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Setting the Pillars for Achieving Proficiency in TEFL

Cristina Maria ANDREI

University of Craiova

Department of Applied Foreign Languages
<cristina_ndr@yahoo.com>

ABSTRACT

Being a proficient user of English has lately become compulsory in a world governed
by technology, constant movement and change of jobs, frequent travelling, etc. Mas-
tering the basic skills in English may be enough to overcome some language barriers
when setting a contact with a foreigner but advanced knowledge of it may help the
present students land their dream job, create a wonderful impression on others for
being excellent communicators and successfully face the challenges that a current
workplace may generate. However, achieving this level needs full involvement on
both sides’ teacher and student, hard work and willingness to teach and to be taught.
English teachers should set clear guidelines to be followed and find suitable strategies
for enhancing a high level of all the four basic English skills: reading, speaking lis-
tening and writing.

KEYWORDS: proficiency, language barriers, challenge

Developing English knowledge at a high level has recently become the strongest
desire or request of most language learners. This attitude does not necessarily come
from an inner impetus but rather from the current trend on the labour market which
requires staff to master English extremely well. In fact, there is a thin line between
the two motivations. English has become increasingly used all over the world so
whether people find it enjoyable to learn or not does not count so much anymore.
Computers, tablets, conversations among people of different nationalities at various
international conferences or meetings, presentations at corporations, etc, are almost
all held in English. Studying it has rather turned into a necessity of the current days,
therefore, children from a very young age start learning it with the help of attractive
materials designed especially for them. In the case of adults, there is a mix of moti-
vations both practical and emotional which determine them to acquire it; Krashen
offers an appealing perspective on the psychological factors which contribute to the
individual’s will to acquire English:

For example, he identifies ‘attitudinal’ factors as having influence upon learning pro-
ficiency. (...) Krashen distinguishes integrative motivation, ‘the desire to be like val-
ued members of the community’, from instrumental motivation, ‘the desire to achieve
proficiency in language for utilitarian, or practical reasons.

(Morgan, 1998: 26)
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Thus, knowing English facilitates communication with people from other countries
they work with, leaves a good impression on the others around them and is of great
help for future advancement in their careers. It is no surprise or wonder that there is
a strong demand on the market for English courses, an acute interest in specialized
English websites or programs that may bring improvement of any kind in the acqui-
sition of English. Teaching it has progressed and theory in the field and techniques
have changed. Modern approaches hinted the actual trends of the international envi-
ronment. In the volume edited by Arena Louis, it is specified that:

With good reason, language learning goals have swung increasingly toward the effec-
tive teaching of oral communication skills in the ESL and Foreign Language class-
room. Our world is much smaller than it was twenty years ago due to increased jet
travel and the wide variety of telecommunications available. The need to communi-
cate, orally and in writing, whether in business, foreign diplomacy, or for tourist pleas-
ure, with speakers of foreign languages in foreign cultures is now at an all-time high
the world over.

(Arena, 2013: 129)

The factors which trigger the acquisition of English are humerous and vary from
person to person. The common target is the same: in the actual context, English is
needed at a high level.

Generating Proficiency in Class
1. A well-designed English course

Generating proficient users of English is a heavy “burden” for teachers for obvious
reasons. Not all students are ready to move on and moreover, a great amount of time
should be devoted for designing “high-quality” lessons. Learners’ performance in
English depends on her/his abilities but also on the teacher’s course which needs to
be carefully projected.

(...) awell-balanced language course should consist of four roughly equal strands (...)
these four stands are called meaning-focused input (learning through listening and
reading —using language receptively), meaning-focused output (learning through
speaking and writing — using language productively), language-focused learning (de-
liberate learning of language features) and fluency development (...). It is through
these four strands that learners achieve the language goals of a language course,
namely fluent control of the sounds, spelling, vocabulary, grammar and discourse fea-
tures of the language so that they can be used to communicate effectively.

(Nation & Newton, 2009: 2)

In other words, special attention should be devoted to the development of all the 4
language skills in a fair balance. The learner cannot become proficient in speaking
unless he/she practices it, cannot master reading unless he/she reads constantly;
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speaking and writing are also a matter of doing them repeatedly. The teacher should
look for ways of granting the same proportions of time to them.

