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Teaching school aged learners:  

Part 1: a framework for understanding 
and some indications for change

Andrew Littlejohn
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In my work with teachers over the last few years, I have frequently posed a simple, but fundamental question:  


In your teaching of younger learners, what questions do you have?  
These, I explain, may be puzzles, problems, or simply things that they would like to know more about.  To date, I have gathered a wide variety of such "teachers' questions", covering every imaginable aspect of language teaching.  There are, however, four questions in particular which occur with surprising regularity.  These are:


1 How can we motivate our students and sustain that motivation?


2 How can we make them speak ENGLISH in class?


3 How can we make them behave?


4 How can we cope with mixed abilities and varied interests?

I suspect that these questions will have a familiar ring for many readers.  They say, I believe, much about the classroom realities of many teachers and the difficulties which they face.  As genuine questions reflecting genuine classrooms problems, they demand answers and it is my purpose in this short article to go some way towards providing these.  The overall point which I wish to make, however, is that an improvement in the teaching-learning relationship may depend not on answering those questions as stated, but on reconsidering the basic nature of the situation which gives rise to them.  This is a subtle point which I need to explain.

Some thirty years ago, McGregor
 set out two opposing views on motivation and human nature.  The first, which he termed 'Theory X', sees human beings as essentially disliking work and as thus needing to be motivated (principally through coercion) in order to get them to put in the required effort.  People, according to this view, need to be directed and want security more than anything else - they want, in other words, to be told what to do.   The second theory, 'Theory Y', on the other hand, sees humans as enjoying work and as actively looking for responsibility because of the sense of fulfilment this gives.  People, according to this view, can show a great deal of imagination in looking for ways to achieve things.  

Looking back at the teachers' questions I listed earlier, it is not difficult to see upon which "theory" they appear to be based.  With their concern for finding means to motivate students, to make them speak English and make them behave, the questions would seem to derive from a Theory X view.  As stated, they assume a basic reluctance towards learning on the part of the students and a need for the teacher to find ways to get them to put in the required effort such that they learn the language.  This is, perhaps, the typical view held by many language teaching professionals.  A Theory Y view, on the other hand, would focus on other issues.  Instead of trying to control and motivate the students, a 'Y' view would try to see how the students can be given more responsibility for their learning,  can make use of their imaginative abilities and can develop in ways much broader than simply learning a foreign language.  We can summarise the extreme points of each view as follows: 

	Theory X Approach
1 Teacher directs and controls the students.

2 Teacher tries to motivate the students (with 'fun' activities or coercion).

3 Teacher evaluates the success of activities and how much is learnt.

4 Learners are expected to follow the teacher's plan.

5 Learner's work because of the consequences of failure.

6 Learner's see the teacher as authority.

7 Learning is "filling"

8 Focus in teaching is on the language.


	Theory Y Approach

1 Teacher supports, advises, questions, proposes.

2 Teacher assumes motivation comes from within the students.

3 Learners and teacher evaluate the success of activities and how much is learnt.

4 Learners follow their own plan, decide, choose what to do.

5 Learners work because they enjoy it and want to learn.

6 Learners see the teacher as someone with experience and ideas.

7 Learning is "discovering", it "emerges" and the students have "ownership" of it.

8 The focus is wide - there is a great variety of topics of interest to the learners and the teacher.


Now, the most important point in all of this, however, is McGregor's assertion that both Theory X and Theory Y are, in fact, self-fulfilling.  It is not that one theory is 'more true' than the other, but simply that adopting a Theory X view of people is likely to bring about Theory X behaviour on their part.  Similarly, a Theory Y treatment of people will result in Theory Y behaviour.  Thus, for example, systems designed to prevent cheating at school will actually encourage cheating to take place, whilst systems that assume that students can make responsible decisions for themselves will ultimately produce students who can do just that.  

If we see the problem in this way, then we are able to see the teacher's search for finding ways to control and motivate students as part of the problem.  A Theory X situation (uncooperative and uninterested students) is likely to remain so while the teacher continues to adopt a predominantly Theory X view.  Breaking out from this vicious circle will thus require teachers to adopt a different set of assumptions which recognise that, given appropriate support, learners do want to learn and are able to assume more responsibility for managing their lives  But, in the context of teaching younger learners, what would Theory Y entail?

At the heart of such an attitude would be a recognition of the students as persons in their own right with their own opinions, ideas and experiences to contribute.  This would necessitate allowing students the "space" to decide things for themselves and crediting them with reasons for doing what they do - whether it is misbehaving or fulfilling the teacher's requests.  The teacher's basic strategy in dealing with the students would thus be one of asking, rather than telling, proposing rather than deciding, in an effort to ensure that the students achieve a sense of personal "ownership" of what they do in class and what they learn.

Such a shift in teacher attitude is not an easy one to make and may sound hopelessly idealistic, especially when teacher-student roles have already been established.  But there are, I believe, some basic devices which teachers can use to try to break the vicious circle of  "control by the teacher - uninvolved learners - misbehaving learners - control by the teacher". The box below summarises some ideas.

Theory Y: Some practical suggestions for "starting out"
1 CIRCLES 

Arranging the chairs in a circle, with the teacher using the same type of chair as the students, can help to break down the distance of authority.

2 ROUNDS AND BRAINSTORMING 



Before beginning a new topic or a new lesson, you can brainstorm what the students know about a topic/remember from last lesson.  This can help you to 'start from where the students are'.

3 QUESTION POSTERS


Before you start a new topic, you can make a poster with the students of the questions they have in relation to that topic  They can then try to find answers while you are working on the topic by looking in books, asking parents, other teachers, etc.  You can arrange a time to discuss what they have found out.

4 AGENDA BUILDING


If you leave a future lesson or part of a lesson unplanned, you can get ideas from the students about what they would like to do.  You can build up an 'agenda' with them over a few lessons.  Their ideas might not be very good in your eyes, but it will create a feeling of involvement and 'ownership'.

5 SUGGESTION BOXES

A suggestion box in which students put ideas, questions or comments can be placed in the classroom.  Ten minutes at the end of some lessons for the students to write something will produce lots of responses.

6 LEARNER DEVISED EXERCISES


Most of the exercises that students are asked to do are very simple in design (gap filling, etc). If students are shown how to make their own exercises, they can build up a  box of extra exercises for each other to do.

7 LEARNER DEVISED TESTS


Students can be involved in creating their own tests, perhaps allocating different sections of it to different pairs/groups.  The teacher can then collect in the various sections, tidy them up and give them back to the class (or to another class) as their test
Many of these ideas may be familiar to teachers and I do not mean to suggest that they are particularly original.  There are, however, three important points that I would like to make.  Firstly, changes that are made in ways of working in the classroom must support each other.  There is little point in introducing elements of a Theory Y approach if the overall message that students get is predominantly Theory X.  Secondly, these ideas are only a beginning.   It is possible I believe to go much further in sharing decision-making with the students.  I have seen teachers who have been able to engage younger learners not only in deciding over the details of how they were going to do a particular task (who with? when? how long? etc) but also in organising and devising activities and planning the structure of the course.  But the third point, I feel, is the most important one.  Any change must always be gradual.  It will be of no service either to ourselves or to our students if we plunge headlong into make radical changes.  Most of us, I believe, have grown up in predominantly Theory X situations.  It will always be the ultimate decision of teachers to decide how far they feel they or their students are able to move from what they are most familiar with.
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