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  Darlene G. Larson. . .

fellow first group Peace Corps Volunteer in West Africa, fellow past president of TESOL and New York State TESOL, and dearest of friends. 

In response to hearing “We can’t do it” from students, colleagues or friends, Darlene would raise her eyebrows and ask without hesitation, “Why can’t we do it?”  Using we rather than you, she joined herself to others, reminding us that we are all capable of more than we imagine. Whenever she asked this question without the slightest hint of embarrassment, she reminded us that asking questions is a sign of knowledge and rich experience, not of ignorance.

When we discussed initial drafts of this book, with her refreshing candor, Darlene pointed out that many of the terms we had used—for example, active thinking and external and internal bits—made little sense. In response to the first term, she asked incredulously, “Is there such a thing as inactive thinking?” In response to the second term she said, “Bits of candy?” She then provided alternatives including discovery, curiosity and mystery. To the extent that the book is now more accessible, we are eternally indebted to Darlene.


Darlene died in December 2008, knowing we would tell our readers of our gratitude for her insights and celebrate her contributions to our book and to our lives.

Where I’m coming from.

I am a passionate advocate and practitioner of learner-centered education.  The most powerful learning takes place when we are in charge and seek answers to our own questions, whether we are learning languages or ways to teach languages, or anything else.  I want to encourage this. 
The practices and goals of our education systems, including our ESL/EFL teaching, have become increasingly fixed and limited and are in dire need of analysis.  As the number of pathways open for teaching shrinks, standardization sets in.  This can only lead to less effective and efficient teaching and learning.  Advances in any field require questioning accepted assumptions.  To the extent that we accept claims from others and follow the usual rather than examine claims, practices and results, we restrict our growth and do not reach our potential, causing our institutions and society to stagnate and become ineffective and unsatisfying.  I want to encourage questioning and innovation.
In many teacher preparation programs, the bulk of the time is spent reading articles, writing reports and listening to lectures about what others have done. However, we can learn more if we ourselves analyze what our students and we do.  If we compare the results of what we usually do and of alternative practices in our own classes, we can discover the extent to which what we believe is efficient and effective actually produces the outcomes we desire. Doing this in an open and playfully experimental, yet thoughtful, way can lead to more efficient and effective learning for our students and for ourselves.  I want to encourage learning by doing, learning by analyzing what we do and the results of what we do and learning by re-doing in the same and in alternative ways.  
So, I present student-centered activities I have seen teachers use over the years and techniques teachers I have worked with have found useful for examining their own teaching and the effects of their teaching on their students.  And I demonstrate ways for you to pose reflective questions and to create alternative teaching practices with a free and open spirit based on your analysis of the activities and student participation you see in your own teaching.  This will help you to better understand how and in what ways what you do effects your students’ participation, learning and development. 



And because we discover more by doing, I am now going to ask you to begin doing activities right away, rather than continue reading. 

Task number 1

 As a first step to figuring out why I chose the sounds Huh? Oh. Aha! as the title for these materials, write words or draw sketches (with your students, if possible*) that come to your mind under a written version of the sound after you say or read it. (It is best not to read/look further until you have done this.  Otherwise, what other teachers and students have thought will limit your ideas and possibilities.)
*Here as elsewhere, I suggest engaging students. But it is sometimes awkward to write, “have your students do the activity also” each time I ask you to do an activity. So, I hope that after you do the activities, as a matter of course you will have your students do the same activities and ask for their reactions just as I ask you for yours. I often present students’ comments as well as teachers’ comments.

Here are words and images other teachers and students associated with Huh? Oh. Aha!   Any surprises? Are any similar to yours or your students?



Huh? 



Oh.


  Aha!     

• Bewilderment 
                 • I see.                             • Discovery 

   
   


      


                                                                                             • Curiosity                     
     • I understand.        • I get it.                                 

• I am puzzled?                       • Satisfied                     • Connecting the dots







          
      

• An SOS sign*                                 •A hand with thumbs        • A light bulb with




                    up showing agreement*      exclamation marks






                                      next to it*

• A face that looks      




         • A basketball net 


   perplexed *           
                                                                with a ball falling

                               

                                                   through it*

          

       *Images to be added representing these descriptions.


Though there was a wide variety of comments and sketches, most were similar to those above. With some exceptions, teachers and their students thought that Huh? (“Is he taking about a movie or a video? How can I open this door?”), Oh. (“I’m beginning to register the information. I understand.”) and Aha! (“Now, I get it. I have seen something I had not seen before.”) symbolize how people move from bewilderment when faced with the unknown or unexpected—Huh?—to discovery and judgment—Aha!—by projecting from what they know—Oh. Some were confused by the sounds and found it difficult to assign different meanings to each one. 



As we learn, the movement from Huh? to Oh. to Aha! is not a direct and rigid progression. Sometimes we discover 
something new as we initially experience it and say “Aha!” right away without a preceding Huh? moment. We might say “Oh, Oh, Oh.” because we are experiencing what we already know and thus are not learning anything new.  Or we begin by feeling puzzled and, either in our mind or with our voice, express “Huh?”  









