How to successfully organize a motivating and rewarding course on “LECTO-COMPRENSIÓN” – Technical English

Most people either believe that learning to understand written technical English is synonymous with learning general English or expect the teacher to behave as a purveyor of information and help them read and understand the language as if by magic.

They are wrong.

Teaching a course on “how to read and understand written technical English” is a challenging enterprise; It calls for organization and careful planning.

 I`m a great observer of the detail of the English Structure and I`m fully convinced that this course will benefit students in many ways.

Over the last 20 years, I`ve been teaching how to put across linguistic material to people whose central interests lie elsewhere.

And, on the ground of this, I have prepared this seminar, thinking in terms of providing teachers with some assessment which I consider worth putting into their hands; a seminar which will enable teachers to present their students with what students actually ask for.

And, … make a success of it! 

                                                    Silvia H. Secchi

DIFFERENT GAMES…

Translation versus Reading - Comprehension 

· Translating a text is no easy business.
    We may wonder where to start when sitting in front of a text to be translated. The standard recommendation is that the source text should be read completely before setting to translate […]

· When translating, an essential step is putting the source and target language texts side by side to see if we are conveying the same message in the same spirit […] 

                                                     Isolda Rodriguez Villegas 

                                                     English Translator 

Are these suggestions feasible for people WHO DO NOT KNOW ENGLISH?

· Translating is an activity where both, form and meaning are involved.  There is a message which has been expressed in a given style[…] referred to as “the original” and translators are expected to convey the same message in the same spirit in another text which will be known as “the translation”. 

Every translation is something of a writer in this sense, and something of a creator.

DO OUR STUDENTS WISH TO BECOME PROFESSIONAL TRANSLATORS? 

Certainly NOT! 

People study English for many different purposes: professional, social and personal; and in teaching English we try to focus on the kind of English our students need 
                                                 Jack Richards  

                                                 Linguistical text-book writer 

WE MUST OFFER A COURSE WHICH SHALL BE USEFUL TO ELEMENTARY STUDENTS OF ENGLISH WITHOUT OFFENDING THE STANDARD OF PROFESSIONAL TRANSLATORS 

YOUR ATTENTION, PLEASE 

WE ARE NOT TEACHING “ENGLISH TRANSLATION”

WE ARE HELPING STUDENTS TO GET A GLOBAL PICTURE 

OF THE TEXT FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES. 

In a market where the latest literature tends to be mostly in English, being acquainted with this language has become a must. 

WHO IS THIS TAILOR-MADE COURSE INTENDED FOR?

· Professionals

· University students

· People who need English for specific purposes 

· However, most of them

· Have little or no knowledge of English

· Don´t need to speak the language in the first instance

· Do not need to attend regular courses with audio-visual resources, transactional-interactional discourses and long-term targets.

· Are URGED TO UNDERSTAND the vast  English literature in order to BE UPDATED and...

· HAVE NO TIME FOR PROLONGED COURSES OF ENGLISH.

         In a busy schedule, TIME is RELEVANT.

         Students expect the teacher to do the task, be the supplier of the product which, in some way, they have bought and want  the teacher to deliver. They are the customers and therefore, must be supplied with what they want: instant and effortless access to the target language.

However, a 40- hour course doesn`t mean “instant course”and “quick access” doesn`t mean effortless access” either.

Remember and remind students...

· Teachers are not magicians.

The value of the course is NULLIFIED if it is OVERAMBITIOUS 

Your attention please: 

                                      Have a real course  ready to fit REAL  

                                      NEEDS. 

FIRST THINGS FIRST 

What can most usefully enter the sights of any student who is giving at least some proportion of his time to English language, in a 40-hour course? 

Tenses?    Clauses? 

                                Structure of modification? 

Sentence order?                                        Word-order?

                                       Idioms?

Don`t panic! 

A number of COWORKERS will interact and assist you and your students along the course. They are: 

· Dictionaries

· Glossaries

· Files 

DICTIONARIES:  

                                Essential semantic components and sets of rules determining which meaning  or  meanings are compatible in a given syntactic string. 

There are two problems in using a dictionary.

One, you can`t find the thing you want in it  and two, when you get there you can`t understand what it says. But, we can tackle this in several ways ...

                          Paul Proctor

                          Editor-in-chief 

BBC World Service Programme
Suggest the use of good bilingual dictionaries and technical dictionaries as well. (The most entries, examples and explanations they have, the better!)

· Have a list of good dictionaries at hand and provide your students with it.

· Get informed and updated!

· Teach your students HOW to use them. Eg: abbreviations

· Be warned of the pitfalls that might come up in the using a word when translating, which might prove embarrassing in one language and not in another. 

