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· First Individual Task
Part 1 – Learning Narratives

My Experience as an English Learner
I remember my first contact with the English language happened back in elementary school when I was about eight years old. I was in third grade, and I was very excited to start learning English – though I did not know exactly what I was learning that for. I can still remember my first English class. The teacher taught us a song, a very easy song in which we introduced ourselves saying our names. I did not know for sure what it was that I was singing, but I could understand it had to do with introducing myself.

This first class sums up basically what happened during all my English classes in elementary school. I learned a lot of vocabulary (colors, numbers, means of transportation) and some chunks that were all taught out of context. It was the only period at school in which the English teacher focused on pronunciation. I remember having to repeat everything and being corrected by the teacher. In general, English classes at this time were very fun, consisting of many games, songs and movies.

Things got a lot different in high school, English was then a mandatory subject and, differently from elementary school, we would have to take tests. Classes were focused on reading comprehension and practically based on translation. They were no longer fun, and the teacher had to follow a textbook. At times the teacher provided us with some different activities, such as games or songs.
I was a great student in high school, usually getting good grades and pleasing the teachers. I liked English very much, and I was advised by my teacher at school to start taking an English course. I remember she told me that if I really wanted to learn English, that is what I should do because you cannot learn at school. Thinking critically about that today, I guess she was rather underestimating her own work, especially because there were not many students in the classroom and she could have done a much better job in teaching us English.

I talked to my parents, and I soon started in an English course. I was 12 years old then. I enjoyed the classes very much for I was really looking forward to speaking English fluently. Looking back on those classes, I can say that they were not focused on communication as the school claimed to be. The teachers used to follow a textbook, and focus very much on form.
If I had relied only on the school, I guess I would not have learned to speak English fluently. I have always been a big fan of movies and it was through them that I developed and improved my listening and speaking skills. A friend of my father’s had several movies he had bought on trips to English speaking countries, and I forced myself to understand the movies since there were no subtitles. I used to watch the same movie three or four times, trying to understand and repeat the lines. At times I recorded the lines with a sound recorder to ask my teacher at school what the characters were saying.
After graduating from the English course, I was invited by the school to work as a teacher assistant (monitor, in Portuguese). I had never thought about the possibility of becoming a teacher, but I took the job as a way to make some money myself. It was then that I found out that I loved teaching, and that I learned much more in three months as a teacher than in six as a student. For that I decide to take Letras at the university.

My English has improved a lot since I started at college. In the beginning, I did not like the course very much, I had never liked literature and English classes (Integrated Skills) were not motivating at all. However, after some time, I could see how I could apply everything I was being taught, and I then started to enjoy my course and, for the first time in my life, I was thrilled by literature.
Part 2 – Teaching Suggestions
The first suggestion I would make is concerned with the input teachers should provide their students. Rather than presenting dialogs or texts written exclusively to English learners, teachers should present authentic material. They should get a piece of conversation from a movie or a real situation they have heard, a text or an advertisement published in a real magazine or anything that can be considered authentic – written from and to someone who knows English.
The main point is that teachers should not be afraid of presenting a dialog which contains a sentence in Present Perfect if they are teaching Simple Past. They may focus on the tense they are willing to work with, but there is no problem in presenting a different structure – even if students have not learned that yet. An authentic example of the use and usage of the language helps students realize how language really works. Learners can get a tangible notion of language through that, getting a better understanding of it. 

From the use of authentic materials, students are then invited to learn the structures through their use. Students then take part in their own process of learning by guessing, thinking critically and constructing hypothesis in the foreign language. Grammar should not be taught explicitly, and there should not be a concern with the use of metalanguage.

Another thing I could say regarding how teachers can make their classes more communicative has to do with kinds of activities which are developed in class. Role plays are a great type of activity in which students are able to think themselves inside real situations and contexts. Students are asked to perform tasks and through that make use of their linguistic, communicative and strategic competences.
