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      Does Taraz State University have an English club?   

 

      I ask because this is one of the best settings to practice your English.  To speak English you 

have to use it.  And if you have a place like a club to use it, maybe you will feel freer to speak 

English and take risks with the language that you would not in your classroom.  If you are with 

your friends, and you are in a relaxed setting, then if you make a mistake it is not so serious.  If 

you have an English club I encourage you to attend.  If you do not have one, then I encourage 

you to form one.   

 

      I asked about an English club because I believe that the best way to learn English is to 

practice it in a way that is fun.  I also believe that the best way to teach English is to make the 

lessons fun by providing opportunities to meaningfully use the language in realistic situations.    

My ideas are based on my 28 years of English as a Second Language and English as a Foreign 

Language teaching, training and management experience in:  Morocco, Pakistan, Korea, Taiwan, 

Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Japan, Brazil, and now Kazakhstan. 

 

      I have only been in Kazakhstan a little over a month, yet I have talked to many English 

teachers at Eurasian University, where I am currently teaching, and have visited their classes.  

They are very effective instructors, and their students learn English very quickly because they 

use many of the techniques I am going to mention here.  I know that the senior English 

professors of Taraz State Pedagogical Institute have attended seminars on the communicative 

method.  They recently participated in a British Council international conference on 

communicative activities and games in EFL classes.  But many English instructors I’ve observed 

in other Asian and middle-eastern countries do not usually use these techniques.  As a result, 

their students cannot speak English well and are afraid of speaking English.  This is because they 

have not had opportunities to use and practice it.  

 

       The teaching technique that stresses practice is called the “communicative” method. To 

acquire a language, the student must hear, read, write and speak the target language in 

clear/realistic situations in which he/she has a personal involvement with language use.  The 

teacher chooses interesting activities requiring the student to use English to discover information 

or complete a project that is usually in a classroom but sometimes outside of class too.   They 

learn the necessary vocabulary and structures through this process.  Specific types of activities 

are:  role-playing, dialog creation, language games, interviews, and problem solving tasks. 

 

      However, the method still used in many Asian, Middle Eastern, North African and Sub-

continental countries is called the “audio-lingual” or “grammar translation” method of teaching 

English.  This method stresses memorization of words and their definitions, grammar rules or 

whole sentences, which are often separated from their context, and the direct translation from the 

native language into English.  I saw this methodology used in classrooms at the elementary, high 

school, and university level, and English teachers were trained in this methodology.   Language 

structures are presented by the teacher and then practiced by students mainly in the form of 

written exercises.  It is concerned with the accurate use of language, and little attention is paid to 

the student’s communicative competence.  Grammatical rules are mastered, but students don’t 

use the rules flexibly or in real communication.  It is teacher-centered.  The teacher takes a lot of 



 2 

time to explain the grammar rules, while the students listen and take notes, and they are 

relatively passive in class. There is little actual use of English because most of the time students 

are translating sentences from the native language to English.  

 

      In my experience, students who emerged from these programs were unable to communicate 

effectively in English.  This is because they were regarded as passive recipients of language 

instruction.  Students knew the correct use of grammar; they could read pretty well; they could 

understand what they heard.  But they had few productive language skills.  I noticed that even 

universities in these countries had a very narrow idea of what constituted English language 

proficiency.  I believe that rote learning, memorization, and drills have benefits, and I am not 

completely discounting the audio-lingual or direct translation methods.  Millions of people have 

learned grammar and foreign languages this way and without any contact with native speakers.   

Both methods contribute to language learning.  There is no reason why grammar-translation and 

communicative method cannot be combined in one lesson.  

 

       But I believe that lessons that are focused on communication are more effective when it 

comes to language learning.  In the communicative approach, language learning uses real world 

situations.  Grammar, for example, is learned through the performance of certain tasks or by 

participating with others in the class as well as the teacher.  The emphasis is on fluency.  The 

focus of every lesson is to learn how to do something.  For example, the focus in a writing lesson 

might be to write a letter reserving accommodations in a hotel; in listening it might be 

understanding a weather forecast on television; in speaking it might be asking directions in a 

strange city.  Every lesson ends with the learner being able to see that he can do something that 

he could not do at the beginning.    Even activities like pattern drilling can be given a 

communicative dimension if the teacher and the students ask themselves why they are doing 

them and are able to relate them to the performance of some communicative task.   

 

      For the past several decades, this communicative method of teaching and learning English 

has been gradually supplanting the dominant audio-lingual or grammar-translation method. More 

school systems and programs in different parts of the world are using the communicative method 

in their English teaching. Their goals are meaningful communication and fluency as well as 

accuracy.  But even today, when I am teaching in an American university English as a Second 

Language program, the majority of my international students, who are Asian, are still surprised 

when they first attend our classes and discover on the first day that they must sit in desks in a 

circle or at a round seminar table.  They do not sit in uniform rows like they usually do in their 

home countries.  So in an American university they do not have the option of hiding quietly in 

the back of the classroom.  This seating arrangement, not only in English as a Second Language  

classrooms, but in many other classes, is meant to foster discussion and active participation, 

which are very great values in our educational system at every level--elementary, high school 

and university.  Of course, this type of seating arrangement and the discussion it encourages is 

possible only if your class size is small.  It is unmanageable if the class has over 20 students.  For 

the most effective English language instruction, the class must be small to allow for more 

interaction between the teacher and the students and for interaction among the students.  To 

optimize English language proficiency, administrations might focus on reducing class size and 

providing training to instructors in the communicative method. 

 

      In closing, both methods of ESL/EFL teaching contribute to language learning.  But for 

students who are preparing for the rigors of English medium university classes, aiming for career 

advancement, or striving to enlarge their global perspective—a focus on the communicative 

method of teaching and learning, with its focus on fluency and active participation in task-based 

lessons will enhance and accelerate language learning. 


