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Textbook vs. "Real World" Communication

A middle-aged man hurries into a department store, carrying a store bag. He sees a young, female clerk and stops her.  

Man: I would like to return this shirt. It has got a button missing.
Clerk: You have got to go to Customer Service.
Man: Where's that?
Clerk: It's down this aisle at the back of the store.
Man: OK. Thanks.


This is a typical dialogue from an English textbook. Learners read the dialogue, learn the vocabulary, work on the grammar structure, and, perhaps, memorize the dialogue for performance. However, if this was an actual dialogue, it might sound more like this:


Man: I'd like ta return this shirt. 'T's gotta but'on missing. 

Clerk: Ya' hafta go back ta Customer Service.
Man: Where's that?
Clerk: Down the aisle. Back of the store.
Man: OK. Thanks.


As we all know, part of understanding spoken language is recognizing pronunciation patterns.  So if we understand the grammar, the vocabulary, and the pronunciation, do we understand the message? What else is happening in this situation? What other messages are the two participants sending to each other? The clerk knows that the man wants to return an unsatisfactory purchase. He learns that returns have to be made at Customer Service, which is at the back of the store. What other information is conveyed in a brief communication act like this?

What is the man's tone (of voice)? Is he polite? Is he angry? Is he irritated? What is the clerk's tone? Is she polite? Is she rude? Is she irritated? Has she had a bad day and her feet hurt? What is the man's body language saying? What do you imagine the clerk's facial expression is saying?

What cultural elements are present in this brief exchange? What is Customer Service in this culture? What is the expected tone of voice and register that a male customer would use in talking to a female clerk in this culture? What is expected of the female clerk? What is the language and behavior expected in exchanges between older males and younger females in this culture? Is age or gender more important in making that decision? Does one make eye contact in this situation? How close / far away does one stand? What gestures are recognized as being meaningful? Native speakers of a language instinctively know the answers to all these questions and adjust their language and behavior accordingly. But what about the language learner?

Contextualizing Language

Language teaching, and learning, was once considered a relatively simple process. One taught basic grammar rules and structures, added vocabulary to the structures and expected students to learn the language. Some did. Many did not, but it wasn't that important because they were unlikely to use it anyway. Today, the world is a different place. Given rapid global change and growing interaction between countries and cultures, a learner does not know when he or she might be required to use a target language for personal or professional purposes. Along with this changing need has come the recognition that learning the linguistic elements of a language, while necessary, is not sufficient for accurate and appropriate language use, for developing communicative competence. Appropriate language use is learned through context.

It is now widely held that both language context and language, or linguistic, focus are necessary for efficient and effective learning. That is why the first two modules of this teacher education series deal with first, contextualizing language and second, building language awareness within that context.

Contextualization refers to meaningful language use for communicative purposes within a given situation or context. The rationale for this kind of approach is to demonstrate "real" world language use, how language is used by speakers of that language, and to help learners construct language in their learning environments, depending on (1) their purpose and, (2) the needs of a given situational context. Other reasons for contextualizing language are that
• It can help learners to understand the functions of language.
• It can assist learners in developing appropriate use of language.
• Learners can activate their own background knowledge to make the language learning more meaningful.
• It adds the cultural element, combining language and culture.
• The combination of all of the above can be motivating for both learners and teachers.

Language Construction

Part of contextualizing language is helping students learn how to construct language for a given situation. An effective process for constructing language in a classroom has both cognitive and social aspects. In the cognitive process, learners construct their own meaning or knowledge from the input they receive, input which will include information about the context or situation. The social aspect includes the idea of learners helping other learners to understand ideas and concepts, opportunities for which can be facilitated through group and pair work. Both aspects are important in setting up a constructive learning environment contextualizing language. And for both aspects, the learner is the center of the learning process, the one who constructs language based on situation, input, and purpose. One of the decisions a teacher must make concerns how much situational and cultural information to provide about the various factors in a given context beyond the linguistic information, i.e. information about participant roles, appropriate body language, register, expected behaviours, and so forth. How much is needed for appropriate language use and how much can the learners handle at their level of proficiency? As learners work on constructing language appropriate to a given context,
some of the variables that need to be considered are:
• Communicators' purpose,
• Roles and status of the participants in the communication event, which will include attention to register and tone, and
• Socially acceptable norms of behavior and interaction in the specific situation, which will include consideration of the topic of the communication, the medium, and the genre.

In the kind of learning environment described above, the teacher's responsibility is 1) to provide useful, accurate, and comprehensible input, 2) to design language learning activities that facilitate language construction, and 3) to provide support for learners' efforts whenever needed. How, then, can the teacher design this kind of learning environment? Contextualizing language in an active learning environment can be particularly difficult for the English teacher in a non-English setting, an EFL environment. In that environment, textbook language is often felt to be more accessible to both learners and teachers than contextualized language. However, there are teaching strategies that can be used quite well in an EFL situation. The teacher can adjust the amount of contextual information in the input based on his or her own comfort level.

Contextualizing Language through Content

Contextualizing language is a process that is best, or at least most easily, organized around content, especially in an EFL environment. This can be done through a content-based curriculum, in which a subject is taught through the medium of English, or through a topic or theme-based curriculum. Using content is a good way to utilize what learners already know about a topic. The teacher presents new information in the context of known information, utilizing both linguistic and world knowledge. This creates a natural spiraling or reusing of language and information used in precious lessons, as previous material is reviewed and activated in presenting new material. 

The content itself sets the language context, or provides information from which the teacher can set a language context. The next step is for teachers to choose authentic materials natural to that context, which would also be accessible to themselves and to their students. The materials, in turn, suggest authentic activities, meaning activities that require "real" communication. One of the most frequently used examples of this process is content related to travel, or the tourist industry, partly because content for this topic is accessible for both teachers and students. 

Some examples of authentic materials and situations: Brochures written in English for tourists who visit the learners' country or city; tourism web sites (written in English) about the country or city in English; several local hotels or restaurants who would be willing to take calls in English from students. 

Activities that activate real world knowledge: In groups, learners make a list of all the businesses in their town that either depend on or are related in some way to tourism and /or a list of as many different jobs as they can think of in the local tourism industry. Learners can make a list of different communication events that a tourist visiting the city might have (checking into a hotel, going to a restaurant, etc.). Learners can prepare for the unit by visiting establishments that deal with visitors (any visitors, not just English-speaking ones) and make notes about language used, eye contact, body language, and other appropriate behaviors.

Spiraling (re-use or recycling of lesson content): The teacher can do a review of previously learned politeness language and language chunks, which might be used for dialogues in this new unit.

Linguistic focus: Introduction of more polite language structures using modals; travel-related vocabulary; perhaps appropriate telephone formulas, etc.

Communication events (tasks): Reading information on the Internet, making hotel / restaurant reservations, buying bus/plane/train tickets; asking for information, etc. Watching an English movie /video that includes some of these communication events and comparing appropriate behaviors in the target culture to notes about local behaviors (depending on the proficiency level of the students).

Summary

These are just a few ideas for contextualizing language in the classroom. Creative teachers can no doubt think of many more. In today's world, there is a growing need to learn how to use language appropriately in context. Effective English language teachers treat language as a whole, integrated communication system and use that system as a "context" to facilitate their students' learning.
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