2. Suitable activities for stimulating proficiency

One of the most relevant aspects in teaching ESL is to create lessons that learners
really enjoy; in the case of adults, they should contain issues that put their mind to
contribution, that stimulate their intellect and prepare them not only for the profes-
sions they intend to follow but also for future possible exams. Thus, activities should
hint the expansion of vocabulary by all means; idioms and phrasal verbs need to be
integrated in reading passages that match their point of interest; advanced grammar
aspects and composition writing practice activities are opportunities for the learner
to make progress. Listening and speaking skills need to be enjoyable.

2.1. Improve reading

Reading is for sure a great modality to develop vocabulary and focus on expressions
that are commonly used in English but cannot be remembered unless they are repeat-
edly met in a wide range of contexts. The more students read, the faster they become
familiarized with them; thus, they grasp the meaning easier, in a short period of time,
they do no longer perceive only superficial information but get to the depth of it.

The strategies for teaching should aim at the acquisition of rapid reading and the abil-
ity to adjust the speed according to the text and purpose. Besides being able to skim
for the main idea and scan for specific kinds of information, reading critically should
also be encouraged. Gradually, the poor reader is bound to use his own intuition and
reach the high proficiency level in reading. The lack of poor reading is lack of reading
practice.

(Padma, 2008: 33)

Once they become proficient readers, they start paying attention to abstract notions
and other academic aspects. The teacher can make use of pie charts, diagrams,
images, photographs, charts, etc. Students who become proficient are able to read
aloud passages which are of a high level of difficulty and to start debates on them.
These texts provide an excellent alternative for introducing or practicing vocabu-
lary (adjectives + noun collocations, words easily confused, opposites, compound
nouns, prefixes, modifying adjectives and participles) and grammar structures
(passives, modals, conditionals, word order, etc) and connect to the other skill:
speaking.

2.2. Improve speaking

Speaking may become motivating if the themes proposed in the reading materials
arouse the students’ interests. This is a wonderful occasion to put into practice the
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new idioms or expressions, to exercise grammar, pronunciation, stress and tone.
They deliberately engage in text-related topics, discussions, offering arguments, sup-
porting and defending their ideas. It is important to be confident when delivering a
speech or expressing opinions and overcome the possible mistakes which may ap-
pear.

2.3. Listening

Listening should rather hint interviews from reality where people talk about their
experiences because only this way they will concentrate on what the people say.
Sometimes it is necessary to play the recording twice or more in order to understand
it. The teachers should offer a listening material which is not too long since boredom
may appear. A short one is not suitable for proficient learners either. Activities on
the recording may include open-ended questions, true or false questions, charts to
fill in, multiple choice questions, etc

2.4. Writing

Writing compositions at a proficient level is based on discursive, narrative or de-
scriptive essays which need to include relevant information; they need to draw the
reader’s attention and be shaped on the student’s personal style.

Negative Factors Hindering Proficiency

However, no matter how hard the English teacher tries to take achievers to their
maximum potential of mastering a language sometimes obstacles appear. Stress is
one of the most relevant factors which hinder the L2 acquisition at a proficient level.
Maria Ulrich (2014: iii) divides stressful factors into: “teacher factors, peer related
factors, academic related factors and environmental related factors”. Better said, she
refers to the relation of the teacher with the students, the relation among students,
the academic exams or other tests students have to take and the atmosphere in the
class.

The English teacher plays the most significant role in generating knowledge.
Clear directions, a positive attitude, balanced encouragement and other strategies
may be used to prevent students from feeling stressed and do their best. A well-
planned lesson draws the learners’ attention and helps them acquire useful infor-
mation.

The relation among students is also vital in ensuring success. Most of them face
a huge level of discomfort when making a mistake in front of their peers. They lose
their self-esteem and are reluctant to participating in any further activities. Pair work
and group work help low achievers overcome the feelings of worry, negative evalu-
ations and inadequacy.

