ctlanipa 10




CHITDREN AND A SEOND LANGUAGE: LEARNTNG
TO SPEAK

There 1is samething rather thrilling about
being ahle to talk to someona in ancther language,
and that is what many English students expect
to do at the end of sewveral years of training,
Speach 12 livelier, warmer and, In many cases
more affective than the written language. People
genarally relake comnication to oral Lluency.
But, what does oral fluency .mean?

To acquire oral fluency in a seconxd lanquage
means "to express oneself intelligibly accurately
and without undue hesitation" [(Byrme:1976:9),
It means to be able to interact with native speakers,
understanding tham ard making ourselves understocod.
TL is ol sinply Lo repeal sae slock phrases in
order bo survive; it is belng capable of comuni-
cating our feelings, I1deas, knowledge and personalii-
ty in ancther lanquage, as we do in our own., This is
the goal that both BEnglish teachers and students
mst take inkto consideration. The next problem
that arises is how to achieve this goal,

Literature on English teaching, research on
the subbdect, and many scholars' work have been
devoted to the teaching of English to adults and
tecnagers, On the other hand, coanparatively little
attenticon has heen paid Lo studenks under thirteen
years of age. In Costa Rica, the mmmber of children
that attend PFnglish classes incrsases every day,
These children and their parents axpect the develop-
ment of oral ability, They want the child to speak
this new language he is learning. Tharaefore,
why and how children learn and how they should
he taught have becare all important gquestions
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for English teachers.

Many teachevs complain that it is more diffi-
cult to fteach a second language to children than
to adults. Among the difficulties they mention
iz Ehat of making grammar riles accessible to the
young student. Most adults prefer gramatical
explanations and can follow them fairly well,
thus making the techer's task sormewhat easier,
Cn the contrary, children get bored with long
explanations and £ind it very hard to grasp gramma-
tical patterns and keesp them in mind, Drills
avl dialogues make them tived and restliess, When
it comes to production, it is often difficult
for the teacher to get the children to speak.
Frequently, visual aids themselwes are of little
uss, espacially when their role is limitad to
providing a context for the sentences the stulentsz
have to repeat, It often happens that students
are brilliant at answering drills and taking
written exams, but a sense of failure overcomes
rhe teachers when they cannot elicit spoken lan-
guage from their sbudents. "They are sirply nol
intereskted”, says the discourazed teacher. Whether
he knows 1t or aot, that may be the key to the
problam.

Second language learning and a real PUrpose.

Breryvhody knows, or at least suppozes, that whan
an adult joins a language course, he has good
reason o do so. He may want to take a trip to
a Foreign country, or he may need the lanquage
for his career, or maybe he is studying just for
fun, Whatever it 1is, he has some purpose in
mind; he wants to please himself and nobody else,
But, what about childran? It would be a good
practice if the teacher, on the very first day

2



of class, asked his young students [ in their native
lanquage, of coursae)] why they are taking English.,
He would discover many inkeresting things, amd
the most interesting would be that many children
de nol hare a reason Lo study English, ab least,
ot a raeason that the children themselves consider
valid.

Vory fow children would think that "Mother
wani:s me Lo learn English” is a good enough  reason
for going throwh so much frowle,  Howewver, that
is Lhe most cowmon answer, at lesaskt in the Costa
Rican context. This 15 a non-English speaking
country; survivail and non—survival needs are more
than provided for by Spanish. TFew of the children
1n Englisih classes have daily contact with EBEnglish
speakers or any perspective of an immediate trip
ta tha Initad States. Television also "speaks"
Spanish., Therefore, children do oot see an appli-
cation for what tley are supposed to learn, and
classes became boring and aimiess,

The implications are aveater than they seem.
In the first place, the teacher mist remember that
working with children i1s ot the same as working
with adults, Children are growing huran beings
with wvery eager, wvery ingquiring minds, more
inguiring, in fact, than those of many adults.
Any normal child asks cuestions about all the new
expariances ke oomes across in 1ife. He want=
ko put most things, 1ncluding language, to a
practical use, That iz how he Isarned his native
language, by applying it te situations when he
needed to camnicate his desgives and neads.
"Language, especially for children, 1is a rich,
adaptable instranent hy which inkentions are made
kneem, and it is only thoough purpoese and meaning



in experiences that children find purpose for
using languags" (Urzda:1981:2). Children develop
their first lanquage by trying to make nseds known.
They want €ood, a toy, Mamma, or being taken up
in arms. As they grow up, their needs and their
lanquagse bacone more complex, Feadback £rom
the poople around thom helps children polish their
larruage., Most of them speak very well before
thay learn to reald and write, Experience has
taught them that language is a tool, and they
apply this same concept to second-language learning.

Most teachers give great imporctance to English
grammar, and so they are disappointed when children
do not learn it cuickly. What hapegens is that
children are more interested in the meaning than
in the form of sentences (Ibid.}. They do not
know what a noun and a wverb are in Spanish, so
they cannot be extacted tolnow that in ancthec lan-
S They are interssted in Jjust one thing:
"How can I say this in English?" The forms of
gramnar make little sanse Lo them except when
viewed as instruments to attain their goal: oomm-
nicatiom.

