THE NEWSLETTER FOR TEACHERS WHO CHOOSE TEXTS
AS CAREFULLY AS THEY CHOOSE FRIENDS.

TheFA@

In order to get the most out of students in large class settings, there are a number of issues
which need to be addressed. Not least is ‘Why you are there? This FAQ doesn’t answer that
one, but it may help many teachers new to student-centered, cooperative-learning.
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qreat hospitality! Thanks.

| was in Nagoya on 2210 May for a small
presentation. Thanks for your hospitality
Gaye. Sorry | missed the Salsa dance session.
Next time I’ll get me hips moving. | just
wanted to say that, asusual | got as much, if
not more, out of the presentation/workshop
than | gave. One point | particularly
remember you making 15, having all the A
students go to one corner of the room, B’s to
another corner and the Cs and Ds to the other
two corners. This then allows you to go in and
teach all the As at the same time. Then move
on to the Bs, Cs, and Ds.

Paul Shimizu

What is an information gap?
An information gap activity is
basically a situation where each
student in a pair(A & B) are on
different pages of their text. A
typical information gap would be
where student A has some
information and questions on her
page and student B has different
information and questions on his page. The
answers to student A’s questions are found
on student B’s page and vice versa. Hence
the term ‘information gap’.

Why are information gaps useful?
Information gap activities are useful in a
number of ways.

First, they focus the student’s attention
on the information they are studying on
their page. After you have directed your
students to the proper page, they must
study the information in order to be able to
work with their partner in the pair. This
information could be, illustrations with
captions, text, text which first needs to be
matched to graphics, etc. Whatever it is, it
will focus the student on her page. While

the student is head down figuring out what
goes where or what words and sentences
mean, the teacher will be walking around
the class helping those who ask for help,
and trying to help those who are afraid to
ask for help, yet nevertheless need it. When
helping students in this way it's a good
idea to get down to the student’s level. i.e.
don’t tower over the students, but actually
get your head lower then theirs. If you do
this your students will come to see that you
are there to help and many of them will use
you more effectively. It also helps you to
build a good teacher/student relationship.

Second, they give students a reason for
asking each other questions.

Because students are on different pages
and have different information they have to
ask.their partner in order to get the
answers to their questions. Each student
wants. to be able to answer his partner’s
questions and thus has a ‘real’ reason for
speaking.

Third, they give students a ‘real’
listening and speaking activity.

continued on back page
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1| Information Activity

THIS ISSUE'S CENTREFOLD 15 a four-

person information gap designed to demonstrate the value of
having students using different but related language at the
same time.

Have students sit in groups of four with A facing B and C
facing D. Give each A and each C student, the page with the
A&C sections, and the B&D sections to each B and D student. In
this way, you can go over the two stages of the activity with all
your students at once. Activity 1 is a labeling activity. Direct
your students to the word bank and have them label their
object. Write some help language up on the blackboard. ‘How
do you pronounce this?’; What does ... mean?’; ‘How do you say ... in
Japanese?'; etc.

When students have finished, move on to activity 2. Tell the
students they are going to fill in the missing information by
using the mini-dialogue at the bottom of the page. Start all
your students at the same time. When the A&B students have
finished they become C&D, and vice versa. While students are
involved in the info-gap activity, it is important to go around
the class helping, encouraging and generally monitoring them.

You may want to have students extend this activity into a
more challenging format by having the A&C students NOT
looking at their text while answering B&D’s questions. Then
reverse roles. Finally have all students see what questions and
answers they can remember by having all students NOT use

I_their text at all. Good Luck _I

! v..comes arownd!

ow! What a revelation this year has been. Have the students actually got
W better? Have we got better? Maybe it’s a combination of both!

I think, in all honesty, it must be a combination of both. However I do feel that
many students have begun to realise that they cannot simply be fed knowledge,
information, language or whatever, without putting some effort in themselves. I'm
increasingly amazed and impressed by students who willingly raise their hands to
ask a question and make a total “fool” of themselves, then do the same thing the
following week. I applaud them, encourage them and am warmed by their
courage. There are, of course, a now sizable and increasing number of students
who are raising their hands and asking perfectly correct questions.

Another aspect is that I, as a teacher, have become much more positive
towards my students and the learning process which I'm trying to put them
through. Our students are human beings and have all the senses and feelings that
go with being a human being. If you become angry, patronizing, ridiculing, lasse
faire, lazy and generally unhelpful towards your students, they will respond
accordingly. That really goes without saying.

What we often forget however is just how powerful being earnest, positive
and cheerful can be. It seems to me that students quickly realise when you show
that you are in the same boat as they, and that you are there to help them. For my
part, that behaviour has only been met with equally positive, well motivated
students, who get pleasure from the learning process. It also has given me greater
control in my classes. I seem to be able to get my students to do anything I want
(within reason, of course). The point is that such a level of trust has been
established that I am now really able to do my job effectively, and enjoy doing it,
as well.
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You and your friend saw the same computer at different shops.
You both took notes, but each missed some information.
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Since the questions being asked by
student A are not on student B’s page then
student B must actually hear the question
and be able to assimilate that question in
order to respond. Student B must have
also studied her page in order to be able to
answer. When B answers the question A
must listen to the answer. And. like B, must
assimilate the information aurally-in order
to be able to write down the answer. This
may well also lead to students using
‘empowerment language’. such as
‘Pardon? or ‘"How do you spell......7" or
‘Please speak more slowly. etc.

Finally, they involve students in an
activity with their peers as opposed to a
teacher-centred activity. When a class of
students are involved in activities with each
other, then students are more willing to
participate. They are less likely to be
nervous because they are all in the same
boat. They will also be a lot less nervous
because they are neither confronted by a
foreign person nor an older person. When
the whole class are engaged in activities
with each other there tends to be quite a lot
of noise, thus creating an atmosphere in
which students can talk freely. Information
gap activities also mean that students don't
have the limelight on them in the same
way as teacher centred activities. There is
however a definite place for throwing the
limelight on individual students. So this
does not mean don’t have teacher-centred
activities. They are essential in the right
place and at the right time.

What does cooperative learning

mean?

To us, this means that students and
teacher are in the learning/teaching
situation together. It also means, that each
student has to participate in order for the
other students to complete the assignment.
Therefore, the students will be working
with each other either in pairs or in small
groups or even in whole class activities
such as a ‘Find someone who ..." type of
activity. With student-centred activities,
students have to understand, that if they
do not study properly then their partner
and other members of their group will also,
not be able to study properly. Thus
students have greater control over their
own education. Furthermore, students are
more likely to participate fully in
cooperative learning situations once they
realise that they are responsible for each
other’s education.

Why four-person information gap
._activities?

Four-person activities, where students are

“~working in pairs within the group, are

particularly useful as each pair, ie. students

A-& B and students C & D, are engaged in

similar information gap activities, but
adjacent students are not using the same
language. This enables them to fully focus
on what they are doing. Thus the ‘echo
effect’ is eliminated. Also when students A
& B have finished their activity they switch
pages with C & D and vice versa. This gives
students a second crack at a similar/related
dialogue, giving them  further
reinforcement of the target language.

. Why are interviews/surveys/find
: someone who, activities useful?
: These kind of activities are usually fun,

lively,
(provided the material is appropriate and at

challenging and interesting

the right level). They get students moving

around the class talking to other students

- with whom they rarely talk. A kind of party

atmosphere - giving a greater sense of real
English- can easily be created. They give
students the opportunity to develop their
English speaking skills beyond the text.

. Why do we tend not to teach much

new vocabulary and grammar?

We feel that by and large the vast majority

of students in this country do not have a
handle on the most basic conversation
structures of the English language. Time
and time again students trip up on the
English they were supposed to have
learned in Junior High School. And time
and time again we witness grammar
structures and vocabulary that would be
appropriate, had students actually
learned/retained what was taught them,
but is actually beyond the capabilities of
most students.

Isn’t the material too easy for my

students?

No definitely not. We, all too often, rush
students through texts and language at a
rate that is way beyond their capabilities.
See the previous answer.

Isn't the material too short for a years
course?

Absolutely not. The text, in fact any text,

never contains all the language you would
like to teach your students. The teacher-is

there to supply the additional material

appropriate for students and teacher alike:

. The teacher should also be challenging

students through a variety of methodologies

. to get their faces right out of the text.

The new, improved, full-color

Marathon Mouth

with listening activities
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Isn’t the material too long for a one
semester course?

Yes, in fact it quite often is. As a teacher,
you must use the parts of each unit that fit
your time and needs, or select those units
which you are most interested in, and
which you think would interest your
students the most and going into them in
depth. Or a combination of both.

Aren’t the MM activities just
camouflaged drills?

Yes they are. That's what makes making
such texts and using such texts interesting.
Continually looking for ways which make
the teaching and learning process more
interesting and exciting. | really wished |
could have studied Japanese through
these methodologies.

Are students really using the language
or just going through the exercises in
the text?

At the lowest level, students are just going
through the exercises in the text. And there
will always be some students who can do
only that. But at least they can get through
the material with a sense of achievement.
At the best level students will attempt to
increasingly get their faces out of the text
and try to actually remember what they are
saying. And they will challenge each other
with their texts closed to see how much of
the material has been assimilated.
Furthermore they will develop their
language beyond the text. The teacher is
vital in that students often need to be
reminded to challenge themselves. i.e. the
bottom line is that their language
development is in their own hands.

Why do you waste time having
students labeling pictures?

We feel that spoon feeding students is a
kind of insult. The first step in teaching
students is to get them to understand that
their language development is as much
their responsibility, if not more, as the
teacher’s. When a student is confronted
with.some words, phrases or sentences
which-have to be matched to some
illustration, she is immediately challenged.
A thought process is now under way,
rather.than simply remembering the
names-of things. Students who invest a
little time in finding out something for
themselves are much more likely to retain
what-they have learned and to feel
rewarded through that process.
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