The atmosphere in the class or better said the environmental aspect is not a point
to be neglected. The noise in the class is hard to bear by some learners because they

8
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need silence to concentrate on their tasks. It may also generate the feeling of a dis-
organized class. A dark and not well-equipped class from the technological point of
view is a hard situation to cope with nowadays, uncomfortable chairs, etc

Other factors which may hinder proper acquisition of English at high level are: large
groups of students in the class, absenteeism of the students or the teacher, a lesson
which starts very early in the morning or late in the evening, etc.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I think that generating proficiency in a foreign language is a challenge
for the English teacher but is, at the same time, the ultimate goal. All the efforts that
the design and teaching of such lessons involve are rewarded if students show inter-
est and “put” an equal amount of “work™ in order to reach the target. | have previ-
ously discussed about carefully designed courses, attractive activities, stressing fac-
tors for learners; still, a proficient level cannot be attained if learners don’t bring
their full contribution in and out the class. Asking questions when they cannot grasp
the meaning of the information provided, requiring advice when confusions or am-
biguities appear, working individually to expand vocabulary are modalities of im-
proving the English level. Learners shouldn’t miss the opportunities to listen to ma-
terials in English even in their free time or to have conversations in English if such
occasions occur. Revising the exercises from the class, doing extra tasks are small
but relevant steps to progress. In my opinion, a proficient level is the result of a team
formed of teacher and learners who show interest in the subject, passion for studying
and a positive attitude towards the teaching process.
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Feedback-ul acordat studentilor striini: tehnici, provocari, solutii
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ABSTRACT

Giving feedback is one of teachers’ main responsibilities. It is an ongoing process
which means not only correcting students, but also assessing their work, the ultimate
goal being that of helping learners monitor their own progress. Feedback can take
various forms, from praising and encouraging, to correcting and group discussions. It
is a well-known fact that students react differently both to praising and to criticism,
depending on their personality, their language level or the type of activity, but things
become even more complex when cultural differences interfere. In this article we shall
discuss feedback and its implications in the multicultural context of the groups of for-
eign students registered for the preparatory year of Romanian language, and offer pos-
sible solutions to the problems that may arise.

KEYWORDS: correction, error, evaluation, feedback, mistake

Este bine cunoscut faptul cd, in general, oamenii invata o limba straina prin Incercari
si greseli succesive. Atunci cand corecteaza greseli, profesorii furnizeaza un feed-
back necesar 1n procesul de corectare a erorilor, de reformulare si invatare. Sunt o
serie de factori care determina cand trebuie corectati studentii, cum trebuie corectati
si, mai ales, cine trebuie sa corecteze. Printre acesti factori, se numara:

o tipul de greseala;
cauza greselii;

e cursantii. Se intdmpla adesea ca studentii sa reactioneze diferit atunci cand
sunt corectati. Cei care nu au prea multa incredere de sine trebuie incurajati
mai des, in timp ce studentii siguri pe ei apreciaza corectarile directe facute de
profesor.

e tipul de activitate in care studentii sunt implicati. De exemplu, activitatile
orale necesita forme de feedback diferite de activitatile scrise.

Principalul rol al feedback-ului este de a incuraja studentii si de a-i ajuta sa-si imbu-
ndtdteasca performanta. De aceea, e indicat ca profesorii sa sublinieze in primul rand
aspectele pozitive, cautand sa evidentieze punctele tari ale studentilor, ca de exem-
plu: pronuntia buna, intonatia corectd; folosirea judicioasd a elementelor noi de vo-
cabular sau a notiunilor de gramatica; comunicarea eficienta in cazul in care studentii
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au reusit sa-si exprime clar punctele de vedere; punerea in pagind adecvata sau punc-
tuatia corespunzatoare, etc. Feedback-ul pozitiv trebuie acordat atat pentru munca
individuala, cat si pentru activitatea Intregii clase, pentru progresul personal, dar si
pentru progresul colectiv. Putem da acest feedback pozitiv prin simple afirmatii, pre-
cum ,,Bine!”, ,,Perfect!”, ,,Bravo!”, prin afisarea lucrarilor bune sau prin intermediul
notelor. Esential este ca studentii sd simtd permanent ca eforturile lor, personale si
colective, sunt urmarite cu interes si apreciate de catre profesor. Vor avea astfel si-
guranta ca se afla pe drumul cel bun si motivatia lor va ramane ridicata.

