinitives and 
gerund forms. In terms of the frequency of errors, 
the errors in ‘to infinitives and gerund forms’ rank 
the 4th position in the error category. Similarly, 
eighty errors each have been committed in the error 
categories like passivization and modal verbs. They 
rank the 5th position comprising 6.29% of the total 
errors committed by the students. In the same way, 
seventy errors (5.50%) have been found in the use 
of concord between different elements in a sentence 
(S-V agreement), and fifty five errors that comprise 
4.32% have been recorded in interrogation. The 
relative clauses category ranks the 9th order in terms 
of the level of error frequency, and this constitutes 
the 3.93% errors out of the total. Likewise, forty 
five errors (3.54%) have been found in conditionals. 
Moreover, the ones committed at multiple 
categories which consist of the errors committed in 
the grammatical categories such as negativization, 
conjunctions, relative pronouns, tag questions, and 
reported speech comprise 1.34% errors.

Teachers’ perceptions on students’ errors

The results revealed that in terms of acceptability 
judgment, the Nepali English teachers were found 
to be the most severe judges against their native 

Table 1: Different Nature Questions Yielding Different Percentage and Ranks in Errors 
S.N. Grammatical Categories Error from

* MC tests
Hierarchy Error from

*WC test
Hierarchy

1. Prepositions 43.02% IX 20.05% II
2. Articles 55.21% I 16.51% III
3. Tense 47.18% III 25.16% I
4. Relative clauses 42.86% X 3.93% VIII
5. S-V agreement 52.62% II 5.50% VI
6. Passivisation 43.36% VII 6.29% V(i)
7. Interrogation 45.34% V 4.32% VII
8. To inf/gerund forms 43.04% VIII 7.08% IV
9. Conditionals 45.20% VI 3.54% IX
10. Modal verbs 45.56% IV 6.29% V(ii)
11. Multiple errors ---- 1.34% X

* MC test and WC test stand for Multiple Choice Test and Written Composition Test.
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English speaking teachers who leniently marked the 
errors. The non-Nepali evaluators were in between 
the two, whereas in terms of intelligibility judgment, 
the native English evaluators were far more lenient 
than either Nepali or non-Nepali English teachers. 
The Nepali and non-Nepali teacher evaluators did 
not differ significantly, but when compared with the 
native English evaluators individually, they were 
significantly and statistically more serious while 
they evaluated the learner errors.

The Nepali teachers deducted 7.51% and 
2.84% points more respectively than the 
native English and non-Nepali evaluators in 
acceptability judgment, which increases to 
14.1% and 10.02% in intelligibility judgment.  
 
This, (except the non-Nepali teachers), confirms the 
findings of James (1977), Hughes and Lascaratou 
(1982), Sheorey (1986), Awasthi (1995) who 
concluded that native speakers (teachers as well as 
non-teachers) appear to be more tolerant of errors 
made by ESL students than the non-native speakers 
are.

Error perception in terms of gender

Native English Female evaluators (68.56%/54.13%) 
were more severe than their male counterparts 
(66.96%/50.64%) in both acceptability and 
intelligibility judgments. This shows that the 
native females’ deduction of scores is by 1.60% in 
acceptability and by 3.49% more in intelligibility 
judgments than their male counterparts.

The Nepali male (76.07%) and female (76.82%) 
evaluators showed a consistent rating in the 
acceptability judgment. This data indicate that the 
Nepali male and female evaluators have executed 
a finer judgment in the acceptability field, but in 
the intelligibility judgment, the male evaluators 
are ahead by 4.95%: they have accorded little more 
seriousness to the grammatical errors.

Non-Nepali male evaluators were more serious in 
both acceptability and intelligibility judgments. 
The male evaluators were ahead of their female 
counterparts by 2.03% in acceptability judgment 
and by 11.39% in intelligibility judgment.

Error perception in terms of age, 
qualification and training

The older native English (71.36 %/ 64.29%) and 
Nepali (75.49%/80.51%) evaluators were more 
serious in acceptability judgment in comparison to 
their younger evaluator counterparts by 7.07% and 
5.02% respectively. In case of non-Nepali evaluators, 
the younger ones (73.93% / 72.24%) were slightly 
ahead of their older counterparts. As regards to the 
intelligibility judgment, the different evaluators 
have had different readings on grammatical errors. 
In case of Nepali, the younger evaluators (67.21% 
/ 64.28%) were more serious. Similarly, in case of 
the non-Nepali evaluators, it is the older evaluators 
who were more serious (68.20% / 62.11%) in 
the intelligibility judgment, but as regards to the 
native English evaluators, both younger and older 
evaluators were consistent (52.62% and 52.58%) in 
the intelligibility judgment.

As regards to qualification, all the post-graduate 
evaluators were more severe in both acceptability 
and intelligibility judgments. The native English 
post-graduate evaluators were ahead by 6.52% in 
acceptability and 2.87% in intelligibility judgments, 
the Nepali English evaluators by 16.98% and 3.42%, 
and the non-Nepali evaluators ahead by 4.18% 
in acceptability and by 5.40% in intelligibility 
judgments.

Both trained and untrained native and Nepali 
English evaluators consistently evaluated the errors 
in both acceptability and intelligibility judgments. 
There was a differential note of only 0.85% in 
acceptability and 0.54% in intelligibility judgments 
shown by native English evaluators. Likewise, the 
Nepali evaluators showed a differential note of only 
0.09% in acceptability and 0.41% in intelligibility 
judgments. Unlike the above, the untrained non-
Nepali evaluators showed their severity by 6.93% 
in acceptability and by 14.94% in intelligibility 
judgments than by their trained evaluator 
counterparts. Despite how severe the trained and 
untrained native, Nepali and non-Nepali English 
evaluators are, except the non-Nepali ones, the 
trained and untrained native and Nepali English 
evaluators’ judgments of the errors are remarkably 
consistent and noteworthy. 
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Perceptual significances of teacher 
evaluators

Many of the teacher evaluators showed statistically 
similar judgments towards the errors. However, 
there were execution of some statistically significant 
differences found in the rating of the learner errors 
for younger and older native English evaluators, 
graduate and post-graduate native English 
evaluators, native and Nepali English evaluators, 
native English evaluators and non-Nepali 
evaluators, old Nepali evaluators, graduate and 
post-graduate evaluators, and trained and untrained 
non-Nepali evaluators. Nevertheless, as regards to 
the significance of mean scores, there were mixed 
outcomes revealed as well.

Consensus built-up by different evaluators

Arriving at a common meeting point is just quite 
unimaginable. When meeting of the minds of 
the three teacher evaluators Nepali, non-Nepali 
and native English in a place is a question, it is 
still very complicated and tough. The different 
teacher evaluators’ meetings of minds on the chief 
grammatical categories are as follows:

1. Meeting of minds among Nepali, non-
Nepali and native English evaluators

The three teacher evaluators, Nepali, non-Nepali and 
native English speakers, have reached at a common 
consensus in both acceptability and intelligibility 
judgments in the categories below:

Acceptability judgment: ‘modal verbs > relative 
clauses > conjunctions > interrogation > reported 
speech > tag questions > conditionals > articles’ (On 
the basis of most serious to least serious)

Intelligibility judgment: ‘relative pronouns > 
S-V agreement > relative clauses > conjunctions > 
prepositions > tag questions > reported speech’ (On 
the basis of most serious to least serious)

Out of the eight common categories built up by 
the three groups of evaluators above, modal verbs 
followed by relative clauses ranked the most serious 
in order of gravity, and articles and conditionals 
as the least serious categories in the acceptability 

judgment. Similarly, relative pronouns and S-V 
agreement labelled the gravest and reported speech 
and tag questions the least serious categories in the 
intelligibility judgment.

2. Meeting of minds among native 
English evaluators

The five groups of native English evaluators showed 
common consensus of opinion in the rank order of 
gravity in acceptability and intelligibility judgments 
in the following categories:

Acceptability judgment: ‘prepositions > 
passivization > tag questions > conjunctions > 
reported speech > relative pronouns > to infinitive/
gerund forms’

Intelligibility judgment: ‘negativization > S-V 
agreement > conditionals > modal verbs > reported 
speech > relative clauses > tense > to infinitive/
gerund forms > relative pronouns’

They ranked prepositions and passivization ahead 
of all in terms of their order of gravity and to 
infinitive and gerund forms and relative pronouns 
in the acceptability judgment. Likewise, in the 
intelligibility judgment, negativization and S-V 
agreement ranked the gravest and relative pronouns 
and to infinitive and gerund forms the least grave 
categories.

3. Meeting of minds among Nepali English 
evaluators

The Nepali English teacher evaluators and their 
sub-groups had their common consensus of rank 
order of gravity in acceptability and intelligibility 
judgments in the following categories:

Acceptability judgment: ‘S-V agreement > tense 
> modal verbs > relative clauses > relative pronouns 
> prepositions > reported speech > passivization > 
tag questions’

Intelligibility judgment: ‘negativization > 
relative pronouns > articles > S-V agreement > tense 
> conditionals > prepositions > relative clauses > 
conjunctions > reported speech’
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The different groups of Nepali English teacher 
evaluators have given S-V agreement and tense the 
highest rank order of gravity in the acceptability 
judgment, but negativization and relative pronouns 
received the most severity in the intelligibility 
judgment. Likewise, tag questions and passivization, 
and reported speech and conjunctions have been 
labelled the least grave categories in the acceptability 
and the intelligibility judgments, respectively.

4. Meeting of minds among non-Nepali 
English evaluators

The non-Nepali English teacher evaluators and their 
sub-groups had their common consensus of rank 
order of gravity as follows:

Acceptability judgment: ‘relative pronouns > 
negativization > interrogation > prepositions > S-V 
agreement > modal verbs > passivization’

Intelligibility judgment: ‘relative pronouns 
> negativization > interrogation > conditionals > 
prepositions > modal verbs > tag questions > relative 
clauses > reported speech > tense > articles’

Unlike the above different teacher evaluators, the 
non-Nepali English teacher evaluators have ranked 
very consistently the categories relative pronouns, 
negativization and interrogation on the top in 
terms of the order of gravity in both acceptability 
and intelligibility judgments. They have labelled 
passivization and articles in the lowest order of 
gravity in the acceptability and the intelligibility 
judgments, respectively.

The above categories of grammar where different 
evaluators tried to arrive at a meeting point state 
that the rank order of the native English and non-
native English evaluators do not correlate closely. 
The category which is very serious for one group is 
not equally serious for the other. 

Development of error hierarchy by different 
evaluators

The native English and their sub-groups of evaluators 
have in overall developed a common hierarchy 
of the grammatical categories in acceptability 
and intelligibility judgments. They have rated 

negativization and S-V agreement the most serious 
and reported speech and relative clauses the least 
in the acceptability judgment. Likewise, in the 
intelligibility judgment, interrogation and relative 
pronouns have been rated the most serious and 
relative clauses and reported speech the least.

The Nepali English teachers and their sub-groups 
of evaluators have in both judgments rated 
negativization the most serious category, followed 
by S-V agreement in acceptability judgment and 
relative pronouns in intelligibility judgment, 
respectively. Likewise, they have rated reported 
speech and relative clauses the least serious 
categories in the acceptability and relative clauses 
and modal verbs in the intelligibility judgments, 
respectively.

The non-Nepali English teacher evaluators have 
rated negativization and S-V agreement the most 
serious categories and reported speech and relative 
clauses the least in the acceptability judgment. 
Similarly, relative pronouns and to infinitive and 
gerund forms, and reported speech and relative 
clauses have been rated the most serious and 
the least serious categories respectively in the 
intelligibility judgment.

The above hierarchies developed by different 
teacher evaluators prove that establishing universal 
hierarchies is difficult. An item tends to become very 
serious for one evaluator whereas it does not seem 
to be so for the other. The native English evaluators, 
Nepali and non-Nepali evaluators have individually 
developed hierarchies of error gravity; that is, they 
do not consider all errors to be equally serious. 
But more important, the present study might give 
an indication, of which errors are most irritating 
to them, a finding which we can use to bring our 
own error- evaluation practices in line with those of 
native and non-native teachers.

Conclusion

Out of various uses of English, our concern is with 
its use in Nepal for academic purposes which have 
led us to survive along with a chaotic situation. 
Our students’ expectation has been unexpectedly 
overwhelming. Therefore, it has been most urgent 
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that we all become very serious with our formal use 
of English. This paper then suggests for what we all 
can do so as to bring awareness in performance of 
English in the students in Nepal.

Written errors are much influenced by the factors 
such as nationality, age, gender, training and 
education. Therefore, when we evaluate learner 
errors, observation should be made to see in which 
situation and variability the examinee was in. It 
has also to be borne in mind that some errors are 
much irritable to native English teachers. The errors 
which are most irritating for the native English 
speaking teachers are the most serious errors for 
Nepali and non-Nepali English teachers as well. 
Such areas have to be explored separately and dealt 
with so as the learners may not commit them again. 
Moreover, evaluation schemes have to be developed 
and we should concentrate on those areas and treat 
them seriously.
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APPENDIX I

GENERAL TEST ITEMS FOR STUDENTS

A. MULTIPLE CHOICE TESTS

(I). Read the following questions and tick (ü) the best answer.

 NOTE: ‘0’ refers to ‘No article’.

 They have developed the village as ……tourist trade.

 (a)  a (b)  an                     (c)  the  (d)  0

 He …… the driver to leave his rucksack on the seat.

 (a) ask (b) has been asked (c) had asked (d) asked

 3. ……you mind not telling anyone?

 (a) Should (b) Would (c) Will  (d) Could

 Frank decided ……up karate.

 (a) to take (b) taking (c) take (d) to taking

 People …… me something to eat now and again.

 (a) gave (b) would have given (c) give (d) will  be giving

 He …… waterproof clothing while sailing.

 (a) takes (b) has taken (c) may take (d) has been taking

 The house is on ……main road.

  (a)  an (b)  a                       (c)  the  (d)  0

 He …… all morning.

 (a) is walking (b) was walking (c) will walk  (d) is walks 

 The toast …… badly because he wasn’t watching.

 (a) is burning (b) burnt 

 (c) was burning (d) has burnt

 I …… engineering while I was at university.

 (a) study (b) studied (c) was studying (d) would study

(B). SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS

 (II)  Read the situations below and write the answers in a sentence OR two OR as instructed:

1.  You have just won Rs. 800000/- on the football pools.

Decide what to do with the money. Write your answers using the structures below:

I think I’ll… I don’t think I’ll… I’m going to….

 i.   ……………………………………………………………………………

 ii.  ……………………………………………………………………………

 iii. ……………………………………………………………………………

2. Someone keeps tapping his/her foot.

Now make a couple of polite questions using the sentence patterns in the box.
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 Do you think you could………………? - I’m trying to write an essay.

Would you mind not …………………? - I’m trying to write an essay.

……………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

3.  You have a guest for the weekend.

 What do you say if he looks thirsty?  Write a couple of sentences using the structures in the box.

Shall I ………………(for you)?  Would you like to……………?

 i.   ………………………………………………………………………………

 ii. ………………………………………………………………………………

(C). ESSAY TYPE QUESTIONS

(III).  Read the following questions and write the answers in not more than 100 words.

1.  Describe the arrangement of rooms and other features in your house or flat

    Ans:……………………………………………………………………

 Write a paragraph on ‘beggars’. Use in your description the attitudes – such as   surprising irritating 
embarrassing exciting depressing annoying etc.

    Ans:……………………………………………………………………

 Describe the village or town you are living in.

 Ans:……………………………………………………………………

 Give a description of a person’s face general appearance clothes life style and habits etc. 

 Ans:……………………………………………………………………

 Write a couple of sentences about your favourite activities and dislikes.

 Ans:……………………………………………………………………

APPENDIX II

ERROR EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE

Name: --------------------------------------------------

Sex:  Male / Female-----------------------------

Age: ----------------------------------------------------

Qualification: -----------------------------------------

Training: (trained/untrained): ---------------------------

Profession: --------------------------------------------

Experience: (in years) ----------------------------------------

Origin (Nationality): ---------------------------------

Native language: -------------------------------------
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Dear sir/madam

Please read the following sentences recorded from the writings of the higher secondary school level students 
of Nepal and evaluate them on the basis of your perception of their acceptability and intelligibility. Please 
follow the five-way distinction given below and write 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 whichever you think is sensible in the box 
against each sentence.

 Acceptability  Intelligibility

1. Perfectly acceptable 1. Perfectly intelligible

2. Highly acceptable 2. Highly intelligible

3. Acceptable 3. Intelligible

4. May be acceptable 4. May be intelligible

5. Not acceptable at all 5. Not Intelligible at all

Note: Please, give your reading of intelligibility in the first box and that of acceptability in the second box. 
Write 1 if the sentence you think is perfectly acceptable/intelligible, 2 for highly acceptable/intelligible, 3 for 
acceptable/intelligible, 4 for may be acceptable/intelligible and if you think it is not acceptable/intelligible 
at all, write 5.

For your kind information, it is tried to define acceptability as ‘the degree to which a given piece of 
interlanguage is tolerated by the speakers of the target language’ and intelligibility as ‘the degree to which an 
intended message can be understood’.

PART ‘A’

S.No Grammatical Items for Evaluation Criterion for Evaluation
Acceptability Intelligibility

1. You should take the umbrella in this rainy season.
2. I’m not sure if I’ll recognize Aunt Emily when I will meet her at the air-

port.
3. Robert has bought an old house, which was in a terrible condition.
4. She has been working harder ever since she has got her pay rise.

5. If he didn’t earn a lot, he shouldn’t wear such expensive clothes.
6. The firm may make a profit if they attracted new customers.
7. If he has been more careful, he would get very good marks.
8. All of them knows how to read.
9. In spite of her parents objected, she still insisted on getting married.

10. It’s two days when I last had a meal.
11. Because of his scruffy appearance, he got the job.
12. When does he start playing the guitar.
13. Could you know how much that hi-fi costs?
14. How long ago have you become a teacher?
15. She isn’t in the office; she might be having coffee in the canteen.
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The Role of Negative Politeness in Request:
The Strategies that Non-Native Speakers 
Apply and Fail to Apply when Performing 

Request
Licenciada Romina Ariana Marazita 

Abstract

As native speakers of a particular language, we are aware of its use as one of the most powerful tools 
for communication. The way we use language not only conveys a social aspect- that we are part of a 
speech community and share a discourse accent- but also shows the way we are: our personality, our 
ambitions, our power, our solidarity, etc. All these aspects, among many others, come into play in a 
conversation. The aim of this article is to analyze if non-native speakers are aware of the concept of 
negative politeness and how many different strategies they apply or fail to apply when performing 
requests. The strategies to be observed will be useful to identify the possible absence of pragmatic ability 
and the feasible teaching implications to improve pragmatic competence in non-native speakers; and, 
at the same time, reflect upon new approaches for the teaching of English as a foreign language. 

Key words: Pragmatic competence, speech acts, politeness, negative politeness, face 

Introduction

Whenever a speaker performs a request, he/she is not 
only uttering it as a question, statement or command, 
but performing an act which includes a certain 
number of conditions, characteristics and different 
kinds of effects: a speech act. The investigation of 
speech acts reflects the different abilities a speaker 
and hearer have to understand each other and make 
communication purposeful. But few speakers are 
aware of the skills required for valid speech acts. In 
fact, non-native speakers often find themselves in 
trouble when they realize they cannot adapt their 
speech to different situations they may come across. 
It has often been observed that students are not 
aware of the cultural milieu that surrounds speech 
acts and they do not make a difference between 
different types of contexts. What is more, there are 

usually breakdowns in communication produced by 
the lack of pragmatic ability. This kind of ability is 
included “under sociolinguistic competence, called 
´rules of use´” (Rose & Kasper, 2001). Of course, 
this forms part of the so-called Communicative 
Competence, described by Richards (1992) as “the 
ability not only to apply the grammatical rules of 
a language in order to form grammatically correct 
sentences but also to know when and where to use 
these sentences and to whom.”

Referring to requests in particular, a native speaker 
of the language uses certain strategies in order 
to maintain norms and principles that form part 
of social interaction. As Bonn (2000) exposes: 
“Speaking in a polite manner involves being aware 
of the effect a particular illocutionary force has on 
one´s addressee, and aggravating or mitigating this 
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force by applying a suitable degree of modification.” 

One of these degrees of modification is Politeness, 
“the means employed to show awareness of another 
person´s face” (Yule, 1996 p.60). Every time a 
speaker performs a request, he/she is acquainted 
with the fact that conversations follow particular 
conventions and organizational principles. 
Strategies to perform requests vary according to 
context and along factors such as social power, role 
and status. And every speaker has the necessity to 
be appreciated by others and to feel that nobody is 
interfering with him (Renkema, 1999, p.27). But do 
non-native speakers know and apply those strategies 
when speaking? How aware are non-native speakers 
of the role of politeness and its different linguistic 
realizations in requests?

Theoretical framework: the role of 
pragmatic competence

In order to understand how non-native speakers 
behave and interact when confronted with different 
contexts and registers, it is important to establish 
which theories and disciplines provide a basis for 
our analysis. A definition of pragmatic competence 
is necessary to establish a parameter through which 
non-native speakers will be assessed. 

Reyes (1994) exposes a very important factor that is 
commonly associated with pragmatic competence: 
“Communication springs from a powerful and 
previously made agreement between rational and 
efficient speakers who want to be understood. The 
agreement has to be constantly renovated, and this 
implies a constant conflict resolution” (p.57). 

All these conflicts the speaker comes across are 
solved if this person counts on pragmatic ability to 
help him/her realize how to adapt and solve those 
clashes. As stated before, pragmatic ability is a very 
important skill that sometimes non-native speakers 
of English lack. This pragmatic ability forms part 
of Bachman’s (1990) model of communicative 
ability (as cited in Rose & Kasper, 2001, p.1), that 
includes pragmatic competence as one of the two 
principal components of language competence. 
Yet, organization competence is also considered. 
According to Bachman (ibid), sociolinguistic 

competence and illocutionary competence form part 
of pragmatic competence. 

However, it is sometimes difficult for non-native 
speakers to develop this ability, since, for example, 
in the case of requests, strategies to perform them 
vary according to culture and communication 
patterns of each linguistic community. Non-native 
speakers sometimes underuse or overuse politeness 
strategies in the second language, without finding 
the right balance a native speaker would possess. 
In spite of the fact their grammatical competence is 
well developed, their pragmatic competence is left 
aside due to lack of pragmatic awareness towards 
the specific norms of a particular cultural and 
institutional context.

Rose & Kasper (2001) conclude: “there is thus a 
strong indication that instructional intervention 
may be facilitative to, or even necessary for the 
acquisition of L2 pragmatic ability” (p.8). 

Requests

When a speaker wants the hearer to commit to some 
future action, it is often more tactful to do so by 
means of a request, according to Leech & Svartvik 
(1975) “to ask your hearer whether he is willing or 
able to do something” (p.147).

All the same, van Dijk (2000) proposed that speech 
acts have to be regulated by some conditions known 
as appropriateness (p.38).

As explained by Schiffrin (1994), Searle elaborated 
these conditions, commonly known as felicity 
conditions, for a request to be valid. To start with, 
the propositional content is the future action of the 
hearer. Second, the preparatory condition is that 
the Hearer is able to perform the action and that 
the speaker knows that the hearer is able to perform 
the action. Third, the sincerity condition is that the 
Speaker wants the hearer to perform the action. 
Finally, the essential condition is the attempt to get 
the hearer to do an action. 

Some of the felicity conditions are common for 
both questions and requests. According to Schiffrin 
(1994) the differences between requests and 
questions is:“… what a speaker wants through a 
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question (elicit information) is more specific than 
what a speaker wants through a request” (p.71)

 Therefore, what he is pointing out is that 
questions are one specific type of requests. The 
point is that in order to classify any chunk of spoken 
discourse as a question, it is necessary to see the 
particular conditions that are required to obtain 
valid questions. According to Searle, (1969, p. 66) as 
cited in Schiffrin, (1994, p. 64) there are four types 
of rules for a question to be regarded as such:

1. preparatory rule: the speaker lacks knowledge 
of a particular state of affairs.

2. sincerity rule: the speaker wants to gain 
knowledge of a particular state of affairs.

3.  essential rule: the attempt to elicit information 
from hearer

4.  propositional content rule: any proposition

It has often been said that questions and requests 
have had a controversial relationship in Speech 
Act Theory. Schiffrin (1994) utters the following 
difference: “Directives differ from questions because 
the syntactic structure assumed to most directly 
manifest a directive is the imperative, whereas for a 
question is the interrogative one” (p.70).

However, differences overlap since this form-
function correlate is not absolute. 

But what is the format of a request? As proposed by 
Blum-Kulka, et al (1989) in her book Cross-Cultural 
Pragmatic: Requests and Apologies, cited by 
Cohen (n.d.) online, the request segment in English 
includes three segments:

• Attention or Alerter: In general address terms 
to draw the hearer´s attention

 e.g. Maria, 

• Head Act: the actual request

 e.g. Can you bring me the car keys?

• Supportive Move: before or after the head act, a 
phrase that indirectly modifies the illocutionary 
force of the request, by checking on availability, 
getting a precommitment from the hearer, a 
sweetener (expressing exaggerated admiration 
of the requestee´s ability to fulfil the request), 

a disarmer (indicating knowledge of a potential 
offence), and cost minimizer (indicating 
contemplation of the imposition of the 
requestee involved)

 e.g. You always know where I leave them!

 The felicity conditions that are applied for 
requests and the different moves that are 
required for them to be regarded as valid gives 
us a clear idea of what a native speaker has to 
work out before uttering this speech act. 

The role of politeness and face

Every time a speaker utters a request, he/she is 
requesting action from the hearer. But depending on 
their social roles and distance, (among other 
factors), the request will be different. The cause is 
that all human begins live in a society and lead social 
lives, so they try to preserve their (and the hearer´s) 
identity and respect. This concept is known as Face, 
defined by Yule (1996 p. 60) as “the public self-image 
of a person”; in fact, “the emotional and social sense 
of self that everyone has and expects everyone else to 
recognize.” The concept of Face forms part of a wider 
area, the area of Politeness, commonly described as 
“the means employed to show awareness of another 
person´s face” (Yule, 1996, p. 60). Different types of 
awareness will lead to different types of requests. In 
general, for the purpose of succeeding, the speaker 
cooperates in order to maintain face. Why is that? 
Simply because as Kramsch, (1998, p. 26) points out: 
“Language users have not only learned to interpret 
signs and to act upon them, they have also learned to 
expect certain behaviours of others as well.” 

She also adds (ibid:46) that members need to feel 
respected and not intruded upon in their autonomy 
as well as to be reinforced in their view of themselves 
as respectful members of their culture. 

According to Brown & Levinson (1987 p. 58), all 
people possess positive and negative face, taking for 
granted that this human being has rationality, “the 
availability to our MP (model person) of a precisely 
definable mode of reasoning from ends to the means 
that will achieve those ends.” In fact, positive face 
is defined as the necessity to be accepted by at least 
some others, whereas negative face is described as 
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the desire to be independent, the desire that the 
action is unimpeded by others. 

It is important to clarify that these particular 
concepts are also culture-specific, and that perhaps 
the Argentinian Society views face differently from 
the British or American Society. However, there are 
some areas of common ground between two people 
initiating a speech act set. As a result, an act that is 
oriented to the person´s negative face will form part 
of Negative Politeness. Yet, if the act is concerned 
with this person´s positive face, that is called 
Positive Politeness. (Yule, 1996, p. 62).

As Yule (ibid. p. 64) mentioned, in most English 
Speaking contexts a negative politeness strategy is 
used to perform a speech act. In negative politeness 
the speaker avoids a refusal, and the desire is to 
respect and not to interfere in the addressee’s 
territory. Hudson (1996, p.114) takes a similar 
but not equal view of these kinds of politeness. 
He assumes that there is a solidarity-face and a 
power-face. Whereas solidarity-face refers to “the 
application and approval that others show for 
the kind of person we are, for our behaviour, for 
our values and so on”, power-face is viewed as “a 
negative agreement not to interfere.” 

All these strategies are known by native speakers 
since they live in an English speaking community 
and have been experiencing various types of social 
roles and the use of politeness almost unconsciously, 
naturally. However, these strategies pose a challenge 
on non-native speakers, because in several cases, 
they are not aware of the social roles played in that 
community, and therefore, not conscious of the 
strategies that they might apply in a real situation. 

According to Brown & Levinson (1987 p.129), 
negative politeness is about minimizing a particular 
imposition of a face threatening act. Therefore, the 
speaker applies some strategies to achieve this:

The first choice for the speaker is to be direct and 
choose to be conventionally indirect.

e.g. Can you pass the sugar?

The second choice for the speaker is to avoid 
presumptions about the hearer and keeping ritual 

distance from the hearer. The speaker can opt for a 
hedge, defined by Brown & Levinson (ibid, p.145) as 
a “particle, word or phrase that modifies the degree 
of membership of a predicate or noun phrase in a set 
” like in Pass the sugar, if you can. 

A third possibility is to try not to coerce the hearer 
by being pessimistic (e.g. You couldn’t possibly pass 
the sugar, could you?) by indicating that the weight 
of the act is not so big, leaving only distance and 
power as probable swaying factors (e.g. I just want 
to ask you if you could pass the sugar) or by giving 
deference. This is sometimes attained, in many 
languages, by the use of honorifics, titles or the use 
of plural pronouns to singular addresses. 

The last choice for the speaker is to communicate 
his own want of not impinging on the hearer. This 
can be accomplished by the use of four different 
strategies:

Apologizing: I know you’re very busy, but could you 
please pass the sugar?

I’m sorry to bother you, could you please pass the 
sugar?

Impersonalizing the act: It appears to me that the 
coffee needs more sugar. 

Distancing from the hearer by stating the act 
as a general social rule and by nominalizing the 
expression so as to become more removed from the 
situation. 

Offering partial compensation for the face threat: 
I´d be eternally grateful if you would pass the 
sugar.

A final word needs to be clarified about the role of 
negative politeness. All the strategies uttered by 
speakers are influenced by three factors: Power, 
Distance and Ranking of Imposition. Whereas 
social distance is a social dimension of similarity / 
difference within which speakers and Hearer stand 
for the purpose of an act; power is the degree to 
which the hearer can impose his own plans. The 
third factor, ranking of imposition, refers to the 
degree to which they are considered to interfere with 
an agent´s wants of self-determination or support. 
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As it can be observed, the role of politeness in the 
performance of speech acts, especially in requests, 
seems to be an important piece to complete the 
puzzle of successful communication. The following 
sections aims at presenting how non-native speakers 
of English deal with these factors. 

Methodology
Subjects were seventy undergraduate students 
whose ages ranged from twenty two to fifty. There 
were sixty seven women and three men. This 
particular linguistic group was chosen because of 
their availability and advanced level of the target 
language; all of them are in the English Training 
Course, in 3rd Year. This training course requires 
a First Certificate Level to begin the course of 
studies that lasts four years; and it is of a tertiary 
level. While the resultant sample tends to be fairly 
random, most of the subjects are currently teaching 
at schools or private institutes, a factor useful to take 
into consideration when evaluating their responses. 

The Discourse Completion task included seven 
different situations in which a request is to be made 
by the subjects. Each situation included background 
information with all the necessary contextual clues 
to provide the context, such as setting, participant 
roles and degree of imposition. The situations 
chosen compile a number of ordinary and everyday 
contexts for a speaker of a certain language, ranging 
from a formal context where the speaker tries to 
change an important appointment to a person of 
higher authority; to a very informal context where 
the speaker requests something to his/her husband/
wife. 

Their requests provided clues to analyze what 
strategies of negative politeness non native speakers 
used when making requests and to investigate 
whether non native speakers were aware of the use 
of politeness in the performance of speech acts. 

The Discourse Completion Task was completed in 
class as class requirement. Subjects were given the 
tasks with the seven situations. Students were asked 
to read the seven situations carefully and write the 
request they found appropriate for each case. It is 
essential to clarify that students were not given a 
time limit to complete this task. (See Appendix 1 for 
discourse completion task)

Findings: the use of negative politeness 
strategies
In the first situation, the speaker, ideally, needs to 
avoid imposition on the hearer, because the hearer 
is a higher authority who kindly gave the speaker an 
appointment after a long time, and the speaker has 
to bother this person again in order to change the 
appointment. A native speaker would use a highly-
ordered strategy. 

Apparently, there was a tendency to use the strategy 
“be pessimistic” over using a hedge or another 
strategy. 74% of the subjects thought that in this 
way they would avoid imposition on the hearer. 
According to the theory of politeness, this can be 
considered a good choice given the high degree 
of formality presented in this context. Another 
interesting factor to consider is that 14% chose to be 
direct and only 10% of the trainees chose to use a 
hedge, which would be the next strategy preferred. 

The following situation is slightly different. Even 
though the hearer belongs to a higher authority, 
the speaker is supposed to have a more fluent 
relationship with him/her because they work in the 
same place. Nonetheless, the speaker may perhaps 
want to pay deference to the hearer by using a 
negative politeness strategy. Curiously enough, 
61% of the speakers chose to be direct, instead of 
being pessimistic (25%) or using a hedge (0%). This 
choice can have two possible interpretations: Either 
the speaker felt comfortable speaking to the Head 
and did not see the need to pay deference to him/
her or the speaker was not aware of the register of 
the situation he/she was exposed to. One important 
element to take into account is that 14% of the 
speakers went for avoiding any kind of request. 
Instead, they opted for explaining the problem 
directly, without asking the hearer previously if they 
could speak about that. 

The third situation places the speaker in an entirely 
different situation. The choice is slightly confusing. 
Almost the same amount of speakers chose to be 
direct and to be pessimistic. This means that the 
first group (the ones that chose to be pessimistic) 
made no attempt to distinguish this context from 
the one introduced in Situation1. It also implies that 
the second group (the ones that chose to be direct) 
established no distinction between the conversation 
with the Head of the school and with a close friend. 
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Situation 4 posed a challenge on non-native 
speakers, since it was the reverse situation, if the 
one is compared with situation 3. In this case, 
the speaker has the authority, and can exert more 
power, because the books belong to him/her.

Non-native speakers failed to recognize the 
difference between asking for a favour and asking 
to return a book that belonged to them. Almost 
the same percentage of speakers in situation 3 and 
situation 4 went for the “be pessimistic” strategy; 
and what is more, 9% thought the “incurring debt” 
strategy was appropriate in this case. Yet, these 
subjects did not recognize or notice the context they 
had to deal with. In fact, there was not a need to 
incur debt because they were not asking a favour; on 
the contrary, they were the owners of the books lent. 

Once more in Situation 5, the speaker takes control 
of the speech act. Of course, he has to ask the 
hearer to call again, which may require a degree of 
imposition, but at the same time, the imposition is 
minimized because the hearer is a friend.Although 
many speakers went for a direct strategy, almost 
the same number opted to be pessimistic, a strategy 
perhaps inappropriate for a moment of emergency 
or at least hurry. Once more, a significant percentage 
(41%) failed to distinguish the kind of context 
presented. 

The last two situations seem to confirm the pattern 
established while presenting the results of the 
discourse completion task. Situation 6 would form 
part of everyday life for a native speaker. Moreover, 
the speaker does not have to worry for imposing 
his/her wants on the hearer, since the hearer is his/
her husband/wife. Curiously enough, non-native 
speakers, more than 46%, continued suggesting the 
strategy “be pessimistic” as a best choice for this 
request. The second preferred was “be direct” with 
the 38% of the participants. As a matter of fact, only 
12% of the speakers applied a suitable strategy and 
most common in frequency of use: bald on record. 

The same occurs in Situation 7, in this last case, 
the speaker has a higher authority on the hearer, 
and the degree of imposition is minimum. But if we 
observe the bar chart, the strategy “be pessimistic” 

was the preferred option, with the 49%; followed by 
the 34% with the “be direct” strategy. Only 11% of 
the subjects understood the context as informal and 
one in which they had a higher authority and used a 
bald on record strategy. 

This leads us to suppose that on the one hand, non-
native speakers are conscious of the concept of 
negative politeness, since in fact they managed to 
apply some of the strategies this theory proposes. 
On the other hand, they don´t apparently succeed 
in applying them in the right situation. As it can be 
seen, many of the speakers surveyed did not make 
a difference between the different roles they had to 
play, the different positions and roles of the hearer, 
and the context presented. 

Discussion 

The analysis clearly supports the idea that non native 
speakers fail to apply a variety of negative politeness 
strategies, at least the ones a native speaker would 
use in those contexts. Moreover, when they applied 
a negative politeness strategy, they used it in the 
majority of contexts, without taking into account the 
differences between the different situations, power-
face and solidarity-face. 

Perhaps the most noteworthy observation to be 
made is that non-native speakers recognized the use 
of negative politeness strategies but mainly failed 
to apply them in an appropriate way. This is partly 
explained by the fact that sometimes grammatical 
proficiency does not draw a parallel with pragmatic 
proficiency. Kasper (2000) mentions the results of 
a study conducted by Bardovi-Harlig in 1999 which 
was grounded in a consistent finding in research 
on advanced learners´ pragmatic ability: “high 
levels of grammatical competence do not guarantee 
concomitant high levels of pragmatic competence.” 

Nevertheless, it should be made clear that only 70 
non-native speakers of English took part in the 
completion of the discourse completion task; and 
further research is needed to reach to the conclusion 
that non-native speakers fail to apply different 
concepts of politeness that they surely apply in 
their first language but not in the foreign language. 
Besides, further research can be useful to identify 
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why these speakers also failed to apply positive 
transfer from their first language. 

Conclusion

This article had the purpose of shedding light on 
a common issue observed and experienced by 
English language teachers: the lack of pragmatic 
ability observed in non-native speakers of an 
advanced level, demonstrated in this study by the 
use of requests. What is more, it also attempted at 
analyzing how non-native speakers failed to use 
different negative politeness strategies in dissimilar 
contexts, as well as pre-requests to avoid further 
imposition on the hearer. 

The results showed a reality that cannot be ignored. 
On the contrary, the evidence that emerges from 
this study should be taken into consideration for 
revising teaching approaches that we, as teachers, 
commonly apply with our students. First of all, the 
lack of pragmatic ability observed can be the result 
of lack of authentic material used in the classroom, 
the most usual context for non-native speakers of 
English. The importance of the use of authentic 
material is that it provides the learner with real and 
spontaneous speech to observe, register, analyze 
and therefore apply when confronted with a real 
native-like situation. 

Second, non native speakers should be advised to 
evaluate their own use of speech acts and monitor 
themselves at the moment of speaking. Teachers 
have a vital role in making them aware of the 
different contexts and registers they are presented 
with. This can be achieved by the use of role-plays 
and simulations in the class, in order to provide a 
real-like context for students to interact and take 
part. Kramsch (1993) suggests: “The teaching of 
foreign language must be made relevant to social 
life, where people need to communicate with each 
other in order to set the stage for possible mutual 
understanding.”(p. 240)

Third, the fact that non native speakers fail to use 
a variety of negative politeness strategies suggests 
that probably, in many cases, they have not been 
exposed to them previously. As we all know, part 
of the exposure, if not the main exposure for many 

students in our country, stems from the course 
books they use in class. It is often heard that these 
course books do not provide students with a variety 
of politeness strategies, let alone advise these non-
native speakers of English on how these strategies 
should be used. In general, course books do not 
present a great range of linguistic structures to deal 
with formal and informal requests, or different 
downgraders or upgraders that go with the speaker’s 
role. As a result, the foreign speaker is incapable 
of adapting to different contexts, even when their 
grammatical proficiency is high. 

Last but most important, Pragmatics has been 
defined by Crystal (cited in Kasper, 1997) as 
the study of language from the point of view of 
users, taking into consideration their choices, the 
constraints and the effects their use of language has 
on other participants in the act of communication. 
This discipline attempts at finding justifications to 
all these aspects, aided by other disciplines, among 
them Sociolinguistics and Discourse Analysis. On 
discovering the reasons why native speakers act 
the way they act, they are not only developing the 
discipline itself but also aiding language teachers in 
their development as such. It is now the task and the 
responsibility for language teachers and language 
planning researchers to bridge the gap between these 
disciplines and the language classroom. Only then 
will non-native speakers feel at ease in the target 
language and culture; only then will educators have 
the possibility of helping their students develop the 
so-called Communicative Competence. 
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APPENDIX 1

DISCOURSE COMPLETION TASK
Read the following situations and provide the most suitable request

SITUATION 1

You have an appointment with Professor D, who will kindly help you with an important topic for your final 
exam. However, due to a serious problem, it is impossible for you to go to this appointment. You know you 
had a hard time getting an appointment but you have decided to ask Professor D to change the appointment 
for the next week, if possible.

You say: 
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SITUATION 2

This is your first year at School H. You are the 4th form teacher and you find it difficult to control the group. 
After bearing lots of problems you decide to speak to the Head of the school immediately. The head is very 
busy because she has had two meetings in the afternoon and had to cope with behaviour problems. Yet, you 
insist on talking to her this afternoon,. You go to her office, where she is revising plans.

You say: 

SITUATION 3

You are currently preparing a research paper about SLA. There is a very good book that could be essential 
for your research. A close friend of yours has used it before and you decide to ask her to lend you the book.

You say:

SITUATION 4

In order to study for a final exam, you need a book you had lent to your former colleague at school. In spite 
of the fact you do not know her very well (you only saw her three or four times at breaks), you were willing 
to lend her the book. Two months have gone by and she hasn´t returned the book yet. You decide to ask her 
to return the book to you.

You say:

SITUATION 5

You are at home. A friend of yours phones you, and you answer the phone. The problem is that your baby is 
crying so you cannot talk at the moment. You decide to ask her / him to phone back later.

You say:

SITUATION 6

You are having dinner at home with your husband / wife. The salad hasn´t been seasoned properly in your 
opinion. You decide to ask your husband / wife for some salt.

You say:

SITUATION 7:

As you work all day long, your son, who is 15 years old, helps you with the housework every day. It is nine in 
the morning, and before going to work you decide to ask him to clean up the kitchen today. 

You say: 
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Introduction
My grandson who is 16 months old, recently saw 
some ducks for the first time. He was very excited, 
running up and down and waving his arms. His 
father told him, “They are ducks, d – d – d – d 
ducks”. My grandson now knows the sound /d/. He 
will not know the letter name ‘d’ for another couple 
of years and will not write ‘d’ for a further couple of 
years. But he can already say the sound /d – d – d 
– d/. As he learns further sounds he will blend them 
together to become words and sentences. In other 
words – speech.

“Sounds and words are the building blocks 
for connected speech” (Underhill, 1994 p. vii). 
“Phonetics is, in fact, the very practical end of 
language study” (Ball, 2009 p. 3). who goes on to 
say, “those wishing to teach (or indeed learn) a 
foreign language will find phonetics invaluable in 
their attempts to introduce target pronunciation.” 
In this paper I will argue for the practical, structured 
teaching of sounds in ELT.

Terminology

I have already used the terms ‘sounds’ ‘phonetics’ 
and ‘pronunciation’. The following terms which 
probably are familiar to all students of linguistics, 
will be used in this essay. 

Delivering training in ‘Sounds of English’: 
An Ongoing Action Research Project

Kate Miller

Abstract

This paper started as a narrative about ELT training in Far West, Nepal but is now taking its place as 
an Action Research project. I removed ‘Far West’ from the title because I will argue that this approach is 
appropriate to all levels of ELT in all areas. I will state my arguments for justification of the structured 
teaching of sounds, pronunciation, to teachers. I will then go on to share how I planned and delivered 
the content of my programme, followed by reflection on my/our input as trainers, what we learned 
from the experience, and what we need to improve to take this training forward. 

Key words: Action research, pronunciation, phonemics, phonics, IPA

Phonology (which 
is mostly to do with 
grammar): Sound sys-
tem of a specific lan-
guage
How sounds pattern 
together to make units
How many conso-
nants and vowels
Order of words in sen-
tence - 
Prosody (being the 
supra-segmental as-
pects of language, eg. 
intonation, stress, 
rhythm, etc.):

Phonetics: 
Study of speech in gen-
eral
Range of possible hu-
man sounds
Production (articula-
tion) and reception 
(acoustics) of sounds

Phonemics:
Study of content and 
sounds of a particular 
language

Phonics:
Knowledge of alpha-
betic code and how it 
is used in reading and 
spelling
Knowledge of skills of 
blending and segment-
ing
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Pronunciation:
The general term, ‘pronunciation, which is often 
used for all of the above, means how to articu-
late a chosen model accent. Discussion of which 
model accent is primarily a political discussion 
and will only be briefly mentioned later. 

Table 1: Terminology (Collated from various sources, 
especially Ball 1999, Roach 2009, Roach1 2009)

My focus is going to be on phonemics, namely the 
spoken sounds of standard English, “the accent 
normally chosen as the standard for people learning 
the English spoken in England” (Roach, 2009 p. 
1) to enhance production and reception of sounds: 
and phonics, the ability to manipulate sounds to 
enhance all the skills of listening and speaking and 
reading and writing.

My position

First I will state my position in relation to this 
topic. I have always considered myself to be an 
experienced, but practical, teacher, not an academic 
or a researcher and certainly not an expert. I have 
never liked the term ‘expert’ as I think it is on the 
negative side of the ‘binary position’ discussed by 
Sharma (2009) in NELTA Chautari, but I do connect 
to his description of an expert as ‘knowledgeable and 
passionate’. I also belong to the group of educators 
whose focus is on the teacher (Woods, 1996) and 
my primary concern is to enhance the knowledge 
and confidence of the teacher first. If I can teach 
one teacher, then they can teach many students. 
My work is guided by Action Research theory, 
“the cyclic process of planning, action, observation 
and reflection” (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988). 
Regardless of whether the researcher is a teacher or 
trainer, the goals are the same, through this cyclic 
process to arrive at improvement or change, not just 
of practice but also of systems. 

Action Research

I have worked for many years with children 
and adults with speech, language and learning 
difficulties, and with children and adults who have 
English as a second or third language. All of this 
work has involved understanding communication; 

how our listening develops, how our speech is 
articulated, how we can become better readers, how 
we become good spellers, how we can become skilled 
second (and more) language users. I have carefully 
monitored my own strengths and difficulties as a 
language learner, particularly in my attempts to 
learn Nepali, and am continuously developing my 
own knowledge, skills and understanding in order 
to share with others.

Action research which involves cycles of discussion, 
experimentation and reflection is therefore 
appropriate because I know that I will actively 
continue to learn and develop as our team of trainers 
and participants together get to grips with this topic. 
While there are many excellent theoretical materials 
on phonology, my paper is on how I and others are 
developing the practical application of this particular 
body of knowledge specifically for Nepalese teachers. 
In the wider context, NELTA itself is on a continuing 
mission to establish the best practice/s for English 
Language Teaching (ELT), and my work is a very 
small part of this ongoing cycle.

Stage 1: Information gathering (Needs 
analysis)

During the last few years while I have had the 
privilege of working with teachers in many diverse 
locations in Nepal, I have been attempting to 
understand what learning they want and whether 
I can help. In some cases I have been asked to 
present some training which has proved to be 
not appropriate for some of the participants, and 
it became clear that we had to understand local 
variations in order to deliver appropriate training 
at an appropriate level. Teachers have different 
personal education and training experiences and 
clearly it is impossible to provide a ‘one size fits 
all’ programme. However, informal observation 
and discussion over this period of time has often 
brought up the topic of pronunciation, and a formal 
needs analysis carried out in May 2009 in Baitadi 
and which included classroom observation, tape 
recordings and discussions with teachers, focussed 
very clearly on their desire for pronunciation 
training. After a meeting with teachers and NELTA 
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committee, the following list of training needs was 
constructed:

• Training for head-teachers, guardians and 
stakeholders on reasons in favour of change in 
methodology.

• Pronunciation

• Sounds of letters and order of introduction

• Class activities

• Listening, speaking, vocabulary

• Materials construction and use

• Poetry and stories

• Grammar in context 

• International Phonetic Alphabet - IPA

I was particularly interested in the request for 
International Phonetic Alphabets (IPA) training. At 
one time it was included in the Government English 
textbooks, (I am not aware if this is still the case) 
and I have seen it used both very well and very 
badly. I had not personally considered including 
IPA, but was intrigued as to how it might fit. I will 
discuss this further below. After further discussion 
we agreed that in the training, we would focus on 
pronunciation and include other topics depending 
on time available. At this stage I did not have a 
programme, that would have to be developed, 
and realised that I needed to build in maximum 
flexibility as come the time I did not know who 
would be attending, neither did I know how much 
formal training the participants would have. My 
focus was on working with primary teachers, and 
with NELTA teachers at any level who would take 
responsibility for follow-up support.

Support for pronunciation

A small scale research carried out by our NELTA 
colleague, Lekh Nath Baral, and presented at 
the Cardiff (UK) IATEFL conference in 2009, 
(included here with permission) made the issue 
of pronunciation clear. Lekh Nath surveyed 35 
secondary students who wrote 150 words on ‘My 
expectations from my English Teacher’:

Some relevant students’ comments were:

• He should teach us actual pronunciation of 

new and different words.

• He should speak every word correctly.

• Grade teacher should have good English to 
develop the language of small children so that 
it helps them in upper grades.

• Teachers should make their own language 
better before teaching to the students.

• Our English can’t communicate with other 
people in this world. We have to write our 
dialogue to make other people understand us.

• Desire to learn ‘British English’ (feeling that it 
has ‘high status’).

It would be interesting to follow this research up 
with more surveys of students’ own perceptions of 
English language teaching and learning.

Government Curriculum

The Nepalese Government’s curriculum for primary 
English quite clearly requires a focus on sounds. The 
general objectives of Grades 1-5 includes:

• To give the pupils ample exposure to the 
English language so that they can understand 
and respond in simple English with acceptable 
pronunciation and intonation’.

• The English classroom should have a happy 
atmosphere where the children hear and speak 
English in a natural way through a variety of 
activities.

• All four skills will develop together but new 
material will be learnt orally and aurally 
before being read. (The point of good ‘sounds’ 
knowledge, is that it enhances reading and 
spelling as well as listening and speaking.)

• Time allocation in grade 1 lessons is 40% 
listening and 40% speaking.

There is no doubt that the knowledge, proficiency 
and confidence of the teacher will make a marked 
difference in the acquisition of students’ skills in all 
four areas of language learning.

Controversial Issues: Should pronunciation 
be taught?

Ur (1991) says, “The experience of many learners 
is that pronunciation can be, and often is, acquired 
adequately by intuitive imitation” (p.55). The 
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implication here is that students will have a good 
enough model to imitate. Students will imitate what 
they hear, but in order for their pronunciation to 
be good they must be exposed to good modelling. 
She continues “however, there is also evidence that 
deliberate correction and training does improve 
pronunciation and if this is so it seems a pity to 
neglect it.” Roach (2009) encourages us to think 
about pronunciation in terms of phonemes (sounds) 
rather than letters because of the confusing nature of 
English spelling, and Ur (1996) urges “if the alphabet 
is a totally new one, then there is lot to learn, but it is 
clear that every new symbol needs to be taught with 
its pronunciation” (p.56). Morales (2009) though, is 
more forceful and states that “... teachers who are 
reluctant or ignorant about Standard English will 
have a difficult time teaching it effectively”.

When to teach?

The age of starting to learn English for young 
children is another hotly contested topic: early or 
late?. My argument here is that age of learning is 
less significant than the richness of the learning 
environment. In the past small children have been 
thought of as ‘empty vessels’ waiting to be filled, 
but psychology can now explain that not only 
children, but babies and the unborn can respond 
in certain ways to a variety of stimuli. Babies in 
the womb respond to sound, they know the sound 
of their mother’s voice, her heartbeat, and will 
often be soothed by other sounds they will have 
encountered in the womb. Babies up to six months 
old have the wired capacity to imitate any sound 
of any language, but after six months they begin to 
specialise in the sounds that surround them. This 
ability tends to last, but weaken, up to the age of 
about 13. This supports the argument for earlier is 
better, but only if the environment is linguistically 
rich, and this requires a minimum of a highly 
proficient and creative teacher.

Graddol (2006,) points out the controversy: 

One rationale for teaching languages to young 
children is the idea that they find it easier to learn 
languages. In practice young learners face problems 
that older learners do not, they are still developing 

physically and intellectually, they may not yet be 
proficient in their L1, their emotional needs may 
be higher and they are not intrinsically motivated 
(p.89).

He goes on to say:

There are many hazards attached to Early Years 
Learning, not least of which is that it requires 
teachers who are proficient in English, have wider 
training in child development and who are able to 
motivate young children. Such teachers are in short 
supply in most countries, but failure at this stage 
may be difficult to remedy later.

This is precisely what Lekh Nath’s student 
understood when he\she commented, ‘Grade 
teacher should have good English to develop the 
language of small children so that it helps them in 
upper grades.’

Which English?

The third discussion is ‘Which English’? It is my 
belief that an understanding of standard English 
pronunciation as defined below, is an adequate 
starting point and can be developed and added to 
as needs arise by awareness raising, teaching and 
practical exposure to other accents. (Knowledge of 
phonemic transcription is valuable in developing 
phonological knowledge.) The fact that there are 
various branches of English Language Teaching, for 
example, English as a Second Language, English as 
a Foreign Language, English for Special Purposes, 
for health, commerce, politics, as well as Hinglish, 
Nenglish, etc. I contest and indicate the need for a 
basic model with advanced and adaptive levels as 
required. I would like to share the following quotes:

To the question, ‘Which English?’, Ur (1991) states: 
“In general it does not matter very much, provided 
that the model chosen is a standard accent that is 
easily understood by other speakers of the language” 
(p.55). There has been a criticism levelled against 
British English that it is redolent of colonialism. It 
has been referred to by various names, best known 
as RP (Received Pronunciation) or BBC English. 
I have to confess that even as a British English 
speaker, the term RP has connotations of aspects of 
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my own society that I am uncomfortable with. But in 
defence, Roach (2009), states that:

No pronunciation course that I know has ever said 
that learners must try to speak with a perfect RP 
accent. To claim this muddles up models with 
goals: the model chosen is (British/American/
Nenglish [my addition], etc) but the goal is 
normally to develop the learner’s pronunciation 
sufficiently to permit effective communication with 
native speakers.” (p:6)

Of course, this term ‘native speaker’ will not suit 
everyone’s perception of English language speakers, 
as English is often the common language between 
non-native speaker and non-native speaker (Crystal, 
2003) but the point is that the language should 
be comprehensible to diverse other speakers. The 
issues surrounding perception of accents are often 
not dealt with pedagogically but come within the 
sphere of the sociolinguists and politics. In my own 
country (UK) there is continuous discussion about 
the value of regional accents as well as a booming 
business in RP speech coaching.

I want to convince teachers that adequate coverage 
of the sounds of standard English at the beginning 
of language learning, will enhance proficiency in 
all four language skills and give a firm foundation 
for subsequent learning. That subsequent learning 
can then be a matter of choice, not dogma, for each 
individual learner influenced by location and need. 

Stage 2 – Planning the training

Principles

So – in order to develop a course in Practical Sounds 
of English, I had to have some underlying principles, 
and my decisions to develop a course were guided by 
the following: 

my belief that teachers and students do want to 
learn clear pronunciation (as evidenced in Lekh 
Nath’s survey.)

ensure that participants understand that while I 
can theoretically discuss other accents, my own 
pronunciation is standard British English

this training would be part of an ongoing, 

collaborative Action Research project

I would encourage constructive criticism and with 
investigation and discussion be prepared to adapt 
content

Focus

The course was going to focus on phonemics 
(sounds of standard English), phonics (blending 
and segmenting), and some aspects of phonology, 
namely stress, rhythm and rhyme leading to 
understanding of syllables. The content would be 
directed at teacher development.

As this topic is so vast, and so interesting, it is a 
major task to identify the features that are going 
to be directly useful and practical in the classroom, 
especially what can be done in a short course. 
Although the focus was on primary teachers, the 
knowledge, with appropriate activations, is the same 
for teachers of learners of all ages. 

Materials consulted

I wanted the programme to be pedagogically and 
contextually relevant. Many sources informed 
my practice, in particular materials that might 
already be familiar to Nepalese teachers, or at least, 
materials that had been used or introduced in the 
Nepalese context (except *). These consisted of:

• Nepalese Government’s English Language 
Curriculum

• Government Grade text books

• ‘Better English’, authored by Christine Stone

• Materials developed by authors who have all 
presented at NELTA events, namely Penny Ur, 
Adrian Underhill, Mark Fletcher and Nicholas 
Horsburgh.

• Teacher Knowledge Test (Cambridge ESOL)

• * - Letters and Sounds: Principles and Practice 
of High Quality Phonics: Primary National 
Strategies, UK 

• * - Laubach Way to English. Jeanette Macero 
and Martha Lane

* - A word about the last two items above. ‘Letters 
and Sounds’ is a programme of structured phonics 
used in UK in Nursery-Class 2. It is a programme 
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of adult-led structured, multi-sensory activities, 
to teach children sounds and letters, blending and 
segmenting. The first phase focuses on listening 
and speaking skills, which feed into next phase of 
relating oral/aural to reading and writing.

Laubach Way to English and Laubach Way 
to Reading are also structured phonics based 
programmes developed in the USA over 40 years 
ago. Again the focus is on structured input of sounds 
with a visual component. These materials were 
developed both for adult native speakers needing 
literacy skills, and for non-native speakers needing 
English language skills. 

The focus of many effective sounds programmes, 
(especially ‘Better English’ by Christine Stone), is 
the structured introduction of sounds, with pleasing 
visual materials and with plenty of opportunity for 
repetition and practice.

Decisions regarding what to teach

The programme was designed to teach the 44 sounds 
of standard English.

1.  Which order to teach consonants and 
vowels? I intended to teach first consonants 
in alphabetical order then short vowels. My 
reasoning was that alphabetical order is 
familiar (although not relevant), and the short 
vowel letter names, ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’, ‘o’, ‘u’, are also 
familiar. With some exceptions consonant 
sounds are easier to articulate and discriminate 
than vowels, the associated Roman graphemes 
are mostly familiar, short vowel letters 
(generally) have a one sound/one symbol 
relationship (familiar in the Nepalese context), 
and knowledge of short vowels plus consonants 
can offer lots of practice in phonics, blending 
and segmenting cvc (consonant/vowel/
consonant) sound/written words. (There are, 
of course, exceptions to most of these rules, but 
they did not seem insurmountable.)

2.  Second decision, related to the first. Should 
sounds be taught in order according to 
articulatory positions? This would be more 
familiar in the Nepalese context, but contrasts 
with the focus teachers have on alphabetical 
order. If the training is only on producing 

sound, then articulatory order is appropriate. 
My initial focus was on the idea that as soon 
as a small number of sounds have been learned 
they can be blended into ‘proper words’ to 
develop real vocabulary. (In UK the first 
sounds to be formally taught are /s/, /a/, 
/t/, /i/, /n/, /p/. With only six sounds, four 
consonants and two short vowels, there can be 
many ‘proper’ cvc words constructed (eg. cat, 
dog, mat, big, etc., and with early practice on 
minimal pairs, eg. nat/mat, mat/met etc..). We 
have to be very clear on what is the goal of a 
particular segment of training. My approach 
always is that teaching sounds should not be 
done in isolation but linked to blending to 
make meaningful words to extend vocabulary 
and longer speech segments.

3.  I had been requested to teach IPA (International 
Phonetic Alphabet). The IPA shows all possible 
sounds of human language, and each language 
has its own phonemic symbols. At first I was 
reluctant because I thought it might cause 
confusion by introducing a further set of 
symbols. I prepared the input, and decided 
that I could be flexible regarding if, when and 
how to introduce it. However, because English 
has different spellings for the same sound 
and different sounds for the same spelling, 
I realised how very useful it is to have visual 
support for auditory discrimination between 
sounds. To see the difference between /th/ 
θ (think) and /th/ ð (that), or /s/ (sun) and 
/ʃ/ (ship) makes sense, and to be able to 
visually relate all 44 phonemic symbols to 
the 44 acknowledged sounds of English (used 
in most learner dictionaries) simplifies the 
auditory discrimination process. So, phonemic 
transcription proved to be a very useful tool.

Planned Content

The programme therefore would introduce the 
24 consonant sounds and 20 vowel sounds in a 
logical and structured way, and in Roman script, 
with plenty of practice of sounds using drilling, pair 
and group work, practice activities and participant 
teaching. If appropriate I would then introduce the 
practical use of phonemic transcription, how to read 
and write the symbols, and their use in personal 
dictionary learning. 
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A more detailed breakdown of this plan is as follows: 

• We would observe and discuss differences in 
the alphabet chart currently used and taught 
by letter names, with a chart showing letter 
sounds.

• The sounds of 24 consonants. We would focus 
on ‘sounds’ as opposed to ‘letter names’, and 
work on the pure sound of a consonant, e.g. /l/, 
not /la/.

• The five short vowel sounds, /a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, 
/u/. It is important to discriminate between 
these sounds, and to practice this we will make 
cvc (consonant, vowel, consonant) words, 
using only the short vowel sounds. There 
are hundreds of words that can be made and 
practised in this way, and the concepts of 
blending and segmenting would be introduced 
and practiced. Blending means identifying 
separate sounds, then ‘bringing them together’ 
to make words, eg. /d/ – /o/ – /g/, /do/ – /g/, 
dog. Segmenting is the reverse process, to hear 
a whole word and identify each sound within it.

• Next, six long single sound vowel sounds:  
/ar/ (farm), /or/ caught, /ee/ bead, /ur/ turn,  
/oo/ food, /oo/ good. (The sound /oo/ in ‘good’ 
(/ʊ/) can be taught with short vowel sounds, 
but I prefer at this stage to only use the short 
vowel sounds relating to letter names in the 
alphabet. [There will be many teaching points 
up for discussion!]) Focus is on sounds, not 
spellings. I had prepared example words from 
grade books, and exercises to listen to how 
many sounds (phonemes), and look at how 

many letters (graphemes). (There would be 
reference materials available showing alternate 
spellings for each sound. Example words were 
taken from Grade 1-3 text book and other 
materials.)

• The very important schwa sound ‘uh’ /ɔ/, not a 
normally written sound (except in IPA), but an 
important component of spoken English, as in 
‘the’, ‘about’..

• Lastly, the eight vowel diphthong sounds: ‘ear’ 
year, ‘ai’ rain, ‘ure’ pure, ‘oy’ boy, ‘oa’ boat, ‘air’ 
hair, ‘igh’ high, ‘ow’ cow.

Table 2 illustrates the structure: (See Table 2)

When all these sounds had been introduced, 
practiced and activated, I would introduce the 
practical use of the phonemic transcription.. Once 
sounds are understood, knowledge of the symbols 
help to visually recognise distinct sounds which can 
then be practised auditorily and which in turn can 
aid development of good pronunciation of words in 
a dictionary, thereby enabling self-study. Also once 
individual vowel sounds are understood, it makes 
the notion of rhythm, rhyme and syllables so much 
easier to understand and use: for example

Each syllable has one vowel sound (sound, not 
letter), eg. each (1), vow el (2), syll a ble (3), par ti 
ci pants (4) 

Rhyme is a pair of word endings that consist of 
the same one vowel sound usually plus the same 
consonant sound, eg. moon, June

Table 2: Forty four sounds of Standard English (Note: P/T = Phonemic Transcription)
Sound, IPA symbol and example word for 24 consonant sounds

sound
P/T

word

‘b’
/b/
bat

‘k’
/k/
cat

‘d’
/d/
dog

‘f’
/f/
fat

‘g’
/g/
get

‘h’
/h/
Hat

‘j’
/ʤ/
jet

‘l’
/l/
leg

‘m’
/m/
man

‘n’
/n/
net

‘p’
/p/
pot

‘r’
/r/
rob

sound
P/T

word

‘s’
/s/
sun

‘t’
/t/
tip

‘v’
/v/
vat

‘w’
/w/
wet

‘y’
/j/
yes

‘z’
/z/
Zip

‘sh’
/ʃ/
ship

‘ch’
/ʧ/
chip

‘th’
/θ/
thin

‘th’
/ð/
this

‘ng’
/ŋ/
sing

‘zh’
/ʒ/

vision
Short vowel sounds Long vowel sounds Schwa

sound
P/T

word

‘a’
/æ/
ant

‘e’
/e/
egg

‘i’
/ɪ/
in

‘o’
/ɒ/
on

‘u’
/ʌ/
up

‘oo’
/ʊ/

Look

‘oo’
/u/
food

‘ar’
/ɑ/

farm

‘or’
/ɔ/
for

‘er’
/ɜ/
her

‘ee’
/i/

meet

‘uh’
/ɔ/
the

Diphthongs (two vowel sounds glide together)
sound

P/T
word

‘ear’
/ɪɔ/
year

‘ai’
/eɪ/
rain

‘ure’
/ʊɔ/
pure 

‘oy’
/ɔɪ/
boy

‘oa’
/ ɔʊ/
boat

‘air’
/eɔ/
Hair

‘igh’
/aɪ/
high

‘ow’
/aʊ/
cow
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Rhythm relates to regular recurrences of stress 
patterns, eg. Jack and Jill went up the hill. (This 
is a simple view of rhythm, but useful for teaching 
chants. For a fuller discussion see Roach, 20091)

Stage 3 - Presentation

A very welcome addition

After visiting Baitadi to do the needs analysis, I 
started to develop the programme thinking that 
I would be delivering it alone. I was very happy 
to hear that I would be accompanied by a NELTA 
colleague from Dhangadi, and I was even more 
happy that I was accompanied by two colleagues, 
Ms Sunita Swar and Mr K D Bhatta. (Names 
included with permission). Both Sunita and KD 
are very experienced in multi-sensory activation of 
primary materials, having worked with the British 
Council ETTE programme and having developed 
and delivered multiple trainings in Far West. So 
prior to my return we started to discuss how we 
could jointly deliver the programme. This is a 
crucial aspect of Action Research; the process now 
becomes collaborative with the benefit of including 
expert local knowledge. Such discussions however 
are at the mercy of technology, communication with 
Far West is fragmented, so we only had a chance 
to generalise our plans. We each prepared our own 
input and when we met developed how the overall 
approach would work. The decision was taken that 
out of three sessions per day, I would take the first 
two for a fairly rigorous input on sounds (as detailed 
above) and Sunita and KD would take the last session 
to do active, multi-sensory input and materials 
development. If we sensed that participants 
needed a change of pace, we were flexible enough 
to re-arrange this programme. Our daily sessions 
always included reflective practice – reflection on 
content, process or activation, for which we used 
English, and reflection on feelings or opinions, for 
which we used Nepali, a bi-lingual approach we 
found completely authentic. We discovered that our 
combined expertise made for a very full and lively 
training event, and more importantly a full and 
lively discussion and reflection between ourselves 
and participants.

Our flexibility was quite extremely tested by 
weather conditions in Baitadi. We had unseasonal 
torrential rain and on day four I could not give any 
sounds training as the noise of rain on the tin roof 
far outweighed my ability to compete. My most 
profound admiration goes to participants in Baitadi 
who braved terrible weather conditions to come 
to the training. Their hunger for knowledge and 
willingness to participate gave us as trainers the 
urgency to give as much as we had.

Stage 4 – Reflection and forward planning

We completed a five-day training in Baitadi and a six 
day training in Dhangadi. We all learnt many things, 
from each other as trainers, but more especially 
from the participant teachers, their hopes and 
dreams and constraints. I am happy to hear that five 
of the participants have had the confidence already 
to cascade the training to other teachers in their 
schools, despite their concern that they need more 
training themselves. 

We are now in the process of reflecting on what we 
learned from the training, critiquing ourselves and 
preparing for future events. Some of the issues are:

• How to properly respond to the specific needs 
of any particular group.

• What do we need to teach first? How best to 
structure the various approaches.

• Can we fully train teachers in pronunciation 
and phonics? Is that a good goal? How much is 
good enough?

• What goals should we set for a single workshop, 
lecture or short (i.e. 3-day) training? 

• Should we have separate input for articulation? 
(This was not something I had given much 
thought to, but quite clearly it is a vital part 
of phonemic training. It was interesting that 
teachers who had studied at B.Ed and M.Ed 
levels had more theoretical knowledge than I 
did, and I had a more practical approach than 
they did. It made for interesting discussion 
and much thought. As a priority I have since 
developed my own knowledge of theory 
which will enrich my practical approach and 
illustrates the action research cycle.

• How can we support newly trained teachers 
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to continue their learning and activate their 
teaching?

• What materials do we need to acquire or 
develop to support training, post-training, or 
even self-training? (I am currently working on 
a one page per sound handbook, but finding 
that the practicalities of such an undertaking 
are bigger than expected.) Can we provide 
audio support materials? (There are audio 
programmes available on CD and internet, but 
cost is a factor.)

• Both head teachers and guardians may have 
to be persuaded that what teachers are being 
trained to do in the classrooms is, in fact, VERY 
GOOD PRACTICE, and should be supported 
and encouraged.  There is always resistance 
to change, but good outcomes are the best 
argument.

• What support do we need from District 
Education Officers?. The DEOs, in Baitadi and 
Dhangadi, were very supportive and interested 
to hear what participants had to say, and 
participants were willing and able to share 
their thoughts with the DEOs in a very open, 
confident and direct way. 

• What else? This is not a flippant question, but 
an indication of the many issues that we must 
continue to explore.

A sensible link

I am keen to link this training to the content of the 
Cambridge Teacher Knowledge Test (TKT) referred 
to previously on neltamail, and to this end I tried 
to include as much of the recommended phonology 
knowledge from this package as I could. This 
package gives both structure and credibility to the 
training. While awareness raising is always positive, 
teachers want to seriously address how to upgrade 
their knowledge and practice and to work towards a 
recognised qualification.

Conclusion

Adrian Underhill (1994) said 

. . .sounds and words are the building blocks for 
connected speech, and specific and detailed work 
can be done at these levels without losing touch with 
the fluent speech from which the parts have been 

extracted. (p:vii)

I would add that sounds are the building blocks for 
all language skills.

I have seen great enthusiasm from teachers for 
learning, but also experienced resistance to teaching 
sounds, but sounds of a language are like the 
foundations of a building, or the roots of a tree. It 
should not just be B.Ed or M.Ed students who are 
learning phonology, it is an injustice to teachers 
who are expected to teach language if they are not 
given this practical knowledge and an injustice to 
the children who are struggling to learn.

Thousands of primary teachers urgently deserve 
a systematic and structured upgrade to their 
knowledge. If it is considered important enough to 
have English on the curriculum from grade 1, then 
it should be important enough to give teachers the 
training they need to deliver every aspect of the 
curriculum. Of course, the implications of this in 
relation to time and money are huge, and solutions 
need to be multi-dimensional and collaborative 
among diverse agencies.

Unfortunately there are no quick fixes, and 
collaboration between statutory and volunteer 
agencies should be strengthened: 

• Systematically and urgently find out what 
teachers and students want and need and 
develop appropriate training

• Develop common guidelines for training ELT 
that all NGO and INGO volunteers subscribe 
to – the NELTA model?

• Reconsider goals. Why exactly is English being 
taught. Are goals realistic, outcomes being 
properly assessed and the means of attaining 
both within the capability of practitioners

• At least one teacher per school, or cluster of 
schools, qualified to at least B.Ed. in a training 
and advisory capacity

• Head teachers with an ELT qualification

• Make English optional in primary until 
sufficient teachers are appropriately trained

And finally, a plea to telecommunication providers 
to make mobile and online communications readily 
accessible to everyone to make available the massive 



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

100
amount of knowledge online and to cascade the 
excellent work being done by NELTA.

Kate Miller has been visiting Nepal for ten years and 
volunteering as a teacher trainer for the last five years. She 
has visited more than a dozen NELTA branches to understand 
the needs of teachers and share her knowledge. Kate has 
a degree in Psychology from the USA and postgraduate 
educational qualifications from UK, currently completing an 
M.Ed at Oxford Brookes University. She was a teacher of 
psychology and a school counsellor, and has worked in UK 
and USA with L1 and L2 children and adults needing both 
native literacy and English language skills. In UK Kate is 
currently a volunteer in a primary school, working with non-
native Nursery – Class 2 children.
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Introduction
Communication, which is used in everyday life from 
greeting a stranger to touching a lover, is an ongoing 
process of sending and receiving messages that 
enables human to share knowledge, ideas, thoughts, 
information, feelings, emotions, and attitudes. It 
requires a medium in which the communicated 
information is understood by both sender and 
receiver. There are two media, verbal and non-verbal, 
which are simultaneously used for communication. 
To be successful in communication it requires us 
to be both competent and experienced, not only in 
verbal communication but also in non-verbal one 
as well; because much of our communication takes 
place at the non verbal level. It cannot be an exception 
for ELT classroom as well because communication 
takes place there. Now question may arise what the 
non-verbal communication (NVC) is.

Non-verbal Communication

Communication takes various forms, one of which 
is oral or speech. However, when people speak, 
they normally do not confine themselves to the 
mere emission of words. Furthermore, they also use 
their hands, (gestures), head moments, eyes (eye 
contact), lips (smile), bodily postures and symbols 
to communicate which always accompany oral 

discourse-intended or not. The impact of these non-
linguistic cues in conversation is called non-verbal 
communication (NVC). It includes the ‘messages 
other than words that people exchange’ (Gregersen, 
2007, p. 52). In this definition, messages are seen 
as symbolic, which are ‘Silent infiltrators . . . that 
provide us with a mode for conveying messages 
without the use of verbal language (Dunn, 1999, p. 1). 
Going through these definitions we can say that non-
verbal communication is the process of one person 
stimulating meaning in the mind of another person 
or persons by means of non-linguistic cues e.g. facial 
expressions, gestures etc. which can be synthesized 
in the words of Miller (1988) who defined non-
verbal communication as ‘Communication without 
words. . . it includes overt behaviors such as facial 
expressions, eyes, touching and tone of voice, as well 
as less obvious messages such as dress, postures and 
spatial distance between two or more people’ (p. 
3). ‘It includes both behavior and communication’ 
(Hickson and Stacks, 1993, p.5). In this article, I 
have also used the term, non-verbal communication 
and non-verbal behaviors interchangeably. We can 
say that it is a process whereby people, through 
intentional or unintentional manipulation of 
normative actions and expectations express 

The Role of Teachers’ non-verbal 
Communication in ELT Classroom

Janak Singh Negi

Abstract

The role of non-verbal behavour in English classroom plays an important role for teaching content and 
skills. Based on this assumption, this article attempts to shed light on this hitherto unexplored area of 
research in the Nepalese context based on the observation by the author at various higher secondary 
schools in Nepal. The findings show that teachers’ non-verbal behaviors play a highly important and 
essential role on learners’ motivation in language classroom.
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experiences, feelings, and attitudes either singly 
or in combination with verbal behaviors in the 
exchange and interpretation of messages within 
a given situation or context and tell us about 
whether verbal messages are true, joking, serious, 
threatening and so on. The following differences 
between verbal and non-verbal communication will 
make this even clear. First, the majorities of non-
verbal behaviors (NVBs) are intuitive and based 
on normative rules. There are not any clear-cut 
linguistic structures for non-verbal communication. 
On the other hand, ‘verbal communication is highly 
structured and reinforced through an extensive 
formal and informal learning process’ (Harris, 
2002, p.153). Second, verbal communication is 
confined to the use of language. On the contrary, 
NVC delivers a message beyond the words. For the 
analysis, this is a useful division. However, ‘non-
verbal communication is so inextricably bound up 
with verbal aspects of the communication process 
that we can only separate them artificially’ (Knapp, 
1972, p. v). In a nutshell, we can say that NVC is 
fewer rules bound than verbal communication and 
is judged more by the situational variables than the 
absolute correctness of the behavior.

Forms of Non-verbal Communication

Various forms of NVC that are used in language 
classroom include: kinesics, facial expressions, 
oculesics, haptics, proxemics, paralanguage, 
chronemics, physical appearance, olfactics, 
environmental factors and so on. Kinesics looks 
at bodily postures, facial expressions such as smile, 
frown, wrinkling the bow etc; and movements of 
the head and limbs whereas oculesics looks at 
the influence of visual contacts on the perceived 
massage that is communicated. Eye movement and 
eye contact as Khan (2001) says depict the focus, 
direction and duration of gaze in relation to other 
participants. For example, our eyes narrow when 
we are concentrating and pupils dilate when we are 
excited. Haptics describes touching behaviors. 
This category consists of physical contacts such as 
handshakes, patting on the shoulders and so on, 
whereas proxemics what Menninen and Kujanpaa 
(2002, p.3) call ‘spatial behavior’ is the ‘physical 

distance we place between ourselves and others’ 
(Helmer and Eddy, 2003, p.43), which indicates 
whether the relationship among the interlocutors is 
personal? social or public? And paralanguage is 
concerned with the non-verbal audio part of speech 
such as tone, pitch, intonation and pause etc which 
come alongside spoken language. Masterson (1996) 
and Boyd (2000) describe these as ‘vocalics’. Finally 
we come to physical appearance which refers 
to the attributes of image such as attractiveness, 
height, weight, body shape, hair style, and dress 
and so on. These attributes can be classified into 
two categories: controllable e.g. clothes, hair style 
etc and less controllable e.g. skin color, height, 
body shape etc; on the contrary olfactics looks at 
interpersonal communication through smell which 
is concerned with scents or odor that comes from 
the perfumes and bodily hygiene. At last we come 
to chronemics, the study of the meanings, usages 
and communication of time, punctuality and so on 
and environmental factors which refers to the 
environmental setting e.g. pollutions, temperature, 
noise etc.

The Functions of Non-verbal 
Communication

By function of non-verbal communication what is 
meant is the message that the NVC cues convey. 
Non-verbal behaviors occur simultaneously with the 
verbal message and they substitute, complement, 
regulate and contradict the verbal message. 
Substitution of non-verbal message occurs when 
a non-verbal cue is used instead of verbal one. 
For example, a head node to indicate’ yes’, pat on 
shoulder to show ‘intimacy’ and so on. Non-verbal 
behaviors also compliment, expand or modify 
the verbal message. For example, a teacher looking 
confident while delivering the lecture in the class 
enhances the quality of teaching. Non-verbal 
message regulate the conversational flow as well. 
For example, gestures, head movements and many 
other behaviors indicate how the interaction should 
progress. The regulatory function as Capper (2003) 
says also serves to provide vital cues for the learners’ 
interpretation of speech acts and considerably 
enhance conversation. Finally, non-verbal cues also 
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contradict verbal message as in the case of ‘irony’ 
and ‘satire’. In a nutshell, non-verbal communication 
expresses happiness, sadness, surprise, intimacy, 
seriousness, satire, formality, informality and so on 
via the use of various non-linguistic cues.

Principles of Non-verbal Communication

Non-verbal behaviors are innate and universal 
i.e. people in different cultures have a common 
understanding of non-verbal cues; however the total 
meaning of discourse can be culturally determined 
and differ in different countries. For example, 
as Davis (1990) says Caucasian schoolteachers 
associate students’ avoidance of eye contact 
with deception, whereas Asian students see such 
avoidance as a sign of respect.

Most of the non-verbal behaviors are involuntary. For 
example, facial expressions such as blushing, sweating 
or yawning etc. are largely beyond the control of the 
individual. In such a case, the context and power 
relationships among participants play the vital role.

Non-verbal communication uses wide varieties 
of non-linguistic cues such as bodily postures, 
facial expressions, touching behaviors and so on 
simultaneously with the linguistic ones. These 
behaviors may change over time and across 
generations due to the changing cultural factors. For 
example, Nepalese male and female students in past 
did not use to sit together in the classroom. They 
even felt shy while talking but nowadays they shake 
their hands, sit and walk together. The role of non-
verbal communication also ‘vary depending on the 
age, sex, and the various culture involved’(Harris, 
2002, p. 155).

Sometimes non-verbal behaviors may be expressed 
beyond the face to face conversation as in the case 
of telephone conversation. In such a case NVC is 
expressed via paralanguage.

Importance of NVC in ELT Classroom

Teacher creates more impression through NVC in 
the classroom than the knowledge of subject matter 
and verbal fluency. There is a language of body 
expression and motion that plays a pivotal role in 
the language classroom. Research studies done in 

classroom environments also suggest that non-
verbal behaviors send clear and distinct messages. 
Moreover, these ‘non-verbal messages can be a more 
explicit and candid means of determining intent 
than merely the spoken word alone’ (Rosa, 2000, 
p. 1). Furthermore, Woolfolk and Brooks (1983) 
indicated that non-verbal behavior often influence 
the demeanor of teachers and students. Actually the 
success of both the student and teacher depends 
upon the effective communication between them in 
the class, but communication becomes handicapped 
without the proper use of non-verbal behaviors. In 
this regard, Stevick (1982) points out that:

The body language of a teacher is the most important 
thing in the class... it is the way you use your eyes, 
the distance you stand from your students, the way 
you touch or refrain from touching them all of these 
unnoticeable things in the class carry important 
signals which create a profound effect on your 
students’ feelings of welcome and comfort with you 
(p. 6).

In general, it is true that NVC accounts for a large 
part of meaningful human communication. Actions, 
such as facial display, eye contact, body language 
or the way we wear our clothes, make hair style etc. 
speak louder than words and often help others make 
accurate judgments about our thoughts, feelings 
and intentions because they ‘set the scene for total 
communication’ (Mey, 1993, p. 224) and provide 
significant information about others emotional 
states’ (Maxim and Nowicki, 2003, p.745), which is 
also supported by Mehrabian (1971) who claims that 
93 per cent of the emotional meaning is transmitted 
as follows: 7 per cent is verbal expression, 38 per 
cent is vocal expression, and 55 per cent is facial 
expression (p.44 ). Thus, we can say that even if ‘we 
speak with our vocal organs. . . we converse with 
our entire bodies, conversation consists of much 
more than a simple interchange of spoken words’ 
Abercrombie (1973, p. 31). If we see different models 
of communicative competence we can easily access 
the significance of NVC. Hymes (1972), introduced 
the concept of communicative competence back 
in 1960s, believed that there were certain rules 
of use without which the linguistic or grammar 
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rules were useless. Among many things needed for 
communicative competence, were also the rules of 
non-verbal communication of target language. Thus, 
he highlighted the rules of NVC as important as 
other grammar rules for learning a second language. 
Canale and Swain (1980) developed another 
model of communicative competence, which 
includes three main competencies: grammatical 
competence, sociolinguistic competence and 
strategic competence. In this model non-verbal 
communication strategies are highly emphasized 
in strategic competence (Khaniya, 2005, p. 27). 
Since the goal of language teaching is to develop 
the communicative competence, it becomes 
handicapped without the proper use of NVC and if 
we become aware of NVC, it may certainly enhance 
effective communication. Non-verbal behaviors, 
which are more subtle and can be used more often in 
the classroom are also the sign of psychological state 
of the teacher and should not be taken lightly. If the 
teachers’ non-verbal behaviors are positive students 
enjoy the lecture and highly motivated to the teacher 
and the subject matter, on the other hand if the 
non verbal behaviors are negative students feel 
discomfort and may not be motivated to the subject 
matter and the teacher.

Review of Related Literature

Non-verbal communication is a fundamental 
aspect of human life from the moment we enter 
the world. Since then a number of NVC research 
have been carried out. Some of the recently carried 
out research in this field include: Boyd (2000), 
who carried out the research entitled Non-verbal 
Behaviors of Effective Teachers of At-risk African 
American Male Middle School Students. His study 
revealed that when effective teachers interacted with 
the at-risk African-American-male middle school 
students, they frequently were in close proximity, 
changed their voice inflections, established eye 
contact, invaded students’ territories (were 
within two feet), and gestured to students. The 
same year, Rosa (2000) conducted the research 
on Understanding the role and potential impact 
of non-verbal communication in the primary 
inclusion classroom the purpose of which was to 

compare the non-verbal behaviors of students who 
are considered average in ability with those who 
are perceived as cognitively challenged while they 
are engaged in regular classroom instruction in 
both large and small groups settings. Her finding 
shows that in most of the cases the majority of non-
verbal interaction occurred between students who 
sat in close proximity regardless of their cognitive 
ability. Likewise, Christopher (2002), Lewis (2005) 
and Hassan (2007) carried out researches on Non-
verbal Communications. Christopher reached at 
the finding that males displayed more active non-
verbal behavior than females; the result by Lewis 
showed that female students make eye contact more 
than the male students and smile more often in the 
classroom setting; and the study by Hassan showed 
that the college students are not only conscious of 
their teachers’ NVC but are also biased towards 
certain types of non-verbal cues and behaviors. 
The present study is mainly based on the research 
carried out by the author in 2009.

The Study

This article is an extract from the research entitled 
Teachers’ Non-verbal Communication and its 
Impact on the Learners’ Motivation carried by the 
author at the Department of English Education, 
Tribhuvan University, Nepal (2009) in partial 
fulfillment for his Master’s Degree (M.Ed.) in 
English Education. The research was carried out 
to identify the teachers’ most frequently used non-
verbal behaviors and find out its impact on the 
learners’ motivation in the ELT classroom. (But 
in this article only second part is addressed) The 
sample population of 10 teachers and 80 (40 males 
40 females) students were purposively selected 
from 10 different Higher Secondary Schools of the 
Kathmandu valley. The researcher used both the 
questionnaire (Appendix A) and the observation 
forms (not included in this article) as tools in 
the study that consisted of the components of 
non-verbal communication such as kinesics, 
facial expressions, oculesics, proxemics, physical 
appearance, paralanguage; and chronemics used in 
the classroom.



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

105
R

es
ul

ts

Th
e 

fo
llo

w
in

g 
ta

bl
e 

sh
ow

s 
th

e 
st

ud
en

ts
’ r

ea
ct

io
n 

to
 th

ei
r 

te
ac

he
rs

’ n
on

-v
er

ba
l b

eh
av

io
rs

.

Th
e 

St
ud

en
ts

’ R
ea

ct
io

n 
to

 th
ei

r 
Te

ac
he

rs
’ N

on
-v

er
ba

l B
eh

av
io

rs
.

(N
um

er
ic

al
 a

ft
er

 M
=

 m
al

e 
an

d 
F=

 fe
m

al
e 

in
di

ca
te

s 
th

e 
nu

m
be

r 
of

 s
tu

de
nt

s)

S.
N

.
Sc

en
ar

io
St

ro
ng

ly
 a

gr
ee

A
gr

ee
N

A
N

D
1*

D
is

ag
re

e
St

ro
ng

ly
 d

is
-

ag
re

e

01
Sm

ili
ng

 te
ac

he
rs

 te
ac

h 
m

or
e 

ef
fe

ct
iv

el
y 

th
an

 th
os

e 
w

ho
 a

re
 a

l-
w

ay
s 

se
rio

us
.

24
 (3

0%
)

56
 (7

0%
)

-
-

-
M

–
M

40
M

–
M

–
M

–
F

24
F

16
F

–
F

–
F

–
2

It 
is 

ea
sy

 to
 s

pe
ak

 in
 f

ro
nt

 o
f 

th
os

e 
te

ac
he

rs
 w

ho
 u

su
al

ly
 e

nc
ou

r-
ag

e 
st

ud
en

ts
 b

y 
no

dd
in

g 
th

ei
r 

he
ad

. 
32

 (4
0%

)
24

 (3
0%

)
-

-
-

M
M

M
M

M
F

F
F

F
F

3.
St

ud
en

ts
 f

ee
l n

er
vo

us
 a

nd
 e

m
ba

rr
as

se
d 

w
he

n 
th

e 
te

ac
he

r 
in

di
-

ca
te

s 
a 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 s

tu
de

nt
 w

hi
le

 a
sk

in
g 

th
e 

qu
es

tio
n

47
 (5

8.
75

%
)

33
(4

1.
25

%
)

-
-

-
M

16
M

24
M

-
M

-
M

-
F

31
F

9
F

-
F

-
F

-
4.

It 
is 

ha
rd

 to
 s

pe
ak

 in
 f

ro
nt

 o
f 

th
os

e 
te

ac
he

rs
 w

ho
 s

ta
re

 th
ei

r 
st

u-
de

nt
s 

co
ld

ly
. 

47
 (5

8.
75

%
)

33
(4

1.
25

%
)

-
-

-
M

16
M

24
M

-
M

-
M

-
F

31
F

9
F

-
F

-
F

-
5.

M
y 

fr
ie

nd
s 

av
oi

d 
ey

e 
co

nt
ac

ts
 w

he
n 

th
ey

 d
o 

no
t k

no
w

 th
e 

an
sw

er
 

of
 th

e 
qu

es
tio

n 
as

ke
d.

 
66

 (8
2.

5%
)

7 
(8

.7
5%

)
7 

8.
75

%
)

-
-

M
34

M
4

M
2

M
-

M
-

F
32

F
3

F
5

F
-

F
-

6.
I p

ay
 m

or
e 

at
te

nt
io

n 
w

he
n 

th
e 

te
ac

he
r 

m
ak

es
 e

ye
 c

on
ta

ct
s 

w
ith

 m
e 

in
 th

e 
cl

as
s.

66
 (8

2.
5%

)
7 

(8
.7

5%
)

7 
8.

75
%

)
-

-
M

34
M

4
M

2
M

-
M

-
F

32
F

3
F

5
F

-
F

-
7.

Te
ac

he
rs

 m
ak

es
 e

ye
 c

on
ta

ct
s 

on
ly

 w
ith

 th
e 

ta
le

nt
ed

 s
tu

de
nt

s.
66

 (8
2.

5%
)

7 
(8

.7
5%

)
7 

8.
75

%
)

-
-

M
34

M
4

M
2

M
-

M
-

F
32

F
3

F
5

F
-

F
-

8.
Te

ac
he

rs
 te

nd
 to

 lo
ok

 a
w

ay
 w

he
n 

a 
di

ffi
cu

lt 
to

pi
c 

is 
be

in
g 

di
s-

cu
ss

ed
. 

52
 (6

5%
)

14
 (1

7.
5%

)
14

(1
7.

5%
)

-
-

M
17

M
5

M
8

M
-

M
-

F
25

F
9

F
6

F
-

F
-

9.
M

y 
fr

ie
nd

s 
ne

ve
r 

ta
ke

 th
os

e 
cl

os
es

 s
er

io
us

ly
 w

ho
se

 te
ac

he
rs

 a
re

 
irr

eg
ul

ar
 o

r 
un

pu
nc

tu
al

. 
48

 (6
0%

)
24

 (3
0%

)
8 

(1
0%

)
-

-
M

16
M

16
M

-
M

-
M

-
F

32
F

8
F

8
F

-
F

-
10

.
M

y 
fr

ie
nd

s 
se

e 
th

ei
r 

w
ris

t w
at

ch
 w

he
n 

th
e 

te
ac

he
r 

ta
ke

s 
ov

er
 ti

m
e 

in
 th

e 
cl

as
s.

44
 (5

5%
)

16
 (2

0%
)

3 
3.

75
%

)
6 

(7
.5

%
)

11
(1

6.
75

%
)

M
26

M
5

M
-

M
6

M
3

F
18

F
11

F
3

F
-

F
8

11
Th

e 
at

tra
ct

iv
e 

pe
rs

on
al

ity
 a

nd
 f

rie
nd

ly
 s

ty
le

 a
lso

 c
on

tr
ib

ut
e 

to
 

te
ac

he
rs

’ s
uc

ce
ss

 a
nd

 o
ur

 le
ar

ni
ng

.
80

 (1
00

%
)

-
-

-
-

M
40

M
-

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
40

F
-

F
-

F
-

F
-



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

106
12

.
M

y 
fr

ie
nd

s 
do

 n
ot

 p
ay

 a
tte

nt
io

n 
in

 th
e 

le
ct

ur
e 

w
he

n 
th

e 
te

ac
he

r 
ap

pe
ar

s 
to

 b
e 

fa
tig

ue
d 

an
d 

ex
ha

us
te

d.
 

48
(6

0%
)

27
(3

3.
75

%
)

5(
6.

25
%

)
-

-
M

25
M

12
M

3
M

M
F

23
F

15
F

2
F

F
13

.
A

ttr
ac

tiv
e 

te
ac

he
rs

 a
re

 v
er

y 
in

te
lli

ge
nt

 a
nd

 te
ac

h 
w

el
l. 

-
-

8 
(1

0%
)

29
(3

6.
25

%
)

43
(5

3.
75

%
)

M
-

M
-

M
8

M
13

M
19

F
-

F
-

F
-

F
16

F
24

14
W

e 
en

jo
y 

th
e 

le
ct

ur
e 

of
 th

os
e 

te
ac

he
rs

 m
or

e 
w

ho
 a

re
 p

hy
sic

al
ly

 
sm

ar
t, 

at
tra

ct
iv

e 
an

d 
w

el
l d

re
ss

ed
. 

49
 (6

1.
25

%
)

5 
(6

.2
5%

)
14

(1
7.

5%
)

12
 (1

5%
)

-
M

20
M

-
M

8
M

12
M

-
F

29
F

5
F

6
F

-
F

-
15

Si
tti

ng
 c

lo
se

 to
 th

e 
te

ac
he

r 
in

 th
e 

fr
on

t r
ow

 h
el

ps
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

in
 u

nd
er

-
st

an
di

ng
 th

e 
le

ct
ur

e 
m

or
e.

 
50

 (6
2.

5%
)

22
 (2

7.
5%

)
-

-
8 

(1
0%

)
M

17
M

15
M

-
M

-
M

-
F

33
F

7
F

-
F

-
F

-
16

M
y 

fr
ie

nd
s 

fe
el

 b
or

e 
in

 th
os

e 
cl

as
se

s 
w

he
re

 th
e 

te
ac

he
r 

te
ac

he
s 

in
 

a 
m

on
ot

on
ou

s 
to

ne
. 

40
 (5

0%
)

24
 (3

0%
)

16
 (2

0%
)

-
-

M
24

M
16

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
16

F
8

F
16

F
-

F
-

17
Po

or
 te

ac
he

rs
 m

ak
e 

so
un

ds
 s

uc
h/

a:
/ 

tim
e 

an
d 

ag
ai

n 
w

hi
le

 e
x-

pl
ai

ni
ng

 th
e 

su
bj

ec
t m

at
te

r. 
56

 (7
0%

)
10

 (1
2.

5%
)

14
(1

7.
5%

)
-

-
M

29
M

6
M

5
M

-
M

-
F

27
F

4
F

9
F

-
F

-
18

Te
ac

he
rs

 m
ov

em
en

t i
n 

th
e 

cl
as

sr
oo

m
 k

ee
ps

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
ac

tiv
e

64
 (8

0%
)

8 
(1

0%
)

-
-

-
M

24
M

8
M

-
M

-
M

-
F

40
F

-
F

-
F

-
F

-
19

St
ud

en
ts

 b
ec

om
e 

m
or

e 
ac

tiv
e 

if 
th

ey
 a

re
 a

sk
ed

 q
ue

st
io

ns
 a

nd
 in

-
vo

lv
ed

 in
 d

isc
us

sio
ns

.
64

 (8
0%

)
16

 (2
0%

)
-

-
-

M
24

M
16

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
40

F
-

F
-

F
-

F
-

20
St

ud
en

ts
 li

ke
 th

os
e 

te
ac

he
rs

 w
ho

 s
um

m
ar

iz
e 

th
e 

le
ss

on
 a

t t
he

 e
nd

. 
58

 (7
2.

5%
)

22
 (2

7.
5%

)
-

-
-

M
30

M
10

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
28

F
12

F
-

F
-

F
-

21
I l

ik
e 

th
os

e 
te

ac
he

rs
 w

ho
 il

lu
st

ra
te

 th
e 

su
bj

ec
t m

at
te

r. 
80

 (1
00

%
)

-
-

-
-

M
40

M
-

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
40

F
-

F
-

F
-

F
-

22
I l

ik
e 

th
os

e 
te

ac
he

rs
 w

ho
 a

lw
ay

s 
gi

ve
 a

n 
as

sig
nm

en
t/

ho
m

ew
or

k.
 

43
 (5

3.
75

%
)

3 
(3

.7
5%

)
5 

(6
.2

5%
)

15
(1

8.
75

%
)

14
 (1

7.
5%

)
M

15
M

3
M

-
M

8
M

14
F

28
F

-
F

5
F

7
F

-
23

M
y 

fr
ie

nd
s 

lik
e 

th
os

e 
te

ac
he

rs
 w

ho
 te

ll 
th

e 
jo

ke
s 

an
d 

m
ak

e 
us

 
la

ug
h.

 
69

 (8
6.

25
%

)
11

(1
3.

75
%

)
-

-
-

M
32

M
8

M
-

M
-

M
-

F
37

F
3

F
-

F
-

F
-

24
M

y 
fr

ie
nd

s 
lik

e 
th

os
e 

te
ac

he
rs

 w
ho

 a
sk

 q
ue

st
io

ns
 ti

m
e 

an
d 

ag
ai

n 
in

 th
e 

cl
as

s. 
17

 (2
1.

23
%

)
22

 (2
7.

5%
)

4 
(5

%
)

12
 (1

5%
)

25
(3

1.
25

%
)

M
7

M
10

M
-

M
4

M
19

F
10

F
12

F
4

F
8

F
6

25
W

e 
lik

e 
to

 w
or

k 
in

 p
ai

r/
gr

ou
p 

in
 th

e 
cl

as
sr

oo
m

 r
at

he
r 

th
an

 li
st

en
-

in
g 

to
 th

e 
le

ct
ur

es
 a

ll 
th

e 
tim

es
. 

-
-

-
-

-
M

28
M

6
M

2
M

4
M

-
F

30
F

4
F

3
F

3
F

-



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

107
Discussion

Students (100 %) liked teachers’ smile. Analysis 
showed that the female students’ (60% S.A. = 
Strongly Agreed) motivation to teachers smile was 
greater than the males but they felt difficulties to 
speak in front of those teachers who stared at them 
coldly. Females (77.5% S.A.) were highly demotivated 
to such teachers than the males. Students (70% 
S.A.) were encouraged to speak in front of those 
teachers who encouraged their students by nodding 
their heads. In this regard, male students’ (60%) 
motivation to teachers’ head node was greater 
than the females, where as majority of the students 
(58.75% S.A.) felt nervous and embarrassed when 
the teacher indicated the particular student with 
their raised finger, females (77.5%) were slightly 
more demotivated to such teachers than the males. 
Students (especially females) avoided eye contacts 
when they did not know the answer of the question 
asked but they (91.25%) paid more attention when 
the teacher made eye contacts with them. Students 
(90%) did not take those classes seriously, whose 
teachers were irregular and unpunctual. Teachers’ 
punctuality also influenced in gender; female 
students were more conscious than the males 
in this matter. But they (75%) looked at their 
wristwatch when the teacher took the over time in 
the class. Male students (65% S.A.) were found less 
patient than the females in the classroom. Students 
(100%) were highly motivated to the attractive 
personality and friendly style of the teachers. They 
also believed that attractive and frank teachers 
really enhance their learning. Handsomeness of the 
teachers did not count with their intelligence but 
students (67.5%) were motivated to the attractive, 
smart outlook and sense of well dress of teachers. 
Furthermore, female students (72.5% S.A.) were 
more influenced by  these features of teachers than 
the males. Teachers’ movement in the classroom 
kept students (90%) active. Females (100%) were 
more sensitive in this case and (82.5%) liked to sit 
close (near) to their teachers. Students liked those 
teachers who illustrated the subject matter and 
summarized the lesson at the end; made them laugh 
in the classroom and became more active if they 
were asked questions and involved in discussion but 
they felt boredom in the class where teacher taught 
in a monotonous tone.

Major Findings

The analysis showed that students had both the 
positive and negative impact from their teachers’ 
non-verbal communication.

i. Students were highly motivated to the teachers 
who smiled at them, made them laugh in the 
classroom, and illustrated the subject matter but 
felt difficulties to deal with the teacher who stared at 
them coldly and indicated a particular student with 
their raised finger.

ii. Students became more active if the teacher kept 
movements in the classroom and made the frequent 
eye contact with them.

Recommendations

Teachers should smile and node their heads to 
encourage their students while talking to them so 
that they (students) could share their difficulties, 
problems and so on with their teachers.

Teachers can make their students active by keeping 
movements in the classroom, making frequent eye 
contacts with them; interacting with them by asking 
some questions and involving them in discussion.

Good teachers are attractive, smart, and frank 
and make students laugh in the classroom. They 
illustrate the subject matter and never forget to 
summarize the lesson at the end and do not stare 
and frown at them in the classroom. So try to be a 
good teacher.

Conclusion

Non verbal communication is not only crucial in 
a plain daily communication; it is also equally 
important for class room situations as well. NVC, 
which takes various forms, illustrates or replaces 
certain aspects of hearers’ brain that deals with 
the emotional part of the message. Various non- 
verbal behaviors of language teachers’ in classroom 
discussed in this article so far had both the positive 
and negative impact on their learners’ motivation. 
Normally, teachers constantly clarify, explain or 
discuss ideas; concepts and so on or simply define 
new terms to their students or interact with them 
verbally. Along with verbal behaviour if teachers 
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become aware of their NVBs, it certainly helps them 
(teachers) to become more proficient at receiving 
students’ messages as well as more proficient at 
sending accurate messages.
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Appendix 1  (Questionnaire)

Name (optional): ..................................................................................................

Name of the college (optional): ...........................................................................

Level: Please tick (ü) 

In the following statements you will have to tell me about your feelings regarding the non-verbal message 
of your language teachers as you observe them in the classroom. Please go through the statements carefully 
and tick (ü).

Under   1    if you strongly agree.

Under   2    if you agree.

Under   3    if you neither agree nor disagree.

Under   4    if you disagree and

Under   5    if you strongly disagree.

1. Smiling teachers teach more effectively than those who are always serious

  1                 2                  3               4                    5 

2. It is easy to speak in front of those teachers who usually encourage students by nodding their head.

    1                 2                  3               4                    5 

3. Students feel nervous and embarrassed when the teacher indicates a particular student while asking the 
question

    1                 2                  3               4                    5 

4. It is hard to speak in front of those teachers who stare their students coldly.

    1                 2                  3               4                    5  

5. My friends avoid eye contacts when they do not know the answer of the question asked.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5  

6. I pay more attention when the teacher makes eye contacts with me in the class.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5   

7. Teachers make eye contacts only with the talented students

  1                 2                  3               4                    5   

8. Teachers tend to look away when a difficult topic is being discussed.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5   

9. My friends never take those closes seriously whose teachers are irregular or unpunctual.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5  

10. My friends see their wrist watch when the teacher takes over time in the class.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5 

11. The attractive personality and friendly style also contribute to teachers’ success and our learning

    1                 2                  3               4                    5  

12. My friends do not pay attention in the lecture when the teacher appears to be fatigued and exhausted.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

13. Attractive teachers are very intelligent and teach well.
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    1                 2                  3               4                    5  

14. We enjoy the lecture of those teachers more who are physically smart, attractive and well dressed.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5  

15. Sitting close to the teacher in the front row helps students in understanding the lecture more.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5  

16. My friends feel bore in those classes where the teacher teaches in a monotonous tone.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

17. Poor teachers make sounds such en/a: / time and again while explaining the subject matter.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

18. Teachers movement in the classroom keeps students active

   1                 2                  3               4                    5  

19. Students become more active if they are asked questions and involved in discussions.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5  

20. Students like those teachers who summarize the lesson at the end.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5  

21. I like those teachers who illustrate the subject matter.

  1                 2                  3               4                    5 

22. I like those teachers who always give an assignment/homework.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

23. My friends like those teachers who tell the jokes and make us laugh.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

24. My friends like those teachers who ask questions time and again in the class.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

25. We like to work in pair/group in the classroom rather than listening the lectures all the times.

   1                 2                  3               4                    5 

* NAND = Neither agree nor disagree
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Introduction

Grammar teaching has been a matter of debate for a 
long time especially for foreign or second language 
teaching. On the one side of the continuum, there are 
people who claim that grammar teaching is not nec-
essary because its teaching does not help in the ac-
quisition of the language. Krashen and Terrell (1983 
p. 144) support this view when they say, “we prefer 
to avoid oral grammar instruction in classroom sim-
ply because they take time away from acquisition 
activities”. On the other side of the continuum there 
are others who claim that grammar teaching is nec-
essary. Cowan (2009 p. 3) highlights the importance 
of teaching grammar when he says,” …grammar is 
one aspect of adult language on which instruction 
can have a lasting effect”. Ur (1996 p.5 as cited in 
Gnawali, et al.2061 p. 205) expresses doubt on the 
effectiveness of communicative activity to develop 
accuracy in learners when she mentions, “ability to 
communicate effectively is probably not attained 
most quickly or efficiently through pure commu-
nication practice in the classroom- not, at least, 
within the framework of formal course of study”. 
Thornbury (1999 p.16) agrees with Ur when he 
says,” Research suggests that learners who receive 

no (grammar) instruction are at the risk of fossiliz-
ing sooner than those who receive”. Dekeyser and 
Sokalski (1996)mention that one of the most funda-
mental controversies in the field of second language 
acquisition concerns whether SLA in adults more 
resembles the acquisition of other cognitive skills by 
adults or first language acquisition by children. Pro-
ponents of the first view argue that adults have lost 
or have diminished access to, the grammar generat-
ing capacities of the child and substitute for them by 
drawing on the problem solving skills used in other 
cognitive domain, with varying success. Those who 
favor the view that SLA in adults has much in com-
mon with child language acquisition insist that even 
adults typically learn rules implicitly, and that the 
careful piecing together of sentences on the basis of 
rules, drawing on a general problem solving skills 
has no role to play in SLA Process.

Thornbury (1999 p. 14) highlights the grammar de-
bate when he mentions “in fact no other issue has 
preoccupied theorists and practiceners as the gram-
mar debate, and the history of language teaching is 
essentially the history of the claims and counter-
claims for and against the teaching of grammar”. 
One of the main differences in language teaching 
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methods lie in the attitude they have on the role of 
grammar. While giving the historical overview of 
the role of grammar Bygate et al. (1994) mention 
that within the centuries old tradition of language 
learning dominated by Latin and Greek, the study of 
language meant primarily the study of its grammar. 
Grammar was given central role in structural lin-
guistics. Wilkins (1972 as cited in Bygate et al.1994 
p. 2) mentions “It is the aim of the linguist to reveal 
the system of the language, the langue, and of the 
language teacher to enable people to learn it”. At 
that time knowing grammar was equated to know-
ing language. The role of grammar declined with the 
introduction of Communicative Language Teaching 
movement which tended to downplay the value of 
grammar teaching by giving more priority to flu-
ency rather than accuracy. But by the second half 
of the 1980s grammar has been rediscovered. Ac-
cording to Thornbury (1998), the arguments in fa-
vor of  teaching grammar include: sentence machine 
argument (grammar helps to produce innumerable 
number of grammatically correct novel sentences 
on the basis of finite number of rules), fine-tuning 
argument (grammar develops accuracy in the use 
of language), the advance organizer argument 
(knowledge of grammar will be helpful for future 
when the situation demands the learners to use the 
language), the discrete item argument (grammar 
makes the vast system of language digestible for the 
learners by dividing it in different areas), the rule of 
law argument (teaching grammar helps the teacher 
to manage and control the class) and the learner’s 
expectation argument(grammar teaching satisfies 
the expectation of the learners who favor the rule 
governed approach to language learning). On the 
other hand, the argument which are forwarded for 
not teaching grammar include: the knowledge how 
argument (teaching grammar provides the learn-
ers with the knowledge about language rather than 
the knowledge of language), the communication 
argument (we learn language to use it or we use 
language by using it. So communication should be 
emphasized rather than teaching grammar), the 
acquisition argument (learnt knowledge cannot be 
converted into acquired knowledge therefore teach-
ing grammar does not help), the natural order ar-

gument (learners have their own mental syllabus 
for learning language i.e. they should pass through 
developmental process to acquire language. Teach-
ing grammar cannot alter the mental approach), the 
lexical chunk argument (learners learn many gram-
matical patterns like how are you, have a nice day, 
etc. as lexical chunks without being able to analyze 
them), the learners’ expectation argument (teach-
ing grammar goes against those learners who want 
to learn language by being involved in communica-
tion).

In spite of the arguments for both for and against 
teaching grammar, it has been realized that gram-
mar teaching does help for the acquisition of lan-
guage in question. Accuracy without fluency is 
meaningless. At the same time fluency without ac-
curacy is not desirable. Learners are supposed to 
have both accuracy as well as fluency. So they should 
be provided with the opportunity to use language in 
communication as well as systematic knowledge of 
the language. Neither should accuracy be empha-
sized at the cost of fluency nor fluency at the cost of 
accuracy.

In Nepal the English language is taught as a com-
pulsory subject from grade one to bachelor level and 
as a subject of specialization up to master’s level. An 
attempt is made to introduce grammar explicitly. 
Even the textbooks which follow the communicative 
approach introduce grammar explicitly though the 
approach of presentation is more contextualized. 
A separate grammar book ‘Exploring Grammar in 
Context’ by Carter, Hughes and McCarthy is includ-
ed in compulsory English course for bachelor first 
year in education. Master’s level students specializ-
ing English in education study the separate course 
‘ English Grammar for Teachers’ carrying 100 full 
marks. This shows that teaching grammar is empha-
sized in English language teaching in Nepal.

In spite of this, the majority of the students in all 
levels are not found to be able to express consider-
able level of accuracy in the use of language. Due 
to this they are being penalized not only in English 
language courses but also in other courses where 
the medium of instruction is English. Furthermore 
the students who want to go abroad for study have 
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to take exam for proficiency in English where they 
need to show considerable degree of accuracy. So it 
is the time for ELT teachers to reconsider the ways 
of teaching of grammar so as to make it effective. 
Processing Instruction (PI) may be an answer for 
those teachers searching for an effective way for 
teaching grammar. Hence, the purpose of this ar-
ticle is to provide the readers with the concept and 
procedures of PI so that they will be able to apply it 
in their own classroom situation. 

Approaches to Teaching Grammar

There are different approaches to teaching gram-
mar. Inductive (starts with the presentation of some 
examples from which a rule is inferred) and deduc-
tive (starts with the presentation of the rule and is 
followed by examples in which the rule is applied) 
approaches are the commonly used approaches for 
teaching grammar. Carter, Hughes and McCarthy 
(2000 p.viii) say, “an inductive approach to learning 
grammar often involves providing lots of examples 
so that the patterns of usage can be seen’. Similarly 
Cowan (2009 p. 32) mentions that an inductive in-
struction “ involves having students formulate rules 
from natural language and it is perhaps more useful 
in teaching intermediate and advanced students”. In 
a deductive approach, according to Cowan (ibid.), 
“different structures are presented and then prac-
ticed in different kinds of exercises and activities 
including memorizing dialogues, reading simpli-
fied texts, doing transformation exercises and get-
ting explicit negative feedback." Grammar can be 
taught by using texts i.e. textual approach. The ad-
vantage of using texts for teaching grammar is that 
they provide the context for the use of the language 
item in question. There are two types of texts: au-
thentic and non authentic. Foreman (1986 as cited 
in Underwood, 1989 pp. 98-99) makes distinction 
between authentic and non authentic text by saying, 
“any text is authentic if it is produced in response to 
real life communicative needs rather than an imita-
tion of real life communicative needs." There are ad-
vantages and disadvantages of both the type of texts. 
Depending on the situation the teachers can decide 
the type of text that will be appropriate for the learn-
ers. There are approaches based on input hypothesis 

as well as output hypothesis. The approaches based 
on input give more priority to input (i.e. exposure) 
whereas the approaches based on output give more 
priority to output (i.e. production). There are evi-
dences to support both the approaches. Processing 
instruction is an approach based on input hypoth-
esis. The PI will be discussed in a bit detail in this 
article.

Input Processing and Processing Instruction
As mentioned earlier (PI) is an approach to 
teaching grammar based on Krashen’s (1981) input 
hypothesis. According to VanPatten, the originator 
of the PI approach, (1996), PI is an input based 
grammar instruction which aims to affect learners’ 
attention to input data which is in compliance 
with second language theories and communicative 
language teaching. Sheen (2005) says that mostly 
the input based innovations have mot been proved to 
be effective for helping learners to acquire accuracy 
but VanPatten’s PI has been proved to be effective. 
VanPatten accepts the fundamental role of input 
and uses the term input processing for the cognitive 
process which occurs when input is understood and 
integrated into language. The concept of input is 
single most important concept of second language 
acquisition. Second language learning cannot be 
imagined without input.

Van Patten (1996 as cited in VanPatten 2002a p. 
758) has presented one model of IP in order to pro-
vide the theoretical foundation to it. This model 
consists of a set of principles which are presented 
below:

Principles of Input Processing

P1.  Learners process input for meaning before they 
process it for form.

P1a. Learners process content words in the 
input before anything else.

P1b. Learners prefer processing lexical 
items to grammatical items ( e . g . 
morphology) for the  same semantic 
information.

P1c. Learners prefer processing “more 
meaningful” morphology before “less” or 
“non- meaningful” morphology.
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P2. For learners to process form that is not 

meaningful, they must be able to process  
informational or communicative content at no 
(or little) cost to attention.

P3.  Learners possess a default strategy that 
assigns the role of agent (or subject) to the 
first  noun (phrase) they encounter in 
a sentence/utterance. This is called the first-
noun  strategy.

P3a. The first-noun strategy may be 
overridden by lexical semantics and event 
probabilities.

P3b. Learners will adopt other processing 
strategies for grammatical role 
assignment only  after their developing 
system has incorporated other cues (e.g., 
case marking, acoustic  stress).

P4.  Learners process elements in sentence/
utterance initial position first.

He elaborates these principles by giving example 
from Spanish: Ayer mis padres me llamaron para 
decirme algo importante. Here, both the lexical 
item ayer and the verb inflection –aron encode 
pastness. The learner does not have to allocate 
attention resources to a verb form to grasp that the 
action took place before the present. At the same 
time, mis padres as well as aron encode plurality, 
and again the learner does not have to allocate 
attentional resources to an inflection to get that the 
subject is plural. In case of an English sentence ‘he 
came here yesterday’ both lexical item yesterday 
and verb form came encode past ness the learners 
can understand the concept time without paying 
attention to the form of the verb came.

This kind of intake data may be important for Uni-
versal Grammar. To summarize, in the word of Van-
Patten, research on IP attempt to describe which 
linguistic data in the input get attended during com-
prehension and which do not and what grammatical 
roles learners assign to nouns. Intake is that subset 
of filtered input that the learners actually process 
and hold in working memory during on-line com-
prehension. Intake thus contains grammatical in-
formation as it relates to the meaning that learners 
have comprehended. VanPatten (1996) mentions 
that IP is but one set of process related acquisition. 

Focus on IP in acquisition does not suggest there is 
no role for output. Output may play a number of im-
portant roles in language development. VanPatten's 
(2002a cites Hass 1997 and Swain1998) saying “out-
put may play a role as a focusing device that draws 
learner’s attention to something in the development 
of fluency and accuracy. Both Hass and Swain and 
other researchers as well, would agree that a role for 
output in SLA does not mean that input has any few-
er roles to play in acquisition." So PI does not claim 
that there is no role of output. Output may have its 
own role in language learning.

PI: Basic Characteristics

The most salient characteristic of PI is that it 
uses a particular type of input to push learners 
away from the non optimal processing strategies 
described in the previous section. As such PI is 
not a comprehension-based approach to language 
teaching such as total physical response, the natural 
approach and so on. Since the point of PI is to assist 
the learners in making form meaning connection 
during IP is more appropriate to view it as a type 
of focus on form or input enhancement (Smith 1993 
as cited in VanPatten, 2002a) A secondary salient 
characteristic of PI is that during the instructional 
phase learner never produce the target form in 
question. This does not obviate the rule for output 
since production may be useful for the development 
of fluency as well as accuracy.

Three basic features or components of PI as men-
tioned in VanPatten (2002a p. 764) are as follows:

i. Learners are given information about a linguistic

form or structure.

ii. Learners are informed about particular IP strategy

that may negatively affect their packing up of

the (information) form or structure during

comprehension.

iii. Learners are pushed to process the form or

structured input: input that is manipulated

These three components are exemplified in the 
following structure. (The original examples were in 
French)

John makes Mary walk the dog
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In the example there are two verbs and two nouns 
functioning as subjects. The first verb is makes with 
the subject John. The second verb is walk with its 
underlying subject Mary. It is the problem for the 
learners of Nepali. When asked who walks the dog? 
Learners may overwhelmingly say “John,” since he 
is the first noun that appears before the verb, thus 
demonstrating their reliance on P3. In short, learn-
ers tend to gloss over the verb make and process 
the second verb. At the same time, they assign the 
first noun as subject of the second verb. With this 
in mind, a PI supplemental lesson on the causative 
would first begin with a brief explanation of what 
the structure is and looks like. Following this, learn-
ers would be told that it is natural to process the 
first noun as the subject of the verb but that this is 
inappropriate for this structure. Subsequently they 
would work through written and aural activities in 
which they are pushed to process sentences correct-
ly. These activities are called structured input activi-
ties. Here is one example:

Activity A. Listen to each sentence. Then indicate 
who is performing the action by answering each 
question.

1.  Who cleaned the room?  ..............................

2.  Who made an omelet?    .............................. 

3. Who did his homework?   ..............................

4. Who made a diagram?    ..............................

Activity A. Teacher’s script: Read each sentence 
once. After each sentence, ask for an answer. 
Do not wait until the end to review answers. 
Students do not repeat or otherwise produce 
the structure.

1.  Ram made Rama clean the room.

2.  The teacher made the student do his 
homework, etc

3.  Ram made an omelet.

4.  The teacher made a diagram.

The above are examples of referential structured 
input activities. Referential activities are those for 
which there is a right or wrong answer and for which 
the learner must rely on the targeted grammatical 
form to get meaning. Normally, a sequence of struc-

tured input activities would begin with two or three 
referential activities. It is important to point out 
that in the above activities, causative structures with 
made are mixed in with non causatives with made 
.In this way, learners are pushed to listen to every 
sentence and not to apply a strategy that judges all 
sentences to be causative simply because that is the 
grammatical point that they are learning. Following 
referential activities, learners are engaged in affec-
tive structured input activities. These are activities 
in which learners express an opinion, belief, or some 
other affective response and are engaged in process-
ing information about the real world. The following 
is an example of an affective activity that could fol-
low the above referential activities:

Activity B. In this activity you will compare and 
contrast what someone gets a child to do with what 
someone gets a dog to do. For each item, indicate 
whether it refers to the small child, the dog or pos-
sibly both. An adult….

1. made a child/a dog bark…………………

2. made a child/a dog eat meat……………….

3. made a child/a dog laugh……………..

4. made a child/a dog wag its tail………………..

5. made a child/a dog dance………………..

6. made a child/a dog read a story………………..

7. made a child/a dog chew a piece of bone……………..

8. made a child/a dog write a letter…………………..

Does everyone in class agree?

(Note that in PI there are no mechanical or non 
meaningful activities.

It should be noted that PI is applicable to all gram-
matical problems whether they be word-order re-
lated or otherwise.

The Original Study Conducted by 
VanPatten and Cadierno

The study that launched the research agenda (and 
sub-sequent discussion) on PI is Vanatten and Cadi-
erno (1993 as cited in VanPatten 2002a). I have pre-
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sented the methodology of their study in a consid-
erable detail thinking that it will be helpful for the 
researchers who want to conduct a similar study. In 
the study, they set out to answer the following re-
search questions:

1.  Does altering the way in which learner’s process 
input have an effect on their   developmental 
systems?

2.  If there is an effect, is it limited solely to 
processing more input or does instruction in IP 
also have an effect on output?

3.  If there is an effect, is it the same effect that 
traditional instruction (TI) has (assuming an 
effect for the latter)?

They compared three groups of learners: a PI group 
(n = 27), a TI group (n = 26), and a control (n = 27). 
The PI group received instruction along the lines 
presented earlier. The focus was word order and ob-
ject pronouns in Spanish.

In the TI group, learners received a treatment based 
on themes popular in Spanish college-level text at 
the time. The treatment involved a typical expla-
nation of object pronouns, including the complete 
paradigm of the forms, and then was followed by 
mechanical, and then meaningful, then communi-
cative practices. At no time did this group engage 
in any interpretation activities. Both experimental 
treatments were balanced for tokens, vocabulary, 
and other factors that could affect the outcome. In 
addition, all instruction was performed by the same 
instructor and lasted two days. This instructor be-
lieved that there would be differential outcomes; 
that the processing group would learn to interpret 
better and that the traditional group would be better 
at production (an important point to bring up given 
the results).

The control group received no instruction on the 
target structure and instead read an essay and dis-
cussed it in class. An analysis of variance on the 
pretests yielded no differences among the groups on 
the two tests prior to treatment. In the post testing 
phase, the processing group made significant gains 
on the interpretation test, whereas the traditional 
and control groups did not. The gain was main-

tained for the month during which post testing was 
conducted. On the production test, both the tradi-
tional and processing groups made significant gains 
but were not significantly different from each other. 
These gains were maintained over the month-long 
post testing phase. The control group did not make 
significant gains in either area.

In terms of their research questions, they took their 
results to mean three things. First, altering the way 
learners process input can alter their developing sys-
tems. The processing group showed evidence of this 
on both interpretation and production tests. Second, 
the effects of PI were not limited to processing but 
also showed up on production measures. Finally, the 
effects of PI were different from those of TI. With 
PI learners not only became able to process better 
but could also access their newfound knowledge to 
produce a structure that they never produced dur-
ing the treatment phase. The traditional group made 
gains only on production and did not make gains in 
the ability to correctly process form and meaning 
in the input. They took these latter results to mean 
that the TI group learned to do a task, whereas the 
PI group experienced a change in their underlying 
knowledge that allowed them to perform on differ-
ent kinds of tasks. It is worth pointing out that at 
no time did their conclusions refer to comprehen-
sion versus production. Their final conclusion was 
that instruction that was directed at intervening in 
learners’ processing strategies should have a sig-
nificant impact on the learner’s developing system.

Different research works have been done to find 
out the effectiveness of processing instruction in 
teaching grammar. Some of them have confirmed 
the results of VanPatten and Cadierno and some of 
them are different. The studies which confirmed the 
results of VanPatten and Cadierno (1993 as cited 
in VanPatten 2002a) are: Cadierno (1995), Cheng 
(1995), Farley (2001), Buck (2000), Van Patten 
and Wong, Betani (2001). According to VanPatten 
(2002a), these works offer evidence that the results 
of Van Patten and Cadierno (1993) are generalizable 
in other situation as well. There is evidence for the 
superiority of PI over TI.

The researchers who have questioned the findings 
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are: Dekeyser and Solkaski (1996), Collentine (1998 
Dekeyser and Solkaski (1996) mention, “Relative 
complexity of the structure however could affect 
the degree to which input and output practice are 
useful”. A morphologically complex structure may 
be easier to notice but harder to produce correctly 
than a simpler structure; a simpler structure may 
be inconspicuous and therefore harder to notice but 
easier to produce by virtue of its simplicity. Naga-
ta (1995 as cited in Dekeyser and Solkaski (1996a) 
confirmed this hypothesis when she compared input 
and output practice in a group of English speaking 
students learning the Japanese honorific system.

Conclusion
PI may offer an area for further research on its 
effectiveness in teaching grammar. Such research 
can be focused in the areas in which Nepali learners 
of English are likely to commit mistakes. Sheen 
(2007) puts, “PI can be seen as a practical solution 
to the difficulty of having learners transform their 
understanding of grammatical explanation into 
communicative use. Nevertheless, teachers thinking 
of adding PI to their repertoire of grammar teaching 
techniques may wish to modify it in the light of their 
own experience.” VanPatten (2002a) mentions, 
“PI is unique as a particular type of input-oriented 
approach to instruction on formal features because 
of its attempt to alter processing strategies, and that 
the challenges made to it must be interpreted with 
caution…PI is superior to TI." It can be applied in 
teaching different grammatical items. If the learners 
are provided with the opportunity to process 
instruction they might have lasting effect of learning 
grammar. Text book writers can have a place for PI 
in designing exercises.
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papers in seminars and conferences. 

References

Allen, L. Q. (2000). Form-meaning connections and the 

French causative: An experiment in processing 

instruction. Studies in Second Language 

Acquisition, 22, 69–84.

Benati, A. (2001). A comparative study of the effects 

of processing instruction and output-based 

instruction on the acquisition of the Italian future 

tense. Language Teaching Research, 5, 95–127.

Bygate, et al.(eds). (1994). Grammar and language 

teacher. New York: Prentice Hall.

Carroll, S. (2001). Input and evidence: The raw material 

of second language acquisition. Philadelphia: 

John Benjamins.

Carter, R. Hughes, R. and McCarthy, M. (2000). Exploring 

grammar in context. Cambridge : CUP

Cowan, R. (2009). The teacher’s grammar of English. 

Cambridge: CUP.

Crain, S., Ni, W., & Conway, L. (1994). Learning, parsing 

and modularity. In C. Clifton, Jr., L. Frazier, 

& K. Rayner (Eds.), Perspectives on sentence 

processing (pp. 443–467). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

DeKeyser, R. & Sokalski, K. J. (1996). The differential 

role of comprehension and production practice. 

Language Learning 52/4: 613–42.

DeKeyser, R., Salaberry, R.,  Robinson, P. & Harrington 

,M. (2002). What gets processed in processing 

instruction? A commentary on Bill VanPatten’s 

processing instruction: An update. Language 

Learning 52/4: 805–23.

Gnawali, et al. (2002). English language teaching. 

Kathmandu: NCED. 

Hadley, A. O. (2001). Teaching language in context. 

Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Klein, W. (1986). Second language acquisition. Cambridge, 

England: Cambridge University Press.

Krashen, S. (1981). Principles and practice in second 

language acquisition. London: Prentice-Hall 

International (UK) Ltd.

Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and practice in SLA . New 

York: Pergamon

Krashen, S. & Terrell, T. (1983). The natural approach. 

Oxford : OUP

Lee, J. F., Cadierno, T., Glass, W. R., & VanPatten, B. 

(1997). The effects of lexical and grammatical cues 

on processing tense in second language input. 

Applied Language Learning, 8, 1–23.



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

118
Lee, J., & VanPatten, B. (1995). Making communicative 

language teaching happen. New York: McGraw 

Hill.

Lee, J., & VanPatten, B. (in press). Making communicative 

language teaching happen (2nd ed.). New York: 

McGraw Hill.

Musumeci, D. (1989). The ability of second language 

learners to assign tense at the sentence level: 

A cross-linguistic study. Unpublished doctoral 

dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign.

Norris,J.N.,and Ortega,L.(2000).Effectiveness of L2 

instruction: A research synthesis and quantitative 

meta-analysis. Language Learning, 50, 417–528.

Nunan, D. (1999). Second language teaching and 

learning. Boston: Heinle &Heinle

Paulston, C. B. (1976). Teaching English as a second 

language: Techniques and procedures. 

Cambridge, MA: Winthrop.

Rosa, E., & O’Neill, M. O. (1998). Effects of stress and 

location on acoustic salience at the initial stages 

of Spanish L2 input processing. Spanish Applied 

Linguistics, 2, 24–52.

Salaberry, M. R. (1997). The role of input and output 

practice in second language acquisition. Canadian 

Modern Language Review, 53, 422–451.

Sanz, C., & VanPatten, B. (1998). On input processing, 

processing instruction, and the nature of 

replication tasks: A response to M. R. Salaberry. 

Canadian Modern Language Review, 54, 263–

273.

Schmidt, R.W.(1992).Psychological mechanisms 

underlying second language fluency. Studies in 

Second Language Acquisition, 14, 357–385.

Sheen, R. (2005). Focus on forms as a means of improving 

accurate oral production. In A. Housen and M. 

Pierrard (eds.), Investigations in Instructed 

Second Language Learning. Berlin: Mouton 

DeGruyter.

Sheen, R. (2007). Key concepts in ELT: Processing 

instruction. ELT Journal, 61, 161-163

Stevick,E.(1996). Memory, meaning and method :A view 

of language teaching. Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Thornbury, S. (1999). How to teach grammar. London: 

Longman.

Underwood, M. (1989). Teaching listening. London: 

Longman.

VanPatten, B. (1990). Attending to content and form in the 

input: An experiment in consciousness. Studies in 

Second Language Acquisition, 12, 287–301.

VanPatten, B. (1996). Input processing and grammar 

instruction: Theory and research. Norwood, NJ: 

Ablex.

VanPatten, B. (2000). Processing instruction as form-

meaning connections: Issues in theory and 

research. In J. F. Lee & A. Valdman (Eds.), Form 

and meaning: Multiple perspectives (pp. 43–68). 

Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

VanPatten, B. (2002a). Processing instruction: An update. 

Language Learning 52/4755–803.

VanPatten, B., & Cadierno, T. (1993). Explicit instruction 

and input processing. Studies in Second Language 

Acquisition, 15, 225–243.

VanPatten, B., and Oikkenon, S. (1996). Explanation vs. 

structured input in processing instruction. Studies 

in Second Language Acquisition, 18,495–510.

VanPatten,B.(1994).Evaluating the role of consciousness 

in second language acquisition: Terms, linguistic 

features, and methodology. Association 

Internationale de Linguistique Appliquée Annual 

Review, 11, 27–36.

Wong, W. & VanPatten, B. (2002). The evidence is IN and 

drills are OUT. Unpublished manuscript.



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

119

Do constraints rather than freedom 
provide more opportunities for language 

learners?
 Vishnu S Rai 

Abstract

The paper reports the findings of a small scale research which tried to find out what happens when 
students do creative writing. Two tasks, one having more constraints and the other having more 
freedom were given to the learners. Interestingly it was found that the task which had more constraints 
was found to be more interesting to the learners.

Key words: affective engagement, creative writing, experimental research,

Introduction

Language learning is facilitated by affective 
engagement (Arnold, 1999) and creative writing 
tasks foster it with fun and playfulness. Creative 
writing provides the learners with new ways to 
play with the language and as they play more with 
the language, they learn more. It is said that as 
learners are engaged to manipulate the language 
in interesting and demanding ways attempting 
to express uniquely personal meanings, they 
necessarily engage with the language at a deeper level 
of processing than with expository texts (Rai, 2008). 
The importance of playfulness in L1 can hardly be 
exaggerated (Cook, 2000). The more a child plays 
with the language the more he learns and the more 
he learns the language the more he plays with it. 
The other important thing about creative writing is 
that it encourages learners to take risks (Maley and 
Mukundan 2008) and as a result the learners 
are able to create novel sentences. However, 
this playfulness, this encouragement for taking 
risks which helps creativity is not ‘the absence of 
constraints, but their imaginative –yet disciplined 
–development.’(Boden2001).

In order to see if these claims made by the supporters 
of creative writing are true, the researcher conducted 
a mini research. The present paper is the report of 
that experimental research.

Objectives

The objectives of this small scale research were to 
find out

•   If creative writing really engages the learners in 
language learning

•   If constraints rather than freedom provide 
more opportunities for the learners to play 
with the language

•   How do learners do the task (The process they 
go through)?

•   If they produce novel sentences (The quality of 
the language they produce.)

Tools for data collection

Two tasks were given to the subjects. They had to 
write two types of poems: 

(a) Acrostics and (b) Simile. They were asked to do 
the tasks in pairs.
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Task 1: Write Acrostic poems on any two of the given 
titles: HOLIDAY, TEACHER, BOOK.

Rules:  Each line must start with the letter of the title 
word.

 The whole poem must be related to the title word.

Example: JOY

1.  2.   3. 

Jump Just thinking  Jovial and

Out of  Of  Outstanding 
  feeling in

Your sorrow You  Your life

Task 2: Write two simile poems. The first lines for 
the poems are given.

1.   My teacher is like …… 

...              …              …              …

…              …              …              …

…              …              …              …

 2.   My friend is like…

...              …              …              …

…              …              …              …

…              …              …              …

Compare your teacher and friend with any one of the 
following: mountain, rock, river, flower (any flower), 
lake, sea, tree  –anything from nature.

In addition to the tasks, post-writing interviews 
were conducted with the participants. The 
participants were the students of M.Ed. with major 
English. However, they have never been taught 
creative writing.

Two groups of boys and girls participated in this 
experiment. The researcher explained the tasks 
and the purpose to the participants. Boys and girls 
did the same tasks separately. They were asked 
to talk together while doing the task which was 
recorded and later analysed. After they finished the 
task, the researcher talked informally with them 
about the experiment.

The products

It is interesting to see the products of the tasks but 
the process is even more interesting. Because of the 
space limitation, all the recordings are not included 
here. Only two one for acrostic and the other for 
simile from each group (boys and girls) are shown 
here. They are very similar and the only difference 
is that girls have also used Nepali in doing the tasks 
whereas boys did not use Nepali –they used English 
throughout their discussion. This was most probably 
because they thought that they, being the students of 
Master level with major English should not use any 
other language than English although the researcher 
had explicitly told them that they could also speak 
in their native language. The recordings given her 
is from a pair of boys Sagun Shrestha and Ramesh 
Ghimire.

The products

Acrostics:              

BOOK                                                                                 

Body of knowledge    

Organised systematically  

Oriented towards 

Knowing the vagueness of the world 

HOLIDAY

Hunger of 

leisure  

In the 

Dim of business 

As the ox in the yolk 

(Note: *spelling mistake)

Similes

Our teacher is like a rose

Smiling amongst the thorns

Teaching the knowledge of struggle and hardship

And spreading the perfume of love from the 
Pandora’s box.
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Our friend is like an orange

Who wants create the ocean of juice

For the sake of human beings

In the world of starvation

The process

Following is the recording of the discussion between 
Sagun and Ganesh while they were doing the 
tasks which shows the process or the type of 
thinking. The recording is the discussion for 
HOLIDAY and the dots “…” represent the pause in 
their speech.

Sagun: Holiday. We should link with romance.

Ramesh: Romance, nature… somehow, OK? 
Holiday. (coughs) H… H… means what possible 
words can be that is related to Holiday? H…

Sagun: Havock… Havock but it does not make sense.

Ramesh: H…

Sagun: See? Hungry Of Leisure… Holiday.

Ramesh: Yea, Hungry Of Leisure…

Sagun: Hungry Of Leisure.

Ramesh: hun-hun.

Sagun: Holiday.

Ramesh: Yea, yea, yea, Holiday… Hungry Of Leisure 
–Hungry is somehow related to describe the person, 
yea? So, hunger… Holiday. Yes H… H… Holiday… 
OK.

Sagun: Hunger Of Leisure.

Ramesh: Leisure… Hunger Of Leisure… Hunger Of 
Leisure in… … Hunger Of Leisure

Sagun: Let’s start with such a phrase with such a 
word that touches heart

Ramesh: Yea, yea.

Sagun: Hunger Of Leisure in…

Ramesh: OK, let’s… Happy also possible… yea 
happy?

Sagun: You mean that is…

Ramesh: Happy… O… Happy. O… Out of books, O… 
Out of the classroom, no? I think the…

the boy is very much bored with his reading, no…    
reading in the classroom… Out of the classroom. L… 
leisure… L for leisure aan… … …

Sagun: Holiday!

Ramesh: Leisure… aan… … Leisure, Love… other 
possible… that’s I… I means (coughs) …

what?... What have you written?

Sagun: let’s… (paper 
shuffling)                                   Hunger Of Leisure In 
Dim of business…

Ramesh: Leisure… In Dim of business… What’s 
there for business… what’s…?

Sagun: Yes business… business

Ramesh: Business? What’s there 
connection…                  Leisure

Sagun: Business…       …   as…  OK? Yoke, yoke… 
What’s in Nepali जुवा Hunger Of Leisure In

Dim of business As the ox in the Yoke.