  Huh?
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      Oh.
  Aha!
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 Here is an audio clip of teachers discussing their free associations with the sounds in the title of these materials  Pr A1

The ideas expressed by these sounds not only illustrate how we learn but also show us how to analyze the effects of our teaching. Huh? is the foundation of any research. What is often forgotten is that the central goal of research is to try to disprove what we think is true—to reject the null hypothesis to use the technical term.  
But the bulk of studies all too frequently try to prove claims rather than reject or disprove them.  Unless we ask how what we think is helpful might be harmful and what we think is harmful might be helpful, we will learn nothing.

Describing precisely discrepancies between what we want to do, say we do, think we should do, and actually do and comparing results 


Many books and discussions about teaching focus on wooly, positive sounding terms, such as positive feedback, scaffolding, recasting, high expectations, form focused learning, independence, communicative, rather than on actual language and gestures we use. They also claim a one to one relationship between what they advocate and success: “If you use communicative activities (whatever they are), students will learn to speak naturally.” Over time, the jargon and claims can begin to sound like ads or slogans and soon become so overused and generalized as to be meaningless.  Even when the words are defined, each person may interpret and enact them differently, and they end up hiding much more than they clarify and inform because they and the promised results are removed from the actual interactions and results they are meant to describe. 


As you explore your teaching and its consequences, I urge you and your students to generate your own words to represent your ideas rather than to only use those presented in the books and articles written by others. But most critically, I strongly recommend that you try to find out both to what extent an activity you use in your teaching has and does not have, say, high expectations for the students.　To check such a claim, you have to seek examples where you do and do not have high expectations and then compare the results—both what your students are able to do and their feelings about what they have done.


Matching what we and our students do with claims about positive results and with actual results prevents us from saying the often-heard comments, “It worked” or “It didn't work”—two of the most limiting suppositions in discussions of teaching. As we observe what we actually do and the results, we realize that It can refer to many activities or aspects of activities, and worked and didn't work can refer to many different outcomes.  


One of the reasons I intersperse video clips with text is to show how difficult it is to describe precisely the activities we do and the hundreds of communications that take place in even one lesson based on our memory.  Another reason is that seeing and hearing what we and our students do over and over (which is made possible through recordings) reveals discrepancies between what we teachers and our students want to do, say we do, think we should do, and actually do, much more than written descriptions based on our memory can. It also reveals differences between imagined causes and effects and real causes and effects and between real interest and engagement and supposed interest and engagement. To understand what our students and we actually do and what is really happening, I think it is crucial for our students and us to confront/ examine/ show/probe such differences and to explore ways to make them more consistent with each other and with what we desire. 


By experiencing and re-experiencing excerpts of audiotapes and videos and using transcripts of sections of our classes, we are better able to see and hear what really happens. Then we can try to bring our teaching closer in line with our assumptions, the results we desire, and our students’ needs. We can also compare activities based on preconceived notions with alternative activities and so question the results of the claims and practices of both. 
Three teachers experiences with analyzing transcripts of their teaching

Here are some exceptions to the rule, examples of teachers analyzing and re-analyzing data from transcriptions or recordings of classroom activities—asking a lot of Huhs? They also illustrate ways to move towards learning that is likely to produce more Ahas!, for both you and your students.


 While listening to a tape of a lesson, teacher Vanessa Burton noticed she said “Very good” after each response. She had read that praising students, by saying words like “very good” is generally considered positive feedback. So initially she thought that she was doing what she should be doing.  

After listening a second time, she said, “I thought I was giving positive feedback by saying ‘Very good’, but hearing it again, I noticed, for the first time, that I said it even after incorrect answers.  I made the comment so frequently that I wonder if the words meant anything.” 


As we discussed what we heard, and examined and re-examined a one-page transcript from the class, Vanessa wondered aloud, “How was my positive feedback not necessarily positive, maybe even negative? Was I perhaps doing a dis-service to my students?” 


This is an example of questioning how what we think is good might be bad, how our ideas are not necessarily true. Another example would be questioning how what we think is bad might be good.


After our conversation, Ms. Burton asked her students to listen to a one-minute section of the recorded class and write down what they heard. Only a few students wrote Very good, even after listening a few times.  When Vanessa asked, “Why?,” some said they had not heard it.  Others said that “Very good” was said so frequently that it seemed unimportant. No student used the terms praise or positive feedback in the discussion.

James Desmond had read that students answer questions with more words if they respond after a 10 second pause than after a 1 to 3 second pause. But a few students in his classes always answered as soon as he stopped speaking. So Jim asked his students to write down his questions and their responses and to turn their notebooks over, when they finished. Then, he called on students by name: “Ali, please say what you wrote. Maria, your comment. Okon, I’d like to hear what you wrote.”


When Jim counted the words in each spoken response, he saw that there were twice as many as usual.  He also noted that students who rarely said anything did so, probably at least partially because the few who usually responded had to wait until he called on them. 


When Mr. Desmond asked his students how they felt answering his questions the alternative way, he heard many Ahas!  Here are a few—some translated from what they said in their first language.


• “Previously I never answered any questions because I always missed a few words and so did not understand the questions. Writing the questions helped me understand.”