La prima vedere, feedback-ul pozitiv, in forma sa de lauda, pare adecvat in special
pentru cursantii foarte tineri, in spet pentru copii. In cazul cursantilor maturi, cum
sunt studentii, poate parea usor desuet, dar, in contextul grupelor multiculturale, la-
uda directd are un impact major asupra indivizilor. Daca ne referim la studentii care
provin din culturile arabe, pentru ei statutul lor si reputatia in fata colectivului sunt
foarte importante. Astfel, aprecierile pozitive din partea profesorului, care vin sa ras-
plateasca eforturile si performanta lor, sunt absolut necesare in crearea unei imagini
personale favorabile si Tn mentinerea respectului de sine.

Pe de alta parte, nu trebuie ignorat faptul ca anul pregatitor de limba romana este
format din tineri de saptesprezece sau optsprezece ani care si-au lasat acasa familiile,
prietenii si un anumit stil de viata, pentru a studia Intr-o tara strdina despre care stiu
prea putin si care, adesea, este foarte diferita cultural de tara lor. Anul pregatitor
reprezintd pentru ei primul lor contact cu esenta culturii roméne care este limba. Stu-
dierea limbii romane devine in acest context primul si cel mai important mod de
integrare a lor in societatea romaneasca, in care vor trebui s functioneze mult timp.
Profesorul de limba romanad are un rol fundamental in formarea culturala si profesi-
onald a acestor tineri. El are datoria de a-i sustine in eforturile lor de integrare prin
orice mijloace si principala metoda ramane Incurajarea permanenta sub forma feed-
back-ului pozitiv. Predarea limbii romane depaseste granitele unei materii care tre-
buie transmise si insusite si devine o piatrd de Incercare, un tardm pe care se constru-
iesc noi personalitati, iar aceste personalitdti trebuie ajutate cu multa grija sa se dez-
volte intr-un climat eminamente pozitiv si generos cu incurajarile.

Greseli si erori

Studiind tehnicile de corectare, Rogers Gower subliniaza faptul cd, in predarea lim-
bilor straine, trebuie facutd o distinctie Intre greseli si erori. Greselile se refera la
,»scapari”, adica la lucruri gresite pe care un student le poate corecta singur sau cu
ajutorul profesorilor ori al colegilor, care 1i semnaleaza ca ceva nu e corect (164).
Este o situatie similard cu cea a vorbitorilor nativi care fac greseli in vorbire, dar stiu
care este forma corecta.

Erorile sunt greseli pe care studentii nu le pot remedia singuri deoarece nu stiu
forma corecta sau cred ca ceea ce spun sau scriu este corect.

Acestor doua tipuri de greseli, Jeremy Harmer le adauga un al treilea, numit ,,in-
cercare”. Incercirile se refera la situatiile in care studentul incearca si spuni ceva,
dar nu stie cum sd formuleze corect (2001: 99).
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Dintre aceste trei tipuri, profesorii sunt preocupati cel mai mult de categoria ero-
rilor pentru ca acestea semnaleaza notiuni pe care studentii nu le-au invatat, nu le-au
inteles sau le-au inteles gresit. Sunt greseli inradacinate de care studentii, foarte
adesea, nu sunt constienti. Exista trei cauze principale ale acestor erori:

1. interferenta limbii materne. Limba pe care o vorbesc studentii intotdeauna va
interfera cu orice alta limba pe care ei incearca sa o invete si, de aici, confuziile care
conduc la erori. De exemplu, studentii arabi confunda sunetele [p] si [b], deoarece
in araba exista doar [b]. O alta situatie o intalnim la studentii sarbi sau bulgari din
comunitatile roméanesti din apropierea granitelor cu Romaénia, care vorbesc romana
intr-o forma mai veche, dialectald, cu multe regionalisme. Astfel, ei spun ,,lucra” in
loc de ,,lucreaza” sau ,,bunel” pentru ,,bunic”. In acest caz, erorile apar din interfe-
rentele care se produc in cadrul aceleiasi limbi.