The teacher should not think his students
lazy or stupld when they do not seem to learn
anything, It he deoes not realize that children
have a lot ta say and would be willing to say
it if giwven the chance, he might as well close
his ¢lagsroom and turn to dog-training, I discov-
ared] this while teaching wocabulary to a beginning
clagss of children bDetwsen nine and twelve, I
several sessions, they learned wocabulary for
pets, dogs, and professions. First we used picture
carmds, and then we sat in a circle and beqgan ko
discuss some gquestions such as "Do you have a
pet?” "What 1s his name?" and "Tell us about
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vour favorite toy". The results were lncredible,
They were eager to use thelir limited English to
talk about these things that formed part of their
real, everyday life, and they were anxions to
sharo their expericnooes with othors.

Children, it 1s evident, have a strong need
for self-expression, They like to talk about
themgalves {and who deoes not?), and about the
things thevy Khow. A nice type of amarcise For
practicing the future tense and sane vocabularcy
is to malke the students talk about what they are
going to be when they arow up. In this way, they
alse satisfy their desire to comunicate their
perscnality, intuition, emctional aspirations"
[Urziias:14981:3), They may also acquire the necos-
zary formz to express okther meeds, such as asking
for directions, reguesting permission to  leave
the class, or telling the teacher what hapoensd
during recess, Cnce children realize that they
can use the seconrd language to put their owm world
into words and commmicate with their classmates
anl taacher, learning bacomes Ffun. And that is
the way 1t shouald be,

Thiz does not mean that the teacher must
allow the children to talk at random, mixing every-
thing and speoiling commnication, Especially
at the beginning levels, thers mast be some control
over the structures they are using., The teacher's
task im ko help Lhe children to use the shructures
they know according to what they wish to say.
Children do not require long explanationrs to use
grammatical patterns suocesfully or even to be
creative with them, Two small boys in my olass
Fourel onxt that the verh “to be" was very useful
for insulting people, when canbinsd with the appro-
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priare wocaculary, Each of them wrote a list of
things he wanbed to say ag@inst the other, and
then bath performed an exciting political debate
For L rest of the class, That was completaly
spontanecus on thelir part, ... .00t vary polite, mayhea,
but they were having fun using the language for
sane definite porpose of their own., And they did
not need complex structures to express themselves.
Children do fiot want to deliver complicated speeches,
They are direckt, concise, and simple when using
their first languwage; that is how they want o use

the mecond lanpcge.

Activities: Cnce the teacher has helped his
students to find a reason for learming and speaking
another language, he must alao provide cpportunities
for them to do it in a wvariety of situations.
Vieual aids, and model dialogues may provide the
atarting point for children to develop their own
original comversations, They also enjoy playing
gEmyes, taking role, and learning songs. Thee teacher
should not be surprised to disconer that they try
to permeate their activities with bHwelir own expe-
rience and keep bringing their pots and their parents
into their cral production. As szoon as the students
discover they can commnicate a little in another
language, they grow bolder in the meanings they
want to expraze,  In this way, thay prepare tham-
selves for learning more complex Functions and
structures of the target language.




Conclusicn

Being a sgacomd landuage taachar can be the most
rewarding and most Erustrating experience of all,
aspecially when children are coneaerned, The harlest
part of rthe process is to malke tham see a puroosc
for learning and speaking English, casting aside
shyness and lack of iatersst. The teachar sk
kow his students with thei~ different perscnalities
and meeds, which should be respected, but expicited
for the lanmuage learning process, Far from being
an obstacle, a child's Jefinite persunalibty can be
Lhe graalbesl help in his learning. The teacher
mist axplore it and discover his Intermests to

encourage the child to learn and speak the target

languags.

Thildren use langquage For interaction with
others, Lannquage i3 not an end in itself, but
an Instrument that allows its possessor to defend
himself in lifes, to achieve his goals, to relate
to other peonle. For the youwlg students, it ia
very important to see o personal reason for uaing
the rCarget Language. The reascn may be to give
othars a glinpes into the gpeaker's world, to learmn
about other peopla, or to share nowledge. Children
talk akewl their toya, theic families apd their
friends., They also havwe ideas and dreams they
want co talk aboat, but they may be afraid to do
50 In a4 second languags,

It 15 the teacher’s task to help them overcare
thals Fears and see this new language only as a
new trol they may use, Children Ilearn progres—
sively, according to what they need or want to
say If the teacher oprovides then with the opopor-
tunity to express themsalves, whith meaningful
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matarials and through meaningful activities, they
will respond to his effort., Visual aids, dialoques,
vocabulary items, and whatewver material the teacher
brings into the class, mast not be alien to the
children but familiar to their own experience,
In this way, they will understand that the target
lanquage works as a4 real, useful coummicative
ingtrument in a real world with teal people in
it.
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