Ramesh: Then, then, the description should match 
Holiday. Let’s try once. Hunger Of Leisure…

Sagun: Holiday means, we are always hungry for 
leisure?

Ramesh: Ye a…

Sagun: In Dim of business… when you are in… in… 
see?

Ramesh: Yea.

Sagun: Bag of…                       … As the ox in the Yoke.

Ramesh: Hunger Of Leisure!

Sagun: It’s literary sense.

Ramesh: Literary sense, yea. Hunger Of Leisure… 
Now, Hunger Of Leisure… Holiday.

Somehow the… acrostics, no? It’s acrostics, no? So 
it describes Hunger Of Leisure –Holiday. I think 
it describes the person, yea? Holiday, Hunger Of 
Leisure In Dim of business As the ox in the… Yok. 



Journal of NELTA    Vol. 1 4   No. 1-2   December 2009

122
Hunger of Leisure.

Sagun: It states Holiday –what’s Holiday. Holiday 
is… Holiday is Hunger of Leisure.

Ramesh: Hunger of Leisure.

Sagun: Hunger Of Leisure… not a person… he is not 
hungry for leisure…

Ramesh: hun-hun.

Sagun: But Holiday is Hunger Of Leisure.

Ramesh: Yea-yea

Sagun: In the Dim of business As the ox in the yolk.

Ramesh: Ok, OK. That’s right.

Sagun: It makes sense?

Ramesh: Yea-yea. Now let’s try another one, simile.

Following is the recording of the discussion for 
writing simile: “My teacher is like…”

Ramesh: We have to compare out teacher one of the 
words over here… simile!

Sagun: I think…

Ramesh: My teacher is like… we have to compare 
out teacher with the nature, yea? Tree,

flower… which one is the best to describe our 
teacher… to compare our teacher with tree, flower, 
lake, sea

Sagun: Let’s try to… (paper shuffling) isn’t…

Ramesh: Now, tree, flower, for example any flower… 
rose, jasmine, etc., lake, river, stone,

mountain, fruit anyone word related  to nature.

Sagun: Rock or any other word related to nature, I 
think better compare with rose.

Ramesh: Ye…s

Sagun: Like, my teacher is like a red-red rose 
(laughter). My teacher is like a rose… who

            blooms… who blooms amongst… amongst 
the thorns

Ramesh: un-hun

Sagun: Yea, My teacher is like a rose, who blooms 

amongst the thorns… and gives the

            fragrance, scent…

Ramesh: un-hun, that’s also right… we can compare 
with mountain as well

Sagun: OK. Let’s compare

Ramesh: My teacher is like… like the mountain 
which smiles to us teaching the lesson of

            boldness… boldness and the greatness… so we 
can compare…

Sagun: With mountain as well?

Ramesh: And other… river… what about the lake 
and the river… rock

Sagun: My teacher is like… like a lake who is very 
silent and patient

Ramesh: hun-hun

Sagun: It lies a gigantic body of knowledge

Ramesh: We can compare him with the… the river if 
we follow.. aan the changing… what?

Sagun: The changing nature of…

Ramesh: It means timely changing nature, no?

Sagun: Yea.

Ramesh: For example, we have one philosophy –
pragmatism and instrumentalism always

change… there is nothing constant… change 
according to time…  change is life… this way we can 
compare him with river too… OK, let’s do with river. 
My teacher is like a river

Sagun: OK.

Ramesh: Who always flows… grasps the tide of time

Sagun: Yea…

Ramesh: Yea?  Tides of time and… teaches the same 
lesson… and OK, let’s start writing, OK?

Sagun: Which one? (paper shuffling)

Ramesh: First with river then with rose or any other

Sagun: My teacher is like a river

Ramesh: Like a river… like a river full stop. Let’s 
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make my teacher is like a river.

Sagun: Or we can… … … My teacher is like a river 
who…

Ramesh: Yea he… he… he can change… he can 
change

Sagun: With tides of time

Ramesh: Yea, tide of time

Sagun: My teacher is like a river, he can change with 
the tide of time

Ramesh: Tide of time…

Sagun: With the gigantic body of knowledge

Ramesh: OK, write, write. (paper shuffling)

Sagun: With a gigantic body of knowledge…

Ramesh: Like a river he can change with tide of time 
with the gigantic body of knowledge… …

Sagun: See, we have to link once again with the 
river, right?

Ramesh: Yea.

Sagun: What does… OK, what’s the actual behavior 
of river… see the natural behavior… it flows

Ramesh: Yea.

Sagun: Does it have any destination?

Ramesh: It doesn’t have… it it doesn’t have any 
destination… it means, does it… does it stop for

a while or does it want to have some rest?

Sagun: No.

Ramesh: No?

Sagun: It doesn’t want to rest as well.

Ramesh: No? It always flows means… now

Sagun: My teacher is like a river, he can change with 
tides of time as gigantic body of knowledge

Ramesh: And flows… let’s make with flows.. and 
flows a…

Sagun: And flows…  … the highest body of knowledge 
of the world

Ramesh: And flows… OK, sounds also possible… 
and flows… … may be… … yea…

            knowledge…

Sagun: Let’s make with rose, OK?

Rames: Now.. My teacher is like a rose…

Sagun: My teacher is like a rose… Smiling amongst 
the thorns… amongst the thorns… teaching

the lesson

Ramesh: Can we say Keeping the fragrance of 
knowledge, OK?

Sagun: Or we can say also, Teaching the lesson of 
struggle and hardship

Ramesh: OK, that’s fine… teaching the…

Sagun: Lesson of struggle and hardship

Ramesh: Yea, struggle and hardship… My teacher is 
like a rose Smiling amongst the thorns

Teaching the knowledge of struggle and hardship 
(both)… and spreading the perfume of… spreading 
the perfume of what?

Sagun: Spreading the perfume of …

Ramesh: Perfume of love

Sagun: from the… … of his heart (laughter) See for 
the first time positive things.. (narration of a

story of Pandora’s box) spreading the perfume of 
love from the Pandora’s box.

Ramesh: Pandora’s box, OK.

Sagun: It’s true.

Ramesh: Yea, should we try the next one?

It is interesting to see the products by the girl group 
and the processes they went through. They were

three in number: Arhul Kumari Sah, Vijayalaxmi 
Awasthi and Gomati Awasthi.

The products

Acrostics: 

TEACHER HOLIDAY

Tactful Happy
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Enthusiastic Occasion

Active Lovely

Charmful* Interest

Honest Dynamic

Eager  Activity

Regular  Yummy

Similes:

1.

My teacher is like a river                            

Which follows forever                                 

Without caring ups and dons                                                     

 Having a lot of hopes and dream.                               

2. 

My friend is like a tree

 Which gives me shadow

Remains with me

 In happiness and sorrow

The process

These are the transcription of the recordings of 
the girl participant discussion for writing the 
acrostic TEACHER and the simile “My teacher is 
like…”

A: (paper shuffling) One is from acrostic and next is 
from simile and in acrostics we have to

choose two words.

B: Two words.

A: It will be better to TEACHER and BOOK.

B: OK, TEACHER and BOOK. For you what’s better?

C: What’s… what’s… BOOK and… HOLIDAY

A: Teacher has also (laughter) teaching… teaching 
efficiency in subject matter aan many words,

you know… … … … …

B: We can also use Book, B for BOOK.

A: I am very interested to TEACHER

B: TEACHER? OK, let’s take teacher… an… Target

C: No, no there is full form of teacher (all three 
talking together unintelligibly)

B: aan the full form but we have to make our own 
extra yea have to make our…

A: Yea, yea

(All three) TEACHER.

A: Talen… Talented in subject matter.

B: Talented? No.

C: Subject, what?

B: But S is not here.

A: T Talented

B: No, we can…

A: T the first letter

B: First letter (all three) OK, first…

A: Subject matter

C: Enthusiastic

A: Enthusiastic, Active, Charmful

B: Charmf…             …              Honest

A: Honest… and Efficiency in subject matter –that is 
also suitable… efficiency

C: Efficiency in subject matter

A: clg Resource person

B: Resor…

A: Resource person, OK?

B: Recording also (all three talking together 
unintelligibly) he has to record…              …

C: OK, then TEACHER and HOLIDAY

B: HOLIDAY.

A: Yea, OK, HOLIDAY.

B: HOLIDAY, HOLIDAY, OK.

A: If you are interested in HOLIDAY…

B: (laughs) HOLIDAY aan OK.
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A: In comparison of BOOK, HOLIDAY is more 
interesting…

B: Let’s take interesting one.

C: First, what should we… I write, TEACHER?

B: No, first… first… We should try TEACHER.

A: Technique or Tactful

B: OK, Tactful

A: Tactful

C: I have to write complete sentence like Tactful in 
subject matter?

B: Yea.

A: Yea.

B: Because there is also (all three talking together 
unintelligibly)

A: We can write that… no, no right…

C: Actually what I thought was we can write, OK 
Tactful.

A: Tactful

B: Just write key words.

A: Key word Tact… Tactful in which tact…

C: Tactful?

B: Tactful.

A: OK, OK, Tactful

C: Tactful, then?

A: Enthu si…

B: Enthusiastic, yea

A: Enthusiastic… spelling (laughter)

B: T H U S

A: T H U S I A S

B: S I A S T I C, yes.

A: Enthusiastic and A Active

B: Active, yea.

A: Charmful C

B: Charming, Charming

A: Charmf

B: Charming, yea Charming is better

C: What, what I write Charming or

B: Charming. Charmful is…

A: Charming in that teacher and teacher is charmful

B: (in a very low voice) Teacher is very charmful 
person (laughter). What is charm..

A: Charming and charmful is different

C: Charm…

A: Charming and charmful is different.

B: But, no. Different but charming, charming in 
between (all three talking together unintelligibly) 
OK, let’s write…

A: We are going to write the qualities of the teacher… 
… that’s why teacher should be charmful.

B: Charming also (all three talking together 
unintelligibly). OK, Charming, Charming.

A: I think Charmful

C: We can write another… two columns, make two 
columns

A: aan Charmful clg H… H

B: Honest

A: Honest…              … E, E, E Eager or Efficie

A: Efficienc..y, Efficiency, Efficient in subject matter, 
may be we can write key… Efficient in subject matter

B: Eager is also good, yes?

C: Yes, Eager is also good.

A: Eager to teach… Eager… Eagerness… Eager or 
Eagerness… if we write aam noun then we have to 
write adjectives too.

C: Then, what should I write… Earning (laughter) 
they are earning money.

A: In comparison of money, teacher is earning 
prestige.

B: Nowadays teacher (laughter) what should we 
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need, we need money

C: Yea.

B: Earning, nowadays teachers are earning a lot 
because they are taking tuition also. (laughter)

C: Yea.

B: So, Earning is, then, you know…

A: No, Yea… aam… we at

C: Efficient?

A: We have to write the good qualities of teacher.

B: (laughs) OK. Earning is also… without earning 
what can we do?

A: Efficient…

C: What? What? Eager or Efficient or…

A: Efficient in subject matter, I think Enthusiastic…

B: Extraordinary

A: Extra..ordi…

C: Many teachers are not extraordinary (laughter) 
some teachers are ordidnary…

B: All teachers are not enthusiastic and active

A: Efficient in subject matter

B: Extraordinary in subject matter

C: Yea, that also- Extraordinary aan…

A: Extra knowledge?

B: Extra knowledge? Yea, that would be quite good

A: Extra may be Efficient, may be Eager, may be…

B: Eager, Eager is also

A: Quality?

B: Efficiency

A: It is better if we write … we are talking of all 
teachers (laughter).. aan so it is

B: O my god!

C: It is because, you know, our teacher, bad quality 
of students (laughter)

A: Efficient in subject matter, I think Efficient in 
subject matter or there is Efficiency in teacher

B: Effi… Effective

A: Efficiency in a teacher of Efficient in subject 
matter

C: Effective is also OK but what Effective?

A: Effecti…

B: Effective

A: Effective, yea, yea, OK… Effective, 
Effective…               …              … If we write key words, 
then it has lots of meaning Efficient in subject 
matter, Effective in subject matter and aan Eager to 
teach

B: Effective

C: But I haven’t…

B: OK, Efficiency in subject matter –are you 
satisfied?...              …

A: If he or she is a good teacher, trained teacher then 
he or she should, must be E E Efficient in

subject matter otherwise we have kicked out from 
the classroom (laughter)…              …we will also be 
kicked out by our students if we don’t have in subject 
matter, efficient in subject matter. I… why are you… 
(Laughter)

B: Because… OK, OK Eager to learn, Eager to teach

C: Eager to do anything

A: Eager to get knowledge?

B: Knowledge?... Eager to give knowledge, Eager to 
give you knowledge

A: Eager to share knowledge

B: Eager to share, Eager is the better word…

C: then, Resource person? Or what should I…

A: Resource person, OK.

B: Or Regular

C: Regular?

A: Resource of knowledge, Resource of knowledge, 
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yes? Resource of knowledge

B: Resource person…              …              … it doesn’t 
match, OK. If we write  it becomes longer because 
we

have to write, you know words that can rhyme, no?

C: Regular?

B: Regular.

A: Regular, yea.

B: Regular, OK.

Simile

Following is the recording of the discussion carried 
out by the girls for writing simile.

B: OK, now let’s think of simile.

C: Simile. My teacher is like…

B: Like flower? My teacher is…

C: No.o.o. (laugh) like…

A: There is one quotation in English “Guru is a bulb 
he gives light and lights his flowers.’

C: Gurus is…

A: That is in Nepali. u'? aQLh:t} x'G5 M cfkm" klg aN5 / c?nfO{ 

klg aNg l;sfpF5 .

B: But we have another saying in Hindi, u'? u'8 xf]t x}, r]

nf zSs/ xf]tf x} (laughter) Sof Sof ag hftf x} .

A: On the basis of that quotation we can generate 
here one.

C: OK, what do we…

B: My teacher is like a flower…

C: aan… flower, stone mountain

B: I don’t like stone mountain

C: My teacher is like a river who always, no, flows

A: Yea, may be, may be aan may be like flower too…

C: Flower too?

A: Yea, or river

B: I think river is…

A: If he is river, then he can… in...              … mis

B: What?

A: river e klg otfpltsf] 5fnnfO{ klg aufP/ nfG5 lg 
l;+u}, x} <

B:  kVg', otfaf6 klg cem}=== Ice rflxF not good one… aan… 
fruit is not good, rose?

A: Rose? Rose ldN5 <

B: OK, what about my teacher is like a tree who gives 
shade

C: Where is tree?

B: It is there.

C: O, yea.

B: My teacher is like a tree

A: Yea, may be (laughter)

B: My teacher is like a tree and I am like a bee 
(laughter)

C: My teacher is like a tree, dtna===

A: Teacher like a tree!

B: We’d have a lot of words from tree, we can take a 
lot of… yea

A: We can get shadow

B: We can get shade also and we can get wood also.

C: But yea, river, river also… teacher is like a river 
that he can do lot of aan…

A: Think about second line, third line if we have… 
we have to finish

C: My teacher is like a river… river

B: If first… first

A: if our techer is like a flower, then there is no 
benefits (laughter)

B: What benefit (laughter) se… scent

A: Only smell… can spray smell and we can also 
spray that smell in our world (laughter)

C: If teacher is flower… it’s so difficult to … scent…

A: That can be for our friend, lover, or beloved 
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(laughter)

B: My teacher is like aan… my teacher like a river

A: Rose, jasmine

B: My teacher is like a river

A: River, stone… ice no, sand no

C: My teacher is like a river –river which never… 
tired

A: Ok, Ok

B: My teacher is like a river, next line, next line 
should be similar…

C: No, it’s necessary.

B: OK, then, my teacher is like a river who is never 
tired…

C: My teacher is like a river

A: Who never stops

B: Never stops, never tired… we don’t have to, OK? 
We have to make our

C: Think words… make strong

B: OK, then

A: Quality of a river is what? Always flows, flows or 
blows, flows down to swallow to what?

psfnf] cf]/fnf] (laughter) psfnf]–cf]/fnf] xf]Og < h;/L 
dfof xfd|f] psfnf]–cf]/fnf], 7"nf]af6 :ofgf]lt/ aU5 lg– slxn] 
:ofgf]af6 7"nf]lt/ au]sf] x]g'{ef 5 < dfof eGg] rLh xf]Og < 
k|s[ltn] dfq dfofnfO{ 7"nf]af6 :ofgf]lt/ aUg l;sfof 5 ls 
To;}n]  river klg psfnf]af6 cf]/fnf]lt/ aU5, x}g < xfd|f]  
teacher klg xfdLeGbf senior x'G5 lg t Û Tof] teacher sf] 
dfof xfdL ljBfyL{df river h:t} aU5, s] Û

B: Ok, OK. (laughter)

C: We can write like this: My teacher is like a tree 
who gives shadow to us, OK?

B: OK, who gives shadow  to us

A: dnfO{ t tree eGbf river dgk5{ .

C: Who gives us life to live in the world… or who 
gives, gives… makes the environment green,

and you know that we can write, we can add other 
things also.

B: What… My teacher is like a tree, who gives shadow 
to us… which or who? We can…

C: OK then… Or we can describe we are leaves of 
the tree

B: Yea, yea

C: Yes?

B: Yea, yea.

A: Teacher is bran… tree and we are branches of that 
–we students are branches of that

B: Yea, but we have to choose –we don’t have to 
choose all words- one word

C: I think river is better for teacher and tree is better 
for friend

A: Y..e..a… My teacher is a river who never tired… … 
(laughter) My teacher is a river who

never tired… where love is always shared from 
senior to junior…

B: No, that’s not, that’s not

C: My teacher is a river which flows, which flows in 
any season, yes which flows in any season

with lots of…

A: With lots of…

B: With lots of hopes and beliefs (all three talk 
together unintelligibly) With lots of hopes and

beliefs –that’s better

A: Who can adjust lots of

B: OK, My teacher

C: Dreams?

B: Yes, dreams also

A: What should be the last sentence? (paper 
shuffling)

B: My teacher is like a river, Who flows for ever, 
With lots of hopes and dreams

C: My teacher is like a river, Who flows or which

A: Who may be

C: But… river, which flows
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B: May be which…

C: OK, which flows for ever… ups and downs because

B: yea

C: We don’t see ups and downs

B: My teacher is like a river, which flows for ever, 
without seeing ups and downs, with lots of

hopes and dreams

A: Without watching

B: No

A: Without caring?

B: O yea… what?

C: Without caring ups and downs

B: My teacher is like a river which flows for ever 
without caring ups and downs

A: Ups and downs… otfptf gx]l/sg

B: Yea

C: It’s OK –without caring?

B: Without caring ups and downs

C: Having a lots of hopes and dreams

B: Having… having a lot of hopes and dreams

A: Hopes and dreams, yea.

Analysis

A comparison between the two tasks (data) reveals 
the following.

 Acrostics Simile
P r o d -
ucts

-More complex 
structures
-More novel and 
surprising ideas

-Less complex lan-
guage
-No surprising ideas

Process -Lots of repetition, 
back and forth,
-More playing 
with the language
-Thinking aloud in 
case of Ramesh

-Repetitions but less 
playing with the lan-
guage
-Less discussion be-
tween the pair

Time -More time taken: 
20 minutes

-Less time taken 15 
minutes

Others - acr –Acrostics 
create more op-
portunities for L2 
making and L2 
creativity, requir-
ing learners to 
construct mean-
ing through L2 
directly
- P a r t i c i p a n t s 
found it more 
challenging as 
well as interesting

-Participants found 
it less challenging
- ex   -Excessive L1 
use may hinder                   
Opp opportunities 
for the destabiliza-
tion of learners’L2.

If we compare the products of the tasks, it is clear 
that the acrostic poems have far more complex 
language (particularly of the acrostics written 
by the boys) than that of the simile ones. Not 
only that but the comparison also shows that 
the acrostics have more novel and/ or surprising 
ideas than those of similes. Particularly, the 
acrostic HOLIDAY (if we overlook the linguistic 
mistakes “din” spelt as “dim” and “yoke” spelt 
as “yolk”)  has some very novel and surprising ideas 
expressed in a complex (metaphoric) language 
which explain holiday as ‘hunger for leisure’ and 
people as ‘ox in the yolk’. By comparison, simile 
poems are straightforward in the sense that one can 
fairly guess what is coming next, e.g. rose presupposes 
thorns, teaching presupposes knowledge and 
perfume love.

If we look at the processes (or the thinking) involved 
in doing the tasks, acrostics took more time to 
be completed than the similes. The recordings of girls’ 
discussion for writing acrostics (which are not given 
here) were longer than those of the similes. This also 
suggests that the participants played more with the 
language in doing acrostics than in similes and that 
they ventured to take more risks in inventing and 
using the language in acrostics which is why they 
have novel ideas and surprising constructions.
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A comparison between the two types of 
poem writing also shows that while doing 
acrostics participants did more chaotic thinking 
whereas in doing similes they were more 
straightforward. There were a lot of repetitions, 
going back and forth and checking the ideas, etc. in 
acrostics. So their thinking and the discussion 
were not as systematic and organized as in 
similes, however eventually they ended with as 
organized writing in acrostics as in similes.

There are different approaches to creativity viz. the 
product approach which refers to 
the characteristics of creative products, the 
process approach which refers to the thinking 
involved in creative tasks and the linguistic 
approach which refers to the language play in 
the task. They all suggest that acrostic is better 
than similes which mean constraints rather than 
freedom helps learners to be more creative.

A comparison between the products of the two 
groups shows that the acrostics written by boys are 
more complex both in structure and ideas. In the 
process, girls discussed more than boys probably 
because they were three in number and they took 
more time than boys to finish the task. They had 
more lively discussion than boys and they played 
with the language more than their boy classmates. 
Their discussion also support the view (Tan Bee 
2009) that in writing acrostics conceptual systems 
(ideas) are activated through L2 directly, then 
translated into L1 and that acrostics create more 
opportunities for L2 making and L2 creativity, 
requiring learners to construct meaning through 
L2 directly. But while doing simile, concepts are 
first retrieved in L1 then translated into L2 and 
that excessive L1 use may hinder opportunities for 
the destabilization of learners’L2.

An informal talk with the participants after they 
finished the tasks revealed that they found acrostics 
more interesting although more challenging. 
They also said that they had never written such 
constructions as ‘Hunger of leisure’ or ‘Body of 
knowledge’ and obviously they were thrilled with the 
idea that they could write something like this. They 
have never heard about creative writing and opined 

that these kinds of activities are certainly more 
beneficial than traditional types of activities. When 
the girls group was asked why they wrote just one 
word for each letter for acrostic task and not phrases 
although in their discussion they talked of the 
phrases, they said that they thought the words were 
enough to describe the key word.

Most of the discussions in both groups were 
carried out in English. The girls discussed partly in 
Nepali when they did the simile task. Boys said that 
they because the task was in English, they should 
do the discussion also in English, although it would 
have been easier to discuss in Nepali. One girl said 
that because the task was given by their teacher (the 
researcher) and as they were students of English, 
they thought it just proper that they should discuss 
in English and the others agreed what she said. 
They thought that probably their teacher would not 
be happy if they did not carry their discussion in 
English? This was the main reason for them to use 
English throughout in their discussion but they also 
said that it was easier to think and discuss in English 
for the acrostic task.

Nature of tasks

If we look at the nature of the tasks, we can present 
it as follows.

Acrostic                                           Simile

Rule-based task                          Imagination foregrounded

Formal constraint          Foregrounds the imaginary  
             situation (imagine A as B)

Semantic constraint              Fore-grounds discourse  
                                      (give two reasons)

Acrostic writing has less freedom than simile 
writing and yet acrostic provides learners with 
more opportunities to play with the language. Its 
products are better in terms of novel use of language 
as well as novel ideas. So, constraints rather than 
freedom initiate more chaotic and form-oriented 
thinking and play and scaffold creativity. It supports 
what Boden (2004) says, ‘creative thinking is 
made possible by constraints’. Creativity does 
not come from absolute freedom: it’s guided by 
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internal discipline which the learners or the writer 
imposes upon them.The experiment shows that 
acrostics which put more restraints on the learners 
create more opportunities for L2 making and L2 
creativity than similes which have more freedom.

Suggestions for future research

Better understanding of the processes learners 
encounter and the language they produce in 
different play tasks will help teachers to design 
more effective play tasks. More research is needed 
to understand the nature of affordances offered by 
various play tasks.

More investigations are needed which analyse the 
transcripts of learners’ interaction in play tasks and 
the language they produce as a result of the triadic 
interaction between the learner(s) and the task.
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Teaching reported speech
Dan Raj Regmi

Abstract

The main purpose of  this paper is to analyze the major errors in reported speech made by the learners 
of  Grade XII of Management stream and put forward some practical suggestions for the remedies 
of those errors. There are a few contributions made by the teachers as well as others interested in 
teaching reported speech in English to the students speaking languages other than English. Sharma 
(2002) deals with teaching reported speech in English, which is important for building insights on how 
effectively we can help the students speaking Nepali master the structural patterns of reported speech 
in English.

Key words: reported speech, tstructures, grammatical items

Introduction

Up till now no attempt has been made to analyze 
the similarities and differences between Nepali 
and English reported speech and their implications 
in teaching reported speech in English. There are 
a number of grammatical structures to be taken into 
consideration both by the teachers and students 
equally in the teaching/learning of the reported 
speech in both Nepali and English. Reported speech is 
one of the main grammatical items to be mastered by 
the students of standard XII and one of the major 
test items in grammar, normally, to be asked in the 
examinations. We teach this grammatical item to get 
the students acquainted with the structure and 
functions of the reported speech in English and 
enable them to use it in their real life situations 
communicatively. However, in reality the English 
teachers find difficulties in enabling the learners 
to master the forms and functions of the reported 
speech in English and the Nepali-speaking 
learners encounter difficulties in using the 
English reported speech correctly, fluently and 
communicatively in their real life situations.

This paper is organized into five sections. In 
section 1.2, we will briefly deal with some of the 

basic similarities and differences between Nepali 
and English reported speech. Section 1.3 analyzes 
the major errors in reported speech made by the 
learners. In section 1.4, we will try to explore 
the reasons for the errors in the reported speech. In 
section 1.5, we suggest some practical ways to help 
the learners to master the processes of reported 
speech.

Reported speech in English and Nepali
Reported speech is not the fundamental 
characteristic of Nepali. In spoken Nepali, direct 
speech is used more often than indirect speech in 
natural conversation; the use of indirect speech 
increased only after the recent rise in mass 
media (Adhikary, 2055 BS). However, there are 
some fundamental similarities and marked 
differences in the formation of reported speech 
in English and Nepali. While shifting from direct 
to reported speech in both languages, i.e. English 
and Nepali, we require a number of grammatical 
changes to be made to the original text.

In Nepali, reported speech may occur either after 
reporting verb or before reporting verb or in between 
the subject of the matrix clause and reporting verb. 
Following are some examples:
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(1)       

a. Post-reporting verb



‘He said that he would still play.’

b. Pre-reporting verb



‘He said that he would still play.’

c. Clause internally



‘He said that he would still play.’

In (1a-c) the basic free translation is almost the 
same though it is possible to interpret these three 
sentences as having different pragmatic implica-
tions because the change in word order triggers 
a change in meaning in Nepali (Regmi, 2008). In 
English the reported speech occurs only after the re-
porting verbs, as in (2).