2. interferenta limbii intermediare. La anul pregatitor de limba romana, profesorii
predau initial Tn engleza, facand apoi treptat trecerea catre predarea exclusiv in ro-
mana. Pe tot parcursul anului, engleza ramane limba de referinta, in sensul ca notiu-
nile gramaticale sau elementele lexicale noi sunt introduse si explicate prin asocieri
cu engleza. De aici apar o serie de confuzii. O greseala frecventa o reprezinta adjec-
tivul pus inaintea substantivului: ,,bund vreme” in loc de ,,vreme buna”. Studentii
americani sau englezi, ori cei care sunt buni cunoscatori de engleza (proveniti din
foste colonii britanice ca India sau Camerun) intampina dificultati in redarea forme-
lor coninue ale timpurilor verbale, deoarece verbul in romana nu are aspect. Se in-
talnesc, astfel, greseli ca: ,,Eu sunt scriu”, constructie care provine din traducerea
afirmatiei ,,I am writing”. De asemenea, apar greseli cauzate de asa-numitele ,,false
friends”, cuvinte care sund similar Tn romana si in engleza, dar au sensuri diferite,
cum ar fi,,library” (bibliotecd) si ,,librarie” (bookshop). Pe de alta parte, multi dintre
studentii straini ai anului pregatitor nu stiu bine limba engleza, fac o serie de greseli
pe care ulterior le traduc in roména sau nu inteleg explicatiile oferite de profesor.
Acest nivel scazut al cunoasterii limbii engleze face adesea dificila predarea limbii
romane prin intermediul englezei.

3. erori in dezvoltarea limbii. In procesul de invitare a unei limbi striine, cursan-
tii fac adesea greseli similare copiilor care achizitioneaza limba materna. Aceste
erori provin din generalizarea unor reguli. De exemplu, studentii invatd formele de
plural ale unor substantive de genul neutru ,,manual - manuale”, ,,dictionar - dicti-
onare”, ,,scaun - scaune”. Aplicand aceeasi regula de formare a pluralului, pot pro-
duce forme gresite de genul ,,dulap - dulape”, ,,ceas - cease” sau ,,pix - pixe”.
Atunci cand studiaza verbul la indicativ prezent, la verbele de grupa IV invata for-
mele cu sufixul -esc: ,,a citi - citesc”, ,,a iubi - iubesc”. Deoarece majoritatea ver-
belor de grupa IV primesc acest sufix, studentii au tendinta de a generaliza regula
si apar frecvent erori ca: ,,dormesc” in loc de ,,dorm” sau ,,simtesc” in loc de
,,simt”.
Exista diferite tipuri de erori:

12
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- gramaticale:
Vad un film bun saptamana trecutd. — timp incorect
Unde tu esti? — ordinea cuvintelor gresita
Mama [ucrda la spital. — forma verbului incorecta
Eu si colegii sunt la facultate. — dezacord intre subiect si predicat
Multi din colegi au plecat. — prepozitie gresita

- lexicale:
Deseara am masa in oras. — expresie incorecta

- de punctuatie:
Sora cea mare, mi-a spus adevarul. — virgula gresita intre subiect si
predicat
Accepta te rog propunerea lui. — lipsa virgulelor

- de ortografie:
Are ocii albastri. — grupul ci incorect
Sau dus la culcare mai devreme. — lipsa cratimei

Sunt cazuri in care exprimarea este corecta din punct de vedere gramatical, dar nea-
decvata in anumite contexte. De exemplu, o propozitie ca: Am venit sa-mi dai actele
este corecta gramatical si acceptabild intr-un context informal, dar intr-un context
formal, cand studentul merge sa se inregistreze la politie, devine neadecvata.

Erorile pot fi si de pronuntie sau intonatie. Sunt studenti carora le este greu sa
pronunte sunetul [r] sau diftongul ,,0a”. In general, se considera ci erorile pe care un
student le face pentru ca nu a inteles sensul unor cuvinