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Reflections on Our Language Learning 

(Communicative-Collaborative-Transformative Teaching/Learning) 
By Your Teacher


Society teaches us to be afraid of freedom (developing behaviors and insights that limit us, that limit our growth) and to hate being independent (actually, there is a misleading cliché, or an operating fallacy, in Mediterranean-like societies – that independent people are selfish, that they don’t care about other people. Being independent only means that you try to be self-sufficient in all you can because you know you cannot be putting other people to work for your needs. Then, when people do, you feel grateful. And when people don’t, you find it understandable. Being independent helps you to avoid one of the most common causes of (avoidable) violence, fights with people we actually love, reproach and bitterness!).

Examples of how this fear of freedom and independence is shown in our daily lives: 

· Technophobia (at least, most of it). We are afraid of having lots of (privileged) resources to use. We feel people offering them are threatening us. At least, we feel we need to defend ourselves! We should think twice before judging. We should correct our misperceptions. Because having resources is actually positive: plus, we don’t have to use them, we can use them! Never before have we had such good chances to learn as now – and so cheap, really. Are you afraid of dictionaries or encyclopedias? Do they make you feel overwhelmed? Surely not! -- they are not there to overwhelm you and show how ignorant you are, but to help you increase your knowledge. That is what ICTs are there for too. Of course you could discard their use and be a good learner. But to complain about their use is nonsensical, really.

· Dependence on teachers in order to learn. We refuse to understand that teachers cannot teach us a language. Teachers can only help us learn a language. Because learning a language is not like learning how to use a machine (learn this and you’ll be able to use). Learning a language involves learning many different things (not only grammar explanations and lists of words). Language learning involves communicating with people, and to succeed in that – one of the most difficult and easy tasks humans encounter throughout their lives, actually -- we need to know lots of things, which, to cap it all, are always changing! because language changes at the same time as people/societies change and language has innumerable varieties, depending on accents and ways of speaking and all that that entails. 

Doing grammar exercises and vocabulary exercises in class, using a textbook, offers us support, but is not the only way to learn grammar and vocabulary, and for sure, it isn’t the best way to learn a language. (Incidentally, we also learn vocabulary and grammar by reading and listening lots and by combining this with language awareness. This means we are also learning grammar and when we USE the language to communicate in class). The isolated study of grammar and vocabulary is not the key to learning a language, as you have had the chance to check throughout your many years of study -- because to learn a language we also need to know about how to use those items (we need to practice speaking!), and most importantly, we need to use them hundreds of times in various ways (by listening, reading and speaking, apart from by writing). This cannot be done in two lessons a week with overcrowded groups. You cannot depend on that. The teacher is there to show you ways to learn, to help you develop a useful approach to learning, to suggest and coordinate activities in class, to clarify your questions on the language, to offer you feedback and correct your mistakes whenever that is possible. Learning a language involves many hours of personal work and the student awareness too (when you are not exposed to that language 24 hours a day), which is hard work, sure. (Who said is wasn’t? Anybody who has succeeded in learning a non-native language knows that. I know that!) You need to work on your own, every day, and be able to realize first what you know and what you don’t. 

In class, the following is encouraged because it is useful, relevant for language learning:

· Independence as life-long learners (developing interest, curiosity in the target language and its cultures, developing the ability to take initiatives… even passion for the language!)

· Resourcefulness (being able to use different techniques and resources, depending on needs and situations)

· Collaboration (being able to establish fruitful relationships with other earthlings)

· Critical Thinking (being able to learn from mistakes, to understand that critical thinking helps us improve; learning about what critical thinking really is, which is not about hurting and humiliating people!)

· Creativity (opening our minds to the world)

· Sensitivity to Sociocultural Knowledge

When you do an exercise from your textbook in silence, you are working on an isolated item. Great. But how can that be the key to your learning. Do you use the language in that item again? You don’t even use it by reading it aloud and looking for ways to use it, to apply it to your daily life! When we are talking in class, you have the chance to put that knowledge to use. And we are developing many skills: we are speaking, listening, thinking, imagining, learning about people and places… We need to combine it all, but you need to understand how important it is to listen and to speak, to have conversations. Also, you should keep in mind that what we can do in class is much more limited than what you can do outside the classroom.

