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Second Language Acquisition Environment
How can we make a better ESL Learning Environment?  Why do some people study hard and spend lots of time on English and yet still their English ability is so poor?  As an ESL Teacher I have been wondering for such a long time about these types of questions.  It is key to have the right learning environment; so, what kinds of environments are conducive to this concept?  The environment in question should be self-directed and practical.  I will explain how important it this is with my own experience.



When I was in high school, English was very important subject matter.  We had English class three times a week.  Our English teacher was very self-confident because he graduated from a very famous university.  Despite his self-confidence we couldn't learn well due to the environment we were being taught in.


I have a number of complaints about the environment and system in which we were being taught.  First of all, back then, we had fifty students in our classroom, so the teacher was unable to help any single student with individual problems they may have had.  Also, the class was fifty minutes long so the teacher had to explain everything in a very limited time.  Meanwhile, our English textbooks were pretty thick and were also difficult to decipher.  The combination of these circumstances meant that the teacher really wasn't a teacher at all but rather a lecturer with no ability to address the students.  Our classroom was always silent, except for the sound of him talking and the sounds of students scribbling notes while they listened carefully.  There were no questions and there was no discussion.  In fact, during this time period, not questioning and not discussing was a way to show respect towards your teacher.  Learning was entirely focused on reading and writing despite the fact that, in language learning, speaking and listening are an integral part of the process.  So the system was broken.  It was a very teacher-centered class with passive and bored students.



My second complaint revolves around the idea that language is alive.  It is an organic thing that we have to practice and experience.  We should try to have more English circumstances and situations.  If we can't have that we should deliberately speak and listen to English more often.  In my high school English class there was no practice in certain situations; no lessons involving participation of any sort.  We were learning English as a mute does.  We were reading English like a deaf person.  We just conjoined words and sentences to our brains and never took them out because we didn't have the situational awareness necessary to know when to use them and because we didn't know how to pronounce them in the myriad of situations in which the sentences are used.  So, this sort of learning is not fruitful.  In fact, it is really just wasting time.



In the end, the goal of ESL should be communication.  ESL ability should be evaluated in four skill sets; not just by proper test scores.  I am weary of the fact that we assess our abilities by using uniform tests.  Usually there are multiple choice questions and several make-a-sentence questions.  One of my high school classmates had almost perfect grades in all of her subject matters meaning, of course, that her English score was also very high and, on paper, she was very good at English.  Yet her pronunciation was horrible and she couldn't speak very well.  This tells us that she couldn't use the language to communicate with others which, seeing as that is the point of learning a language, she was, in reality, an ESL failure.



Just learning hard is not enough and sometimes doesn't work at all.  We must combine hard work with a suitable environment; that is the answer if one is ready to learn English as a second language.  One must try to find the right environment and a teacher who has the same concept as the student.  But, overall, a teacher of ESL must immerse students in the language.  S/he must create an atmosphere in which students can speak the language, listen to the language, ask questions, and overall participate because, beyond those factors that often cannot be controlled, such as class-size and choices of text books and materials, the teacher is the environment.

