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TESOL 01: Second Language Assignment

I encountered my first intensive second language at an English school in Germany. The students spoke either in English or in German –though English was the only permitted language–. German was the first language for most students and as for myself, both English and German were foreign.

The use of English was not an option. I could barely speak and understand little English or no German at all. Fluency was no concern of mine since I had to use my little English for my very own survival at school everyday. I somehow managed to get used to it and in a year or two, my English was better than other German classmates. Communicating in English was not a problem any more even though my German hardly improved orally. I cannot recall myself putting an extra effort for my English, but I do remember my first science homework took me nearly 4-5 hours sitting next to a thick dictionary.

After many years of suffering English, I naturally came to comparing myself with other oversea experienced Koreans. Most of them are from the USA and have lived an oversea life much longer than myself, but their English was not very impressive. It is very likely that they lived in the USA among other Koreans communicating in Korean most of the time.

What matters the most in learning a second language is the environment especially the people that you communicate with, not just the place. My current English was a result of actually using it among other English users for the past eight years during my school and college education. My German is still not good enough for a person who lived in Germany for five years and I have an excuse because I attended an English school, not a German public school. My two different levels of second languages are good examples to support the idea. Where you live for how long hardly matters unless you put yourself into using the language!

Coming through TESOL, I realized most Korean public schools apply the traditional teaching method and that most teachers still follow this old school method because most of them were taught the same way. Learning based on the exam contents in the old school way is quite limited. There is hardly any understanding, but memorization, the teacher makes no difference from a speaking text book and the only thing the students care about is what comes on the exam. Due to this learning system, many Asian students know lots of facts by memorization, but lack creativity. The language is not only composed by a set of rules through memorization. Productive language skills such as speaking and writing can be a challenge for those who learned the old way even in their first language! This explains why many Asians are good with science and maths, but not quite with literature and public speaking.

Based on my educational background, teachers have to enable the students to think for themselves and express the same knowledge in their own ways. Explaining facts bore people, letting them use that knowledge can provide students a change to rehearse their knowledge and teachers to correct. Eventually when the students can teach the others in their own ways, only then they have truly mastered the knowledge and the teacher’s work is finally done.
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