(2) He said that he would still play.

In Nepali, normally the inverted commas are re-
moved and the reported speech clause is combined 
with the matrix clause with the conjunctions like 
d, as in (3).

(3)  “”

→  
”

[What you said yesterday is you stay at home.]

Looking at (3) it occurs that in Ne-
pali ‘back shift’ is not as obligatory as in English.

In Nepali, as in English the reporting verb  is 
normally changed into d
d

 etc. according to the ‘sense’ of the 
reported speech (Sharma, 2057BS).

In both English and Nepali, the personal pronouns 
of the reported speech have to be changed. Normal-
ly, the second person is changed according to the 
object of the reporting verb whereas the first person 

is changed according to the subject of the report-
ing verb. The third person personal pronouns are 
not changed at all.

As in English, Nepali proximal demonstratives and 
deictic adverbs are changed into distal forms.

(4)            proximal                                           distal
   
 
   

    

In Nepali, the time adverbials may be changed as in 
English. However, it is not as obligatory as in Eng-
lish. In Nepali, though they are changed, there is a 
lack of specific words as in English.
(5) “
”
→  

We observe a number of similarities and differences 
in between these two languages in terms of ma-
jor grammatical changes in reported speech. Table1 
presents the similarities and differences between 
English and Nepali reported speech.
Table 1: Similarities and differences between Eng-
lish and Nepali reported speech

 Major grammatical 
changes

English Nepali

1 Reporting Verbs* √ √
2 Verb Tenses √ ×
3 Pronouns and possessive 

determiners
√ √

4 Demonstratives and deictic 
adverbs

√ √

5 Time adverbials* √ √
6 Questions √ ×

* Not regular in Nepali

Analysis of the major errors

In this section, we analyze errors in the reported 
speech in English from the test papers of the learn-
ers of  Grades XII of Management stream.  After 
the interval of teaching of the forms and functions of 
the reported speech to the students interactive-
ly with the major language skills a test was adminis-
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tered in 42 students on the reported speech.
This analysis is primarily based on classification of 
errors in relation to the very basic grammati-
cal changes to be made in shifting from the direct 
speech to the indirect speech in standard Eng-
lish and trying to provide the explanation for the 
errors as far as possible. The general perspective of 
the analysis is basically functional and pedagogical. 
Tentatively, the errors committed by the students 
are related to the following aspects of the general 
rules of the reported speech.
(1) Reporting verbs

In English, the reporting verb ‘said’ or 
‘said to’ is obligatorily changed into the forms such 
as  told, requested, asked,  prayed, wished, ex-
claimed according to the  structural patterns of the 
sentences as given in (6).
(6)
sentence 
types

reporting verb
( direct 
speech)

reporting verb ( indi-
rect speech)

declarative said/said to said/told
Imperative said/said to requested/command-

ed/ordered/
proposed/suggested/
forbade/

Interrogative said/said to Asked
Exclamatory said/said to exclaimed with joy/

sorrow/ surprise
optative said/said to wished/prayed

There are also erroneous sentences in relation 
to the reporting verb in the indirect speech. One 
of them is given in (7).
(7)
            a. Hari said, “I am writing a letter to Sita now.”
             *Hari told that he was writing a letter to Sita 
that time.
(2)  Verb tenses
In English verb tenses require to be obligatorily 
changed since in reported speech we usually talk 
about a time in the past (because obviously 
the person who spoke originally spoke in the 
past). A popular rule referred to as back-shift 
of tense is usually required unless the situation 
has not changed. The pattern of the tense change 
is given in (8).

(8)
Direct speech Indirect speech
Present simple Past simple

Present continuous Past continuous
Present perfect simple Past perfect simple

Present perfect continuous Past perfect continuous
Past simple Past perfect

Past continuous Past perfect continuous
Past perfect Past perfect

Past perfect continuous Past perfect continuous

Some of the students have produced the following 
erroneous sentences as in (9)
(9)
a.    Ram said to Sita, “I love you but you do not love 

me.”

 * Ram told to Sita that he love her but she do 
not love me.

b. Ram said to Sita, “I wrote a letter yesterday.”

 *Ram told Sita that he wrote a letter the day 
before.

c. Anita said, “I had completed my course before I 
returned to Kathmandu.”

  * Anita told that she have completed her course 
before I return to Kathmandu.

d.  Alisha said to Anjan, “We had been studying 
together for few years.”

 * Alisha told to me that they have been studying 
together for few years.

e.   Hari said, “I am writing a letter to Sita now.

 * Hari told me that I am writing a letter to Sita 
now.

f. Ram said to Sita, “I wrote a letter yesterday.”

 * Ram told Sita that he was writing a letter the 
previous day.

g.   Ram said, “Does Sita complete her job?”

 * Ram asked If Sita complete her job.

h.  Anita, “When does this program end?”

 * Anita asked if when this program end.

 Ali said, “How did you go across the river?”

            * Ali asked if How did I went across the river.

j. Gita said, “Are you going to take an exam?”

 * Gita said me am I going to give an exam.
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k.  Sanju said, “Where is your house?”

 * Sanju asked where is my house.

l.  Ram said, “Aha! My mom is coming from Palpa 
tomorrow?”

 * Ram exclaimed with joy that his mom is 
coming the following day.

In examples (9a-l), though there are also other types 
of error, the main errors are related to backshift.

(3) Pronouns and possessive determiners
In reported speech pronouns and possessive 
determiners may necessitate to be changed when 
the speaker or listener changes. One has to be very 
careful with personal pronouns. They require to be 
changed according to the situation. As we said earlier 
as in case of Nepali the first person pronoun of the 
indirect speech is changed according to the subject 
of the reporting verb whereas the second person 
is changed according to the object of the reporting 
verb. The third person does not change. The 
students have produced erroneous sentences in this 
respect as well.

(10)
a. Sanju said, “Where is your house?”

 * Sanju asked where was your house.

b. Sita said, “May you pass the exam?”

 *Sita wished that you might pass the exam.

c. He said, “Please, help me!”

 *He asked me to help me.

Demonstratives and deictic adverbs

The demonstratives and deictic adverbs, such 
as this, these, here, now, and today, may need to 
be replaced by more remote forms such as that, 
those, there, then, and that day or by a more direct 
reference to the place or time.  Some of the students 
have produced the following erroneous sentences as 
in (11)

(11)  Anita said, “When does this programme end?”

            *Anita asked when did this programme end.

Questions

It is a quite common rule that while reporting 
questions the word order requires to be changed to 

that of a statement, namely subject-verb, and the 
auxiliary verb do is dropped. Moreover, the yes/
no questions start with if, or whether and wh-word 
questions, such as why, when, and where, however, 
do not.

(12)
a. Anita said, “When does this programme end?”

  *Anita asked when did that programme end.

b. Ram said, “Does Sita complete her job?”

 *Ram asked did Sita had completed her job.

c. Soniya said, “Where is your house?”

 *Soniya asked where was your house.

d. Ali said, “How did you go across the river?”

 * Ali asked how do I go across the river.

e. Anita said, “When does this programme end?”

 *Anita asked when does the programme ends.

f. Gita said, “Are you going to take an exam?”

 *Gita asked me am I going to take an exam?

The erroneous formations in (12a-f) are related with 
shifting questions from direct speech to indirect 
speech in English.

We can also show the real phenomenon of the errors 
made by the learners statistically.1 Table 2 presents 
the total number of test items in different structural 
patterns of sentences in English.

Table 2:  Test items in different structural 
patterns

Sentence types No. of  
test 

items

No. of  total 
answers

Remarks

Declarative  8  236  
Imperative  4  168  

Interrogative  5  210  
Exclamatory/

Optative
 4  168  

Total 21  782
Table 2 shows that the total number of the test 
items was 21 covering all the major sentence types 

1  The learners belong to Bagmati Modern  
College (Bagmati Higher Secondary School), 
Naxal, Kathmandu
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in English (declarative, imperative, interrogative, 
exclamatory and optative). The total number of the 
answers in different structural patterns amounts to 
782.

Table 3 presents the number of errors in different 
structural patterns of sentences with respect to the 
different grammatical elements to be taken into 
consideration while changing into reported speech.

Table 3:  Errors in sentence patterns and 
grammatical element
Grammatical ele-
ments/Sentence 

types

Report-
ing 

verbs 
(RV)

Verb
Tenses 
(VT)

Pronouns 
and posses-

sive
determiners 

(PPD)

Demon-
stratives 

and 
deictic 

adverbs 
(PDA)

‘Deviat-
ed  struc-

tures’
(STR)

Declarative(DECL) 18 76 3 4 3
Imperative (IMP) 12 4 2 6 1

Interrogative (INT) 8 36 6 6 42
Exclamatory/

Optative (EXCL)
6 18 2 4 22

Total 44 134 13 20 68

Table 3 clearly shows the learners have committed 
the highest number of errors in changing the 
patterns of tenses and the least number of errors in 
the case of pronouns and possessives. The table also 
presents that the learners have problems in the case 
of reporting verb. They have also  problem in the 
change of reporting verb especially in the imperative 
where the reporting verb is changed according to 
the sense of the reported speech. The number of 
the deviated structures is also considerable. This 
situation may be presented in the following diagram.

Diagram 1: Errors in sentence patterns and 
grammatical elements
The diagram 1 presents basically three major 
concerns. The first is the case of the change of 
reporting verbs in different sentence patterns. The 
number of the errors committed by the learners 

is also considerable.  The second is the case of the 
change of tenses in different sentence patterns. The 
number of the errors committed by the learners is the 
highest. The third is the production of structurally 
deviated structures by the learners.  This is also a 
serious matter.

Reasons for the errors

Nepali learners have considerable trouble in shifting 
direct speech to indirect speech in English and 

learning to use it communicatively 
due to a number of reasons. These 
reasons can be broadly categorized 
into general and specific reasons.

General reasons
One of the main reasons for 
difficulties in the reported speech 
is the   grammatical elements 
to be taken into account in the 
reported speech. These errors 
particularly pose difficulty because 
there are students from a variety of 

different backgrounds, with different personal and 
professional interests, and different motivations 
for learning English.  Moreover, they normally 
do not use the reported speech outside the 
classroom. Undoubtedly, they require a clear and 
effective context to present reported speech in a 
variety of situations, rather than in a single context.

Specific reasons

The specific reasons are grounded on the 
dissimilarities between Nepali and English reported 
speech. The basic assumptions in contrastive 
analysis are that the similarities are equated 
with ease and dissimilarities are equated with 
difficulties in learning. However, Agnihotri (1988) 
assumes that the errors in the second language 
are learning strategies depending on the learners 
and his/her socio-psychological background rather 
than instances of mother tongue interference. In 
this respect, we may make some predictions with 
respect to difficulties in shifting direct speech to the 
indirect speech.

i.  As Nepali lacks strict back shift in the formation 
of the reported speech, most of the serious 
mistakes are related to the change of the tense 
in the reported speech in English.
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ii.  There are mistakes in the reporting of questions 

in English. The reason is that in Nepali while 
reporting questions the word order does not 
need to be changed to that of a statement, 
namely subject-verb. However, in English while 
reporting questions, the word order requires 
to be changed to that of a statement, namely 
subject-verb, and the auxiliary verb do is 
dropped. Moreover, the yes/no questions start 
with if, or whether and wh-word questions, 
such as why, when, and where, however, do 
not.

Some suggestions

The learners, teachers, syllabus designers, 
textbook writers and supplementary material 
producers are role players in the teaching and learning 
process. The main role of these agents is to assist 
the teachers and the learners. Effective teaching 
and learning is impossible without the proper 
co-ordination between the role players and the 
knowledge of the linguistic background of the 
learners. The following suggestions may help the 
Nepali speaking learners master the formation of 
the reported speech in English.

(1) While designing the syllabus of English 
for the Nepali learners significant distinct 
characteristics of English reported 
speech should be taken into consideration.

(2)  While writing the textbooks of English the 
reported speech should be presented in such 
a way that the learners can easily master 
the process of back shift and the process of 
changing the questions in to reported speech in 
English.

(3) Keeping in view the dissimilarities between 
English and Nepali reported speech and the 
errors made by the learners in the formation 
of the reported speech in English we are 
required to describe and explain the structures 
of the reported in detail and appropriate 
exercises should be provided for the practice of 
the structures.

(4)  In the context of Nepal where English is mostly 
taught in the mother tongue we should slightly 

modify the way of the presentation and practice 
of the grammatical items. The teacher besides 
enabling the learners to conceptualize the 
functions of the reported speech in appropriate 
situations he/ she should make them practice 
the structures so that they will not make errors 
in the formation of reported in English.

(5)  The prescribed textbook does not provide 
enough exercises for the reported speech. While 
teaching the reported speech the focus should 
be in the teaching and practice of tense change 
and the ‘structures’ of reporting of direct 
questions in reported speech. The students 
should be provided enough exercises especially 
in tense change for the students.
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Introduction

Kathmandu University, School of Education 
(KUSOED) started its Master of Education (M. 
Ed.) in English Language Teaching (ELT) program 
in 2003 with the aim of preparing competent and 
transformative teachers, teacher trainers, material 
developers and researchers who could contribute 
for the development of education in the country. 
Brian (2005) says that professionals and students 
in the helping professions consider internships, 
practicums and field placements among the most 
influential experiences of their careers. Similarly 
Sharma points out that “teaching practice is an 
essential aspect of ELT program. It integrates 
classroom theory with practical work experience in 
the public sector or in a private setting. It is based 
on the premise that learning in the work world can 
enhance the learning in the classroom. It is geared 
towards preparation of new teacher into the teaching 
profession’ (2009:1). Highlighting the importance 
of practice teaching, Afolabi (1999) advocates:

Opportunities to practice teaching behaviors are 
probably amongst the most valuable training 
experiences afforded to prospective teachers 
However, many teacher education programs fail to 
fully exploit and utilize the full potential of practical 
teaching experiences for their student teachers and 
many programs also fail to maximize opportunities 
to forge stronger connections between theory and 
practice. 

Cohen, Manion, & Morrison (2008) say, ‘the current 
situation in schools is one of the permanent flux, 
with many innovations and developments designed 
to boost learning, raise standards and achievement, 
energize learning and meet the diverse needs and 
conditions of learners’(p.4). Many school authorities 
in Nepal do not accept student teachers to practice 
at their schools. There are several reasons like less 
qualified, short time teaching, students take their 
lessons lightly, irregularity and so on. However, 
there are certain innovations that the student 
teachers can bring. In this situation, just observing 

Assessing English Language Teaching Student 
Teachers on Teaching Practice 

Dhanapati Subedi

Abstract

The implementation of teaching practice in ELT is an effective way in improving practices of our student 
teachers. This study therefore focuses on assessment of teaching practice conducted by the School of 
Education, Kathmandu University for M.Ed ELT student teachers. A total of 16 student teachers, 100 
students, 16 co- teachers and 16 principals of higher educational institutions involved in the study. 
The study reveals that there has been an improvement in teaching practice particularly on classroom 
dynamics. However enough training on lesson plan preparation, presentation, class management, 
communication skills, evaluation and project work is necessary to our student teachers in order to 
improve English language teaching. The study is expected to be useful to academic planners, ELT 
planners, curriculum designers, textbook writers, teachers and practitioners. 
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student teachers and giving marks does not change 
the way the school authorities think. There has to be 
an in-depth study of the effectiveness of the teaching 
practice in English language teaching. 

Therefore, this study is an attempt to investigate 
the effectiveness of teaching practice program in 
English language teaching. The study would provide 
useful information as regards the assessment 
of the student teachers’ practice and assist in 
improving teaching practice program in the School 
of Education. It would also put the school authority 
in a better position to explore ways of improving the 
supervisory skills of supervisors and consequently 
the efficiency of teaching practice program.

Objectives of the study

The main objective of this study was to find out 
the effectiveness of teaching practice program 
conducted by the School of Education, Kathmandu 
University. However the study had the following 
specific objectives:

• To assess the lesson delivery of the student 
teachers in their practical settings

• To obtain students’ feedback on student 
teachers’ performance

• To obtain co- teachers’ and principals’ feedback 
on student teachers’ performance

• To document reflections of teaching practice by 
student teachers

Methodology

The study is geared up with phenomenological stand 
point as it is depicting the reality. The participants in 
this study were M. Ed in English language teaching 
student teachers who were in the third semester of 
their degree. Sixteen student teachers of the School 
of Education Kathmandu University were sent 
to sixteen higher secondary schools (eight public 
and eight private) of Kathmandu Valley for the 
teaching practice. The schools were selected based 
on the access and student- teachers’ convenience. 
In the first stage of practice teaching, the students 
observed the lessons by the co-operating teacher. 
The two discussed the lesson before and after the 

class. In the second stage of practice teaching, the 
student and the cooperating teacher planned and 
delivered lesson together. They also discussed the 
lesson after the class. In the third stage of practice 
teaching, the student planned the lesson and the 
co-operating teacher went through it and suggested 
any necessary modification. The co-operating 
teacher observed the student’s class and gave 
feedback after the class. Internal supervisor from 
the school of education observed student teachers’ 
classes and video recorded their classroom teaching 
throughout the session. After two months of their 
practice teaching, they were evaluated using the 
evaluative guidelines developed by the school of 
education. I conducted open ended interview to 100 
students of the sixteen schools, sixteen co- teachers 
and sixteen principals to obtain feedback of the 
student teachers’ performance. Video recording, 
lesson plans, peer observation forms, logbooks and 
reflective diaries of each of the student teachers were 
observed. Field data were recorded and tabulated on 
the basis of themes. Data were reality based because 
they were collected from the real field where the 
student teachers involved in the teaching practice. 
They were legitimated because student teachers, 
principals, co-teachers and students involved in 
the process and reflected their ideas. The data were 
representative because 100 students were selected 
using systematic random sampling procedure. The 
researcher transcribed the information generated 
from the field. A separate school report was prepared. 
Field level data were checked and verified again 
and again to ensure reliability. Common findings, 
observations and information were combined 
together. Similarly, Specific and contrast findings 
were recorded separately. Likewise, reflective diaries 
of the student teachers’ were collected, processed 
and documented. Following this, the researcher 
prepared the consolidated report.

Findings and Discussions

Based on the information generated from the field 
and interview with key stakeholders of the teaching 
practice program of the School of Education, the 
summary findings are organized under major 
themes. The major themes the findings were 
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organized and presented are: preparation, transition 
of the lesson, instruction, evaluation, management 
feedback and reflection.

Preparation

There was not uniformity in writing / preparing 
lesson plans: some were in detail, some were in a 
short form, and some were found exact downloaded 
lesson plans from the internet. The commonality 
found in their lesson planning was that they 
wrote up terminal performance objectives (TPO), 
activities to be performed by the student teachers 
and instructional materials clearly. The approaches 
of English language teaching were overlooked in 
the preparation of their lesson plans. This gives a 
direction to the English language teacher to focus on 
approaches while teaching to their students.

Transition of the Lesson

Student teachers were found tactful to bridge the 
gap between previous lesson and the subsequent 
lesson. This shows that they have developed a 
required knowledge and skills to co-ordinate the 
transition of lessons. The common aspect observed 
in their class initiation was that they initiated either 
with warming up activities or with brain storming 
activities. English language teaching in the public 
schools found quite difficult because of the large 
number of students, lack of teaching materials and 
poor English language proficiency of the students. 
One of our student teachers tried to warm the 
students up using a joke from the foreign context 
for grade eleven students. As she finished her joke, 
I observed nobody laughed at all except her. This 
proves that the instructional pedagogy has to be 
contextualized. They could have laughed if she had 
said a joke Dolma and Jamuna from the Nepali 
context. This gives a direction to the textbook 
writers and ELT teachers to write content of the 
local context rather than copying and collecting the 
texts from the foreign context.

Instruction 

 Student teachers tried to motivate their 
students saying ‘This lesson is very important for 
the examination.’ This shows that in our practice 

the education system has been cultivating exam 
oriented teaching culture rather than knowledge 
oriented teaching. The student teachers used 
different materials like whiteboard, cardboard, 
flashcards etc. but the letters on cardboard and 
pictures they prepared were not readable. During 
the internal and external evaluation periods, many 
students hired multimedia to deliver their sessions 
effectively. This shows that they have been failure 
to promote locally available materials and their 
usage while teaching English language and the 
rigorous mentoring is necessary to prepare the 
teaching materials.  They encouraged questions and 
students’ participation using appropriate methods 
and techniques. They were found competent over 
English language and they focused more on activities 
rather than lecturing. Many student teachers forgot 
to summarize and evaluate the students to find out 
whether the objectives have been achieved or not.

Evaluation 
They used variety of evaluation tools-- written, oral, 
observation and group activities but one innovation 
in their evaluation found was that they did not 
provide immediate feedback. They tried to correct 
the mistakes committed by the students. They were 
found to correct the assignments submitted by the 
students and provided home assignments. This 
proves the fact that they applied theories of testing 
and evaluation to their classroom teaching.

Management 
They were successful to manage classroom activities. 
They maximized students’ time on task ensuring 
their level of understanding and assisting to develop 
productive work habits. Sitting arrangements were 
poor in the public schools as compared to private 
schools. However, student teachers were able to 
maintain discipline among students.

Feedback 
Students were found very interested in the student 
teachers’ performance. They emphasized the 
practicality of the student teachers’ teaching. They 
specified saying student teachers’ style of teaching 
is quite interesting. They prepare lesson plan, bring 
a lot of materials and display. They sometimes tell a 
joke. They often ask the questions which encourage 
me to read the lesson. They always end their lesson 
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with a summary and innovative project works. One 
student said:

I am very interested to learn at her class. In other 
classes, 45 minutes is a kind of  punishment like but 
in her class, how the time passes on I don’t know. As 
she says, this is all about today’s session I wish she 
had more time allocated for leaching us.

Principals were positive towards the efforts of 
student teachers and practice teaching program as a 
whole. For them, teaching practice is crucial because 
it promotes quality of teaching. They welcomed the 
student teachers’ placement at their schools. They 
thought that student teachers with this kind of 
practice can develop professionalism and will be 
successful to make a kind of linkage with educational 
organizations. One principal said:

We are very happy that KUSOED posted such an 
energetic, innovative and qualified student teacher 
to teach at our school. She has been teaching very 
effectively. I often walk around and observe her way 
of teaching which is admirable. I wish if we had such 
innovative and practical ideas to teach.

The above text suggests that principals have a 
positive attitude towards KUSOED. They have 
confidence over KUSOED’s product. The school had 
a system of supervising class room teaching and 
KUSOED has a big reputation in the educational 
settings in Nepal.

Co- teachers found to have a very positive feedback 
towards KUSOED’s student teachers’ teaching. 
They said that practice teaching is an integral 
part of education which has heightened the value 
of the trained teachers in the market. For them, 
just lecturing for an hour does not give a worth 
effective results in teaching. Teaching students with 
getting them involved into different interesting 
and innovative activities produces worth effective 
results. They focused on how aspect of teaching 
rather than what aspect. For them, students were 
very intelligent and skill- oriented to deliver and 
manage the class. They also expressed a negative 
view on teaching practice stating that the student 
teachers teach nicely during the practice teaching 
but the same way of teaching does not remain when 

they are employees of a school which was a reality 
for them. They said teaching practice is the exciting 
but challenging task of assimilating a variety of 
contexts. As one of the co- workers said:

I am M.A English. I don’t know methodologies but 
have been teaching for 15 years. Now I have realized 
that there is a generation gap between us (elder 
teachers and younger teachers). They can deliver 
what they really want in English. But we take a 
help of Nepali language. We speak more in Nepali 
language than English.

The above text reveals that the importance of 
methodology has been realized by a teacher after 
15 years of his teaching which is equally important 
for those who are having their degree in M.A. The 
text also reflects that there is a realization of the 
generation gap. Younger teachers as reported by a 
co teacher found comfortable to deliver the session 
in the classroom which is a sign of improvement in 
English language teaching in Nepal. 

Reflection from the Student Teachers

 The concluding sentences of reflections on 
teaching practice by some student teachers form 
their journals below prove that teaching practice 
is an indispensible component which provides 
opportunity to prospective teachers to implement 
the theories, instructional techniques and share 
the experiences for developing confidence, teaching 
attitudes and skills under the supervision and 
guidance of the expert educators.

Rishav Dev Khanal: Every day there was something 
new that I realized I did not know before. If for no 
other reason than that, I’m glad I did an internship.

Ranjit Rai : I’ve learned more in this experience than 
I have in any of my classes.

Vimlal Shrestha : I am very happy to be one of the 
interns in the practice teaching program. Now, I 
can teach the students using different methods and 
techniques.

Deepak Dulal : I have developed a confident over 
teaching which I had not before. Practice teaching 
purifies our ways of teaching.
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Anil Bhusal : Practice makes a man skillful and 
erudite . Now I have realized the importance 
of teaching practice. In the very first day, I was 
nervous but now I think I can teach to the students 
confidently.

Usha Bhusal: In the initial phase of the posting at 
this school, I was scared with a large class having 
60 students. They asked irrelevant questions: Miss 
you look like a student of this class. Can you really 
teach us? As the time went on, they started to give a 
complement on my teaching saying: Miss your class 
is very interesting so we never miss your class.

Udhab Bhattarai: Teaching in the actual classroom 
setting is something different than what we learn in 
our classroom theoretically. 

Conclusion and Recommendation

The practice teaching program conducted at sixteen 
higher secondary schools of Kathmandu valley from 
the School of Education, Kathmandu University 
completed successfully. It became effective for 
all the stakeholders. Principals, co-teachers and 
students of the schools co-operated the student 
teachers throughout their posting period. The 
program exposed the student teachers to different 
processes of learning through preparing work plan, 
linkage with the institutions, work performance, 
professional relationships and personal role. 
The program offered the student teachers ample 
opportunities to contribute and reflect their own 
experiences, perceptions and opinions. The student 
teachers developed self-confidence as well. Teaching 
practice is an essential part of educational program 
at the School of Education. It prepares student 
teachers for future challenges through acquisition of 
relevant skills. It is therefore important to focus on 
approaches of English language teaching, by English 
language teachers of the KUSOED. They should 
impart knowledge rather than skill enhancing 
strategies, discourage exam oriented culture of 
teaching and mentor student teachers to prepare 
locally available materials for English language 
teaching. The trend in English language teaching 
in Nepal from Kathmandu University is confined 
to classroom activities focusing on greeting, 

motivation/warm up, revision of the previous lesson, 
introduction, initiation of the lesson, presentation, 
evaluation, rounding up and homework. However 
there has to a focus on pre-classroom activities like 
fluency, command over subject matter, appropriate 
approaches, methods and techniques and suitable 
teaching aids.

Pedagogical Implications

From the whole study, the following pedagogical 
implications can be drawn to improve our practices 
of English language teaching.

Teaching practice gives high priority to school 
placements which is an integral part of teacher 
education. An introduction to the realities of the 
situation is an essential part of effective professional 
training. This process also allows the student 
teacher an opportunity to determine whether the 
appropriate choice has been made.

The aims of the teaching practice experience are 
to provide opportunities for student teachers 
to integrate theory and practice and work 
collaboratively with and learn from the teachers.

Student teachers observe subject teachers at work 
so as to learn about teachers’ skills, strategies and 
classroom achievements. They also evaluate their 
own teaching experiences through conferencing with 
teachers and lecturers and, through self-reflection, 
implement a variety of approaches, strategies and 
skills with a view to bring about meaningful learning. 

In this way student teachers gain experience in 
managing and evaluating class work; in maintaining 
discipline and good order in the classroom; find 
their own teaching style and personality and 
become acquainted with school organization and 
administration.

Dhanpati Subedi is an Assistant Professor at the School of 
Education, Kathmandu University. He has a background 
in teaching pragmatics and discourse analysis, computer 
assisted language learning (CALL), action research, study skills 
and academic writing. He has an M.Phil Degree in Educational 
Leadership and a Master’s degree in English Education. He is 
a life member of NELTA and has published an article entitled 
‘Rosetta Stone Software for Language Skills Improvement in 
the EFL Classroom: An Action Research Report’ in the Journal 
of the IATEFL SIG.
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APPENDIX A:

Evaluative Guideline

School:

Teacher’s name: 

Time: Class:

Topic : Period: 
Date:

Minute: Activities(Please write the major activities) 

1-5

6-15

16-25

26-45

APPENDIX B: 

Video Recorded Files

S.N Student Files
1 S1 1
2 S2 2

3 S3 3
4 S4 4
5 S5 5
6 S6 6
7 S7 7
…

S= Student
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APPENDIX C 
Reflective Diary

Date: 16th Sep, 2009             

We, the M. Ed. in ELT students of Kathmandu University were assigned to find a college and teach the 
college students preparing a lesson plan for each lesson. We, Uddab Bhattarai and Rishav Dev Khanal were 
also given a letter for the concerned principal requesting to provide teaching ground to us. As a student 
teacher, we visited many colleges in Kathmandu. After a long walk, we found a school; Ratna Rajya Higher 
Secondary school at Baneshwor. Uddhab and I talked together and decided to work there if we were provided 
the chance. At the beginning, we met the subject teacher Mr. K.B. Gurung who was an experienced and was 
very helpful. He was suggested us to meet the principal. We met the Principal, Mrs. Geeta Kharel. She was 
also very helpful. She welcomed us and allowed us to b a part of her teaching team. She immediately called 
the subject teacher and asked him to manage a class for us.

The First Day Experience

As we had confidence in us that we would face any type of challenge that could come in front of us, we 
decided to lead the lesson turn wise. On he very first day, the subject teacher, K.B. sir introduced us to the 
class and allowed us to teach

We were prepared with a lesson ‘Introduction’. Uddab and I presented the lesson cooperating each other.

It was quite different experience to have collaborative teaching, but we enjoyed a lot. . At the end of the class, 
the teacher provided us some positive feedback. He praised our teaching style and the language we used. He 
also requested us to use Nepali language some times to make the students understand he subject matter, we 
denied it and convinced him telling that we would use examples, gestures and use only English language in 
the class. He relied on us and accepted our proposal. 

How we led the lesson

We continued our lesson, the more familiar the students became the easier we felt to teach them. We focused 
on the communicative approach as the students were mostly from the government schools and had weak 
base in English. But very interesting thing we found was that, all the students were eager to speak although 
they had problem with vocabulary and structure. We encouraged them to take part in discussion and they 
did as much they could. After a week, we started to teach link English and the magic of words. 

What the reflection of the students was

As we had found the needs of the students and led the lesson practically, involving them in speaking and 
writing, they were happy to learn with us. Every day they were found to be more interested in taking part 
in discussion. They used to perform the work in the class properly, and were ready to revise as given by the 
teachers. At the end of the month we had asked for the feed back in the written form, and they have provided 
it with their own hand writings. However, it was a short term teaching, and we couldn’t continue we are 
confident that the students are most benefited and we got ample opportunity to gain experience to teach in 
the college. Now, we are confident that we can teach the college students of Intermediate and even bachelor 
level.
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APPENDIX D 
Interview Guideline (students’, co-teachers’ and principals’ statements are video recorded)

How do you evaluate student teacher and his/her way of teaching?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Are you satisfied with his/ her teaching?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……
………………………………………………………………………………………
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Introduction 

The political changes in 1989 and, later on, the 
entrance of the Czech Republic in the European 
Union led to a growing interest in learning foreign 
languages. As a result, English has become the main 
foreign language in Czech schools (before 1989 it was 
Russian) and according to the law Czech children 
must start learning English in the third grade, which 
means at the age of 8 or 9, though some schools 
already provide obligatory English lessons from the 
first grade. In spite of many years of learning English, 
Czech citizens often feel that they are still not well 
prepared to communicate successfully in English, 
which is important nowadays in both professional 
and personal life. For this reason, the Czech media 
have recently launched a discussion about the main 
reasons for this unsatisfactory state, in which it is 
possible to hear the critical voices of learners who 
often miss a more communicative approach and 
complain of experiencing boredom in lessons. 

It is the task of teachers to motivate their students 
and make their lessons as interesting as possible, and 
that is why it is not enough to use good textbooks, 

but also some entertaining activities which are 
based on supplementary materials. Therefore, 
many dedicated English teachers attend various 
seminars organized either by the British Council or 
publishing houses and universities, which supply 
them with some new ideas. Naturally, it is also the 
responsibility of faculties of education preparing 
future teachers to provide them with methods that 
will enliven their teaching. In that context, this 
article describes a literature lesson at the Faculty 
of Education at Palacky University in Olomouc 
(Czech Republic) in which students interpreted a 
poem through drama activities. Although poetry 
is not very popular among students, this approach 
to literature made students feel that dealing with 
poetry can be fun and that is why the lesson they 
enjoyed can serve for them as inspiration for their 
future teaching career.

Interpretation of Poetry

Cockett and Fox (1999: 83) emphasize the emotional 
character of poetry, which is frequently neglected 
in schools at the expense of its intellectual aspects. 
They suppose that the negative attitude of students 

Interpretation of Poetry through Drama 
Activities 

Milena Vodickova

Abstract

This article will demonstrate how an effective lesson in poetry, which frequently frightens young people 
or to which they have a hostile attitude, can instead appeal to them. It is only important to choose the 
right text and the right method. In the lesson described in this article, students interpreted a poem 
through drama activities, and performing the roles of the characters enabled them to relax and provided 
them with more opportunities to speak English than in regular literature lessons. As the students found 
the lesson interesting and thought that teenagers could also enjoy it, this approach can be considered as 
an inspiration for their future career. 

Key words: role-play, teacher-in-role, hot seating, still image
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towards poetry is caused by the way teachers deal 
with poetry in lessons in which they force students 
to analyse poetry without providing them with an 
opportunity to enjoy poems emotionally. In some 
poetry lessons students are expected to passively 
accept the ideas and views of literary critics, which 
would never occur to them.

This problem can be solved with a tolerant approach 
to readers when their interpretations of the text 
differ from the “official” views. In particular, the 
reader response theory of Louise Rosenblatt and 
Wolfgang Iser rejects the opinion that every literary 
text has only one fixed meaning and emphasises 
the importance of the role of the reader as the 
interpreter of the text (McManus, 1998). This 
tolerant approach to the interpretation of poetry 
gives students a lot of freedom to express their 
own views, and it is especially important in foreign 
language lessons, when students feel inhibited not 
only by the difficulties that poetry can present, but 
also by expressing their thoughts in the foreign 
language. For this reason, it is important to use 
methods which make students enjoy lessons and 
select poems that deal with problems that young 
people encounter and understand. In particular, 
narrative poems which contain a conflict or a topic of 
loneliness, refusal, or a complicated relationship are 
very suitable because they enable students to appear 
in situations in which they must solve conflicts and 
think about relationships with people. And it is 
drama activities that enable them to identify with 
the characters and to act like them, which leads to 
some genuine communication.

Choice of Poetry
The appeal of poetry lies in its ability to depict 
various human problems and crises in a succinct 
form, in bringing about surprising revelation, and 
leading to deep emotional experiences. The poem 
chosen for the lesson was What has happened to 
Lulu by Charles Causley (In Maley, A. and Moulding 
S. 1985: 27). It is a simple poem which tells the story 
of a young girl named Lulu who left home secretly 
at night. The speaker is Lulu’s younger sibling, who 
does not understand the situation, but the mother 
refuses to explain anything. It is clear that there was 
an argument between the mother and Lulu. She was 
met by her boyfriend, who waited for her outside the 
house. The mother is at a loss as to what to do and 

tries to protect the younger brother/sister from that 
knowledge.

The poem was not only read and discussed, which is 
usually done in literature lessons, but, because this 
topic requires students’ emotional participation, 
and instead the elements of structured drama were 
employed. 

Structuring of Drama Activities

As drama is a fictional form which involves 
characters facing problems and getting into 
conflicts, it resembles real-life situations in which 
students might appear themselves. Acting in these 
situations provides them with the chance to get 
emotionally involved in the problems of other 
people and to try out what it is like to be somebody 
else. Acting as other characters is like putting on 
masks, which makes it easier for the “actors” to 
speak and act. As Neelands (l999: 3) states, “the 
experience of theatre is distinguished from real-life 
experience by the conscious application of form to 
meaning in order to engage both the intellect and 
the emotions in a representation of meaning. In the 
theatre, meanings, social codes and interactions 
are presented, shaped and crafted through the 
conventions of dramatic activity.” Theatre is a 
learning medium where people experience the 
kind of behaviour in which they imagine that they 
are somebody else in a different place at a different 
time, which stimulates their creative imaginative 
behaviour. They can find in theatre a mirror that 
reflects their own behaviour and their reactions to 
others. This can be exploited in the seminars when 
students are expected to interpret human behaviour 
and be involved both intellectually and emotionally. 
As structured drama leads to an active exploration 
of a text and its meaning, the effectiveness of 
education in exploiting it depends directly on the 
dynamic structuring of the drama activities (called 
conventions) prepared by the teacher beforehand. 

Conventions represent the approaches used 
in the exploration and creation of character 
and can emphasize various qualities in the 
theatrical possibilities of time, space and human 
behaviour. Some of the conventions, such 
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as Portraits, Diaries, and Still Image, can set the 
scene or add some information to the context of the 
story. As drama is a human story, it is necessary to use 
conventions that contribute to narrating the action 
and can create and promote interest in the drama, 
such as Meetings, Hot-Seating, a Day in the Life, 
Teacher-in-Role. Some conventions can provide 
visual images, for example Still Image or Mimed 
Activity, while others emphasize verbal 
communication, such as Role-Play or Teacher-in-
Role.

Description of Structured Drama 

Before the article describes how the above-
mentioned conventions were exploited in practice 
in the seminar, their explanation will be provided 
beforehand.

Portraits: pictures or photographs of characters 
provide students with a visual representation 
of the characters and with an opportunity to 
speculate about their human characteristics and 
their behaviour. Students are usually guided by 
the teacher’s questions, which lead to a deeper 
understanding of the complexity of the characters.

Diary: Writing-in-Role: students in the role of a 
character write a diary in which they reflect on the 
character’s experience.

Still Image: this is a convention in which participants 
co-operate in order to express the main concept 
in the form of an image using their bodies like a 
sculpture. This crystallizes a moment, an idea or a 
theme and represents the most important elements 
of the story at a particular moment. It has the same 
function as an illustration in a book, which usually 
focuses on the key moments of the story. While the 
students are preparing the still image, they must 
negotiate, which encourages a lot of speaking in 
the target language. As Neelands (1999: 19) states, 
it is “a very economical and controlled form of 
expression as well as a sign to be interpreted or read 
by observers,...it simplifies complex content into 
easily managed and understandable form, requires 
reflection and analysis in the making and observing 
images.”

Meetings: students meet within the drama to make 
collective decisions and suggest strategies to solve 
problems, which moves the action forward.

Hot-Seating: Neelands (1999) describes this 
convention as an interview in which a group of 
students question a role-player who remains “in 
character”. It provides insights into the personality, 
motivation and behaviour of the character.

A Day in the Life is a convention which emphasizes 
the narrative action. It is like a photograph which 
portrays characters at important moments of 
their life. “This convention works backwards from 
an important event in order to fill the gaps in the 
history of how the characters have arrived at the 
event” (Neelands, 1999: 27). It draws attention to 
the influences and the forces driving the characters 
to a conflict or their decisions. It clarifies the inner 
conflicts that are responsible for the events in the 
narrative.

Teacher-in-Role: this convention provides the 
teacher with an opportunity to act as a facilitator 
and to control the whole action. S/he is responsible 
for the interaction of the whole group within the 
context of the play, and s/he takes on the role of one 
of the characters while the students in the group also 
negotiate in the role of another character (Students-
in-Role). The teacher does not act spontaneously, 
but challenges students to interact with him/her 
by provoking their responses. As they are expected 
to react and express the opinions as if they were 
one of the characters of the play, it deepens their 
understanding of both the inner and outer conflicts 
presented in the story. 

Description of the Lesson

Level: the poem, because of its simple language, 
can be used with intermediate students and an 
appropriate age is 14 +.

Time: to perform all the suggested drama activities 
with intermediate students might require a relatively 
long time, but it is possible to deal with them in 
several shorter parts by using only one or a few of 
them in different lessons, or to do everything as a 
one-day workshop.
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Language learning aims:

Reading: the poem

Speaking: asking questions, describing 
characters and their appearance, life experience, 
problemsworries, wishes and plans.

Writing: suggested writing tasks:

Lulu’s short message to her mother;

a description of Lulu’s appearance (for the police);

a report on Lulu’s case written by a social worker 
(formal style);

a magazine article: Lulu’s story (in a style appropriate 
to either the quality press or the popular press);

an entry in Lulu’s diary (personal style).

Materials

A copy of the poem What Has Happened to Lulu. 
(Maley and Moulding, 1991: 27)

A picture of Lulu (a photograph of a teenage girl)

Samples of articles that demonstrate the style typical 
either of the quality or popular press.

Activities Used in the Lesson

Silent Reading

Students read the poem on their own and then the 
unknown vocabulary was explained (rag-doll, flap, 
crumple, gust of rain).

Several questions were asked to brainstorm some 
ideas about the characters and the situation.

Who is talking? 

What can we deduce about the family?

Identify the characters in the poem and their 
problems.

What are the ages of Lulu and her sister or brother?

Why did Lulu leave home? What is her relationship 
to her mother? What is the mother’s attitude to 
Lulu’s behaviour? What can the mother do?

Does their father live with them?

Students in Role

In the role of Lulu, students wrote a message for her 
mother.

Group WorkStudents were divided in two groups: 
one of the groups played police officers and the 
other Lulu’s mother. The students in the role of the 
police officers prepared questions that they could 
ask Lulu’s mother. The students in the role of the 
mothers prepared a description of Lulu and had to 
be able to explain what had happened to her.

Role-play

This activity was performed in pairs, in which a 
police officer talked to the mother. This was a role-
play in which the mother was at the police station 
and was reporting that Lulu was missing. The police 
officer asked questions, which the mother answered. 
She also received a form that she had to fill in. 
(This written task can be done by all the students 
before the role play as it can help them with the 
conversation.)

Diary: Writing in Role

All the students (in the role of Lulu) wrote an entry 
in Lulu’s diary. This was a description of what had 
happened and in it Lulu expressed her feelings. 
(This might be done as homework.)

Still Image

The students were divided into groups and each 
group prepared a few still images depicting some 
crucial moments from the night when Lulu left 
home. (This activity can be developed into a Day 
in the Life as it can demonstrate some events that 
preceded the dramatic decision of Lulu to leave 
home.)

Hot-seating

Hot-seating involves taking a person out of a 
dramatic fictional situation and placing him/her in 
the hot seat so that s/he may be questioned about 
events in the story, about his/her feelings, thoughts, 
etc. The characters who appeared in the hot seat 
were: Lulu, her mother, her sister or brother (who 
is very naïve), possibly her father, who does not live 
with them (or her stepfather), and also her boyfriend, 
who waited for her. The previous experience showed 
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that teenage students usually identified with Lulu, 
and did not accept the fact that Lulu’s mother was 
unhappy and worried about her daughter, and that 
is why a rule was made that the character had to stay 
in the role from the point where s/he entered the 
hot seat. On no account was the character allowed 
to slip out of the role and to speak as him/herself. 
Hot-seating is a story-building exercise and that is 
why it was emphasised that the questioners should 
avoid tricky questions and should collaborate rather 
than interrogate.

Meeting

The students got together (when the class is large, 
they can work in groups) and, through discussion, 
they tried to find some solution to the problem. They 
suggested what the individual characters should do 
to improve the situation.

Writing activities

The homework that resulted from the lesson was to 
write a newspaper article which could appear either 
in the quality press as a general treatment of the 
problem of teenage girls who run away from home 
(in a formal style) or in a tabloid (in an informal 
style). It could also be a report on Lulu’s case written 
by a social worker (in a formal style).

Students’ Evaluation of the Lesson

In the discussion that followed the students assessed 
the lesson very positively because speaking in roles 
provided them with more opportunities to use the 
English language than in other literature lessons, 
and they felt more relaxed. Most of them considered 
this lesson as an inspiration for their own lessons in 
their future teaching career. They also appreciated 
that the activities enabled them to move around 
in the classroom, which, after sitting for the whole 
morning, was very pleasant. Another important 
aspect of using drama activities was that they had 
to cooperate and appearing in roles taught them 
empathy, which, as they admitted, they will need as 
teachers.

Guidelines for Teachers

If students only read poetry, their approach to it is 

often superficial and they might not notice important 
aspects that are hidden between the lines. When they 
are required to enter the roles of the characters, they 
have to think about the motivation of the human 
actions that caused the situation. They must realize 
how the individual characters were affected by the 
behaviour of the others or they can speculate which 
other characters might have influenced the event. In 
the roles the students face a situation which releases 
emotions in them; however, they often do not feel 
like discussing such emotional issues in front of the 
whole class, and that is why it is recommended to 
use the intimacy of a small group or a pair, which 
drama activities often provide.

The term drama sometimes intimidates teachers 
because they think that it is a performance that they 
are expected to prepare. Drama activities in the 
classroom are, however, very useful because they 
require active participation from all the students, 
which means that everybody is an actor and also an 
observer at the same time. That is why it is important 
for everybody to understand that when doing drama 
nobody is expected to perform anything in front of 
anyone else.

The responsibility of the teacher is not only to 
structure all the drama activities, but the students 
must be prepared for them, and especially to become 
familiar with dramatic conventions, which can be 
seen as “a bridge between spontaneous and innate 
uses of theatre and the more poetic conventions of 
performance act” (ibid. p.5).

My preparation as a teacher was quite demanding 
as it was my responsibility to take the students 
through the crucial moments of the story. In the 
lesson I worked rather like a storyteller, creating 
the scene, painting pictures of the characters, 
and suggesting action, but leaving space for the 
students’ imagination. I could not behave as an 
authority figure, but only an advisor, and had to 
ensure that there was a friendly atmosphere of trust 
and cooperation. The reward for me was that the 
students spoke freely and learnt how to behave in 
situations in which they might appear outside the 
classroom.
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tongue education program has been started in more 
than eighteen local languages, and all languages 
spoken in the country have been recognized as 
national languages. Such changes have rarely been 
acknowledged or reported in the applied linguistics 
scholarship in terms of academic publications. 
The present book Language Policy, Culture, and 
Identity in Asian Contexts includes one chapter on 
language issues in Nepal and also provides a basis 

thematic sections consists of five chapters which 
discuss the case studies of five Asian countries, 
and mostly focuses on how these countries have 
responded to the globalization of English in their 
government policy documents. Hashimoto in 
Chapter 2 notes that the Japanese government has 
realized the increased value of the English language, 
and English is seen as an asset to enrich Japanese 
culture fostering bilingualism and multilingualism. 
Similarly, Sungwon in Chapter 3 argues that 

Language Policy, Culture, and Identity in 
Asian Contexts
Amy B. M. Tsui & James W. Tollefson (Ed.). 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2007. Ix 
+283pp. 

Book Review
 Bal Krishna Sharma

The last few decades have 
witnessed an unprecedented 
spread of English worldwide. 
This has had a great influence 
in the language policies and 
practices in countries where 
English is used as a second 
or a foreign language. As 
a country that underwent 
a drastic political change 
after a decade long Maoist 
insurgency to comprehensive 
peace agreement to abolition 
of monarchy to introduction 
of republican state, Nepal 
has seen an upsurge in issues 
of language policy. The 
political changes have exerted 
influences as well as created 
conditions for language policy 
changes both in education as 
well as in status and role of 
vernacular languages. The 
number of English medium 
schools has increased more 
than ever before, mother 

to compare and contrast 
those issues with other 
twelve countries in the Asian 
context. This volume by Tsui 
and Tollefson is a welcome 
addition in the existing body 
of literature in sociolinguistics 
and applied linguistics. It 
explores how the globalization 
of English is reflected in 
language and education 
policies and practices of Asian 
countries, and how this affects 
the relationship between 
language, culture and national 
identities. The book is 
organized into three thematic 
sections which provide case 
studies of twelve different 
Asian countries. These three 
sections are preceded by an 
introduction chapter in the 
beginning and a concluding 
chapter at the end.

The first part of the three 
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Korean government regards English as a powerful 
tool to compete with the outer world, and English 
textbooks and curricula do not only represent 
globalization but also reflect Korean national 
identity with the inclusion of Korean history, 
cultural values, social facts, etc. Chapter 4 offers 
David and Govindaswamy’s analysis of English 
textbooks written by local textbook where they 
present a balanced approach taken by these textbook 
writers to present content from both global and local 
perspectives. In Chapter 5, Chew’s study shows that 
Singaporean users of English are motivated more by 
pragmatic value of language, and standard variety 
of English has attracted the younger generation 
at the cost of local language varieties. Chapter 6 
offers Clayton’s arguments on political and cultural 
transition of Combodia, and its future challenges to 
incorporate minority linguistic and cultural groups 
to foster multilingualism and multiculturalism in 
the country. 

Part two of the volume entitled ‘language policy and 
the (re)construction of national cultural identity’ 
has three chapters which present case studies 
from Hong Kong, Brunei and New Zealand. Tsui in 
Chapter 7 discusses in length the colonial history 
and its impact in language education policy of 
Hong Kong. Tsui reports that though Hong Kong’s 
adoption of the Chinese language as medium of 
instruction in schools has connected its history and 
cultural traditions with China again, there is still 
a tension between globalization and nationalism 
in shaping language policy. Saxena in Chapter 8 
discusses the ideological tension between socio-
cultural philosophies of Hinduism, Islamic and 
Western thoughts, and policy pressures from above 
and sociolinguistic practices from below are crucial 
factors for forming and reforming of multilingual 
and multicultural identities in Brunei. Benton 
(Chapter 9) provides a succinct account of Maori 
people’s struggle to revitalize the Maori language 
without excluding English. Benton notes that there 
still is unequal power relationship between English 
and the Maorilanguage. These chapters in Part 
two explore the language policies from historical 
perspective, and focus on the changes and conflicting 
discursive practices for identity construction before 

and after colonization. 

Part three consists of four chapters on India, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh. These chapters discuss 
the positive and negative roles played by the English 
language, and role of English in multilingual and 
multicultural conflicts in those countries. Agnihotri 
in Chapter 10 points out that language has been used 
to achieve political ends in the history of India, and 
shows that dominance of English and Hindi in India 
has marginalized other languages like Hindustani. 
In Chapter 12, Rahman, based on his survey, argues 
that English has promoted the hegemony of elites 
by marginalizing the local languages. He, therefore, 
suggests that English-medium schools be phased 
out and Urdu and other Pakistani languages be 
used in schools. Hossain and Tollefson in Chapter 
13 bring the picture of Bangladesh where English-
medium education has been confined to the urban 
middle and upper class people for their access to 
higher education and employment. These chapters 
on South Asian contexts show that English has 
played an ‘empowerment role’ for a handful of elites, 
but at the same time it is a socio-economic divider 
between haves and have-nots.

Because most readers of this review will be 
English teachers in Nepal, let me more elaborately 
summarize the Chapter on Nepal. Sonntag in 
Chapter 11 shows how political movement can 
be instrumental in social inclusion of linguistic 
minority groups in Nepal. Sonntag situates Nepal’s 
multilingulism and language policy in the country’s 
broad politico-historical context first and then 
moves on to the political and educational tensions 
created by English and local languages both inside 
and outside educational policy and practices. This is 
followed by the author’s attempt to explain Nepal’s 
present language policy in the global context. She 
is aware that English is creating a gap between 
haves and have-nots, further allowing the social 
stratification of the society in terms of socio-
economic backgrounds of the people. She also points 
out that English has been a powerful tool to fight 
against the dominance of the Nepali language by 
the language minorities. Interested readers should 
explore into further details.
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The greatest strength of the book lies in its 
presentation of issues of language, culture and 
identity from both local and global perspectives 
in both policy and practice levels. The chapters 
offer discussions and debates on language-related 
issues of countries like Bangladesh, Nepal, Brunei, 
Cambodia, etc. which have not been much featured 
in publications for the international audience. The 
contributors are the scholars who are either the 
researchers of the respective countries or the people 
who have spent significant span of time in those 
countries so that their arguments and observations 
provide more emic perspectives. They not only 
express their perspectives on issues of language 
and society, they also provide evidences through 
empirical research findings. The introduction 
chapter is quite successful in guiding the readers 
on what to expect in the rest of the text, and the 
final chapter quite succinctly summaries what has 
been discussed in the previous chapters. Some 
chapter contributors, however, are less successful 
than others in making the material accessible to 
its readers. In addition, some chapters within each 
thematic section vary in their focus and length in the 
discussion of issues; readers, therefore, cannot easily 
expect to make a parallel comparison of the issues 
and perspectives across different countries within 
each section. Since the editors focus that this volume 
will be of use for university students as a course book 
(p. viii), I would have loved the book even the more 
if had given some discussion questions at the end 

of each chapter. University students and researchers 
should nevertheless consult other complementary 
materials for the comprehensive discussion of the 
issues. As far as the English teachers in Nepal are 
concerned, the book provides a useful resource to 
reflect on the political and consequent language 
changes in Nepal, and interpret those changes 
taking reference to the internal changes as well 
as changes in the global context. The readers can 
compare Nepal’s language policy with other Asian 
nations and draw implications for multilingual 
policy on language education.

Overall, Tsui and Tollefson’s contribution fills a 
gap of a dearth of such materials in the field, and 
its coverage of issues and perspectives and their 
detailed accounts overshadow its subtle weaknesses. 
This volume is one of the very few resources of 
its kind and will be equally useful for novice and 
experienced researchers and students in the field 
of sociolinguistics, language policy and planning, 
education, applied linguistics and critical pedagogy.

Bal Krishna Sharma is an East-West Center scholar at the 
University of Hawaii at Manoa. He is currently doing his M. A. 
in Second Language Studies in the same university specializing 
in language and social interaction. He also teaches an 
academic writing course to international graduate students, 
both online and face to face. He is interested in discourse 
and conversation analysis, critical pedagogy and technology 
use in language teaching. Bal Krishna is one of the founding 
members and great contributors of NeltaChoutari— an online 
blog for the English teachers in Nepal. He is a life member 
of NELTA as well as one of the editors of the present volume 
of this journal.
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guidelines given below for their submissions to be 
considered for publication by the editorial board. 
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publication does not guarantee publication, and 
therefore, contributors are encouraged to take 
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of the review process, may be considered as 
opting out of the publication process. 
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