GLOSSARIES: 
                            List of basic technical words which might replace technical dictionaries if necessary.

FILES: 
             Coverage of grammar points which may be “summarized” either in alphabetical lists or charts

LISTS: 
· They will be consulted regularly. Eg. Linkers

· They aren´t dangerous. Most of them may include words with one or two meanings. Eg: irregular verbs.

· They are very useful if you come across dubious meanings which come up in certain areas. Eg. False Cognates (false friends) 

· Why “alphabetically listed”?  TO SAVE TIME!! 

Your attention please: 

                                      Students are not supposed to know about 

                                      English Grammar. They MUST be        

                                      trained in getting the Spanish 

                                      equivalent in the RIGHT list as soon as

                                                            possible. 

CHARTS:

                 They sum up “theory” provided in class. Eg. Tenses, Active/Passive Voice.

Your attention please:  

                                       Teachers will offer “theory”, students 

                                       will put it into practice with the support 

                                       of dictionaries, glossaries, files and 

                                       THEIR INTELECTUAL AND 

                                       INTUITIVE RESOURCES.  

How should I teach “Theory”? 

PLAN OF ATTACK 

Step 1:                         Let`s think about a wall... 

In grammatical study  we examine how words (building blocks) combine in a given language [...]

                                                      Barbara M. H. Strang

Step 2: With these considerations in mind, decide which building blocks can be formulated and which ones can be filed. 

Ask yourself: 

a) what can I fit into formulations? (what usually occurs?, what structures fall into “fixed” rules?), etc. 

b) What can be provided in advance with short concise printed lists of words?

Your attention please: 

                                      Authors state rules about occurrences 

                                      which “often” or “usually” happen.

                                      Why? 

                                      NO FORMULATIONS ARE 100% 

                                      VALID 

                                      English language admits of exceptions! 

Step 3: Decide which building blocks are more important in order to identify structure. Eg. Verb conjugation-tenses.

· Make a list of all possible situations in which these building blocks may occur. Eg. Structure of Modification

It is possible to get organized and even though this search for organization in a hard endevour, there are certain elements which are common to almost all situations.

· List the building blocks according to their relevance in the sentence (rate of appearance) Eg. Tenses or Linkers?

· Decide how to focus on the English structure:  

· From the structural focus: S + V... (a written sentence is one of those portions of words which are divided from the rest by a single dot).

· From the functional focus: Parts of Speech (meaningful structures which make bigger meaningful structures...) Eg. Comparative Case

                                What`s more advantageous?

What happens more frequently?

Eg. “to be” or “genetive case”?

Your attention please: 

                                       Take advantage of FORMULAIC 

                                       RULES. They are the quickest VISUAL

                                       way to learn. (and ... to remember) 

Step 4: File-making:  lists and charts.

Lists: Parts of speech, such as pronouns, linkers or verbs  are extremely numerous. I`ll find it advisable to distinguish the best way to handle them together.

Graphs: Some structural patterns can be placed in a grid of systems  and presented in a graphic way. Eg. Tenses.

Your attention please:

                                       Grammar is the level of organization                concerned with the meaningful construction.

                                       Organize “construction” in  charts

                                       Organize “meaning” in lists

                                       (when possible)  

PRACTICE
The graded practice must focus attention on significant points of structure, vocabulary and idioms contained in the text and thus, enable the student to interpret the message and undertake practice based on modules which are seen to be a part of a living English. 

                                                 Denis Chamberlein

                                        Grillian White

Your attention please: 

                                      Students are EAGER to “translate” from 

                                      the very beginning.

                                      They should IDENTIFY first! 

· Graded practice focusing on the construction to be identified before reading whole sentences is essential. Ask them to wait  until a group of theoretical concepts  is gathered. 

· Examples need careful preparation if they are to prove effective

· Students will be provided with controlled exercises  teachers will prefer to devise their own when teaching  structure identification. 

· A varied selection of texts help to practise specific features.

· Proper  planning  in the increase in difficulty is relevant 

Where shall I get the practice from? 

Authentic material 

Authentic material offers a huge resource. Real literature is very advantageous. It certainly encourages students to read information

they are actually interested in, and... in some way, manage in Spanish.

Your attention please: 

                                       In this step you work at what has been 

                                       presented and analysed in its own terms. 

                                       You must stay loyal within the frame 

                                       offered  and start comparing and 

                                       contrasting within this frame. 
The ideal recipe 

· Teacher`s assessment 

· Student`s self study 

· Follow up exercises

· Student`s technical background. 