• “Juan and Fatima always raise their hands to respond while I’m still trying to digest the questions.  There are 5 to 10 students who always respond while the other 25 of us say nothing and keep quiet.”


• “I used to think that I could learn to speak only by speaking. But I have to be able to listen and hear what is said before I can say anything correctly. When I tried to write your questions, I could only write a few words.”

• “I thought that you said ‘You like spring?’ But when I compared what I wrote with Cecilia, Rashida and Jose, I realized that you said ‘Do you like ice cream?’  It helps to match a written version of what I hear with others and with the person who said the question or comment.”

Textbook instructions often ask students to underline words they do not understand.  During one visit, I saw a teacher named Aya Suzuki, instead, ask her students to cross out the words they did not understand. In another class, I was bemused to observe her tell the students to underline words they did understand. 

After doing the latter, Ms. Suzuki’s students said that they were astonished to find out how many more words they knew than they did not know, which was as a result of this small and easy to execute change in the task. 

Some final thoughts

When you analyze your usual and alternative teaching activities and compare them trying to find out what seems to be more effective, you only have to listen to or view a 2 to 3 minute recording. Vanessa, James and Aya said that analyzing very short segments of what they and their students did was as important as making the changes they made.  And since they saw ways to alter what they had done while they analyzed the short excerpts (stop saying “very good,” write the questions first, underline what you understand rather than cross out what you do not understand), they were able to plan their next lessons at the same time.  So, the time it took to analyze their teaching, by matching terms representing their ideas and claims with the activities, which they initially thought would add to their busy schedules, in fact often decreased the time they usually used for planning.  Also, these changes were easy to try because they were often simply the opposite of what was usually done and were small. 

Vanessa, James and Aya also said that seeing and hearing with their own eyes and ears what they and their students did and said made them more actively involved with their teaching and more autonomous than reading research reports or methods books for suggestions and advice about others’ classes. As they watched and listened, they also realized that much of what they did and said in their classes must have been out of habit and outside their consciousness, because before they watched and listened, they had very different perceptions and memories of what they were doing and saying. And they found discussing their actions in relationship to terms was more valuable than just using the terms to discuss their lessons in a very general, superficial, one-dimensional way.

Many articles about observation describe what the authors consider complete observation programs in which they schedule one observation per term.  Because of this common practice, you might assume that when I presented only one vignette from the three teachers, I think one observation per term should be the norm. To me, one observation per term is as meaningful and effective as no observation.  


Can you imagine any experiment in any other field where you compare treatments and look at the results say two times per year?  Would producers of yogurt or other milk products check the quality of their products only twice a year?  What about cars, TVs, cell phones?  Not only are products checked regularly but also the people who produce them regularly discuss ways to improve the quality of their products, the efficiency of their production and the satisfaction of their customers. 



Ditto for coaches who video games and practices.  They watch and analyze them immediately after each game and practice, over and over again, not once each season.


Some teachers I have worked with who were actors or playwrights have said that they have found it helpful to think of transcripts of lessons as excerpts from a play, a soap opera, a mystery story or any other drama.  “How could I make this scene more or less frightening?  How could I add humor to these lines?  How could I cut the length of each player’s lines?”  In short, how could I adjust the lines slightly and cause large changes in the audience’s (students’) experience and in the results?  


Consider playing with your lines and your students’ lines as if you are a playwright or an actor who wants to compare the power of the audience’s responses to various alternatives!   Keep in mind how authors consistently move beyond the accepted and conventional to create scenes, poems, and stories that produce so, so many Ahas from us. 


I urge that we focus on the effects on learners rather than on the supposed correctness of what we do and of what students are supposed to do because much that we believe is right is not.  The effects of personally unexamined beliefs, such as “I do not want to confuse my students so I speak very, very slowly all the time. If I let them use their bilingual dictionaries, they will not learn to define words in English. Correcting mistakes will make them very reluctant to speak so I never correct.” ought to be studied by analyzing our teaching and by asking our students their feelings about what we do and what we ask them to do.  
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Teachers simultaneously planning their lessons based on desired results discovered by analyzing transcripts their students produced. Pr V1

At the beginning of workshops, I often write the following on the board. Though this is the end of the introduction, it is the beginning of the workshop-like activities in the subsequent booklets and video clips.  So, I would like to give you the same suggestion.
believenothingisaybelievenothingyouread

ratherobserveandtranscribemomentsfromyour

classroominteractionsandinterprettheminmanyways


Following these rules, you can incorporate T. H. Huxley’s* sage advice in your teaching and learning.

“Sit down before what you see and hear like a little child,

and be prepared to give up every preconceived notion,

follow humbly wherever and to whatever abyss Nature leads,

or you shall learn nothing.”

*T.H. Huxley, 1825-95, self taught zoologist, interpreter of Darwin’s ideas, medical doctor, Leader of the Royal Society, etc.

Measuring clarity and comprehensibility


The 2,800 or so words you just read have a Flesch Reading Ease of 66% and are at the 8th Grade Level.
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Here is a video clip of teachers talking about Flesch Reading Ease and Grade Level and how these measures can be useful. Pr V2