Your attention please:

ONCE THE STUDENTS HAVE UNDESTOOD THE TECHNIQUE IN ORDER   TO IDENTIFY CERTAIN STRUCTURES, THEY SHOULD DO A LOT OF PRACTICE SO AS TO MASTER SUCH STRUCTURES IN THE LEAST TIME.

A WORD OF WARNING 

1. Students don`t bother about why something happens. They have to be AWARE of this occurrence and APPLY the formulaic statement. (Identification).Encourage habit of attention.

2. Don`t burden them with grmmatical explanations they don`t need to IDENTIFY structure that are common in written English. 

3. Avoid specific terminology. Teach grammar in familiar terms, rather than in formal ones. 

4. Don`t present the language from the interactional approach. Students aren´t supposed to be English writers. They are supposed to read English and “get” the message.

5. Repeat each formulation as many times as required: 

· Writing it on the board 

· When giving examples 

· When there`s a mistake or any doubt.

6. Listen to the student`s questions. They don´t have the whole scope we manage. Be on their side and see things from THEIR side.

7. “That`s the way” is not always a true answer. Remember the “wall”.

8. Never forget they aren´t studying general English. They are getting trained in reading technical English as soon as possible.

9. Make the text move on the student`s background. Choose carefully the texts to practise on or read the authentic material in advance.

10. Be aware of exceptions!

11. Don`t take things for granted.

12. Remember what has been taught simultaneously with some other topic.

         Remember LANGUAGE PORTRAITS. 

13. Start with short sentences in the Identification step.

14. Never attempt to translate a word in isolation; always pay attention to the context when a word has several meanings, the context is our most important reference

Your attention please:

                                       Students see the tree, we 

                                       teachers see the forest. 

                                       Be aware of rules  and 

                                       exceptions. 
Before advertising...

· Get files and topic planning ready. (The course applies to any technical field of English).
· How should it last to be productive? 
Ideally, 40 hours (20 meetings).

But you can organize it in fewer or more meetings, depending on the students` requirements, priorities and... personality.

What are my students like? 

List a number of questions you will make when interviewing students in the 1st meeting.

This information will tell you how to manage: time 

                                                                          theory 

                                                                              practice 

This sort of “survey” will let you know what the students are like and enable you to deal with the class efficiently. The more we know about them the more profitable the class will be.

This process of learning 

INPUT         STUDY      PRACTICE         OUTPUT 

              (theory)                                                         (read and 

                                                                           understad)         

                                                      calls for TIME to be successful. 

Your attention please: 

                                       You have set up plans for graded 

                                       teaching and controlled practice.

                                       Have you set up plans for 

                                       time – management? 

When the students turn up... 

Run a survey to find out: 

· If they consider English a) a necessary evil
                                            b) a plus 

                                            c) a resourseful tool 

· what they need English for

· what they wish to do

· what their expectations are

· what kind of English they are supposed to read

· If they have studied English before

How long for

How long ago

Why they quitted

If they regret quitting 

If they like English

· If not, why not.

· If they work in teams

· If their coworkers know English 

· who told them to study English

· If they want to study willingly

· who pays for their studies

· How often they have to read English at work

· If they are given any time at work to study

· If they speak some other languages

· If they have got a PC

· If they are accustomed to studying by heart

· If they have to take down notes by themselves in order to remember things

· If they have visual memory.

· If they are slow writers 

· If they prefer working in groups to working by themselves

· If they like one to one classes

· If they like group classes

· Who they live with

· How much free time they have

· When they have more time to study (week days-weekend)

· If they are introvert or extrovert 

· If they get distracted  easily

· If they get bored easily

· If they get tired easily

· When they feel their best (morning-afternoon-evening)

· If they have any hobbies

· What their likes /dislikes are

Your attention please:

                                       Students are the Kings.

                                       We must teach them in the way

                                       they need, that is, taking into account 

                                       their personalities, lifestyles, weaknesses, 

                                       strengths, likes and skills.

Last but not least...

THE CHOICE OF ANY GOOD OR EFFICIENT METHOD IS ALWAYS OPEN TO THE TEACHER.

HOWEVER, I KNOW THAT WHAT I HAVE BEEN DOING FOR 20 YEARS IS OPEN TO OBJECTION ON THE GROUND OF ITS CONFORMITY WITH TRADITION.

Silvia H. Secchi

Experience Highlights: Teacher of English since 1976

Public Translator (U.N.L.P) since 1976

Principal at BRIDGE –School of English- since 1998

For further information:

BRIDGE – School of English-

17 N° 1303 esq. 59 La Plata  Tel. (0221) 4511200

138 N° 1468 e/ 62 y 62 bis Tel. (0221) 4563006

e-mail: bridgetoenglish@netverk.com.ar
juanmartinpastor@uolsinectis.com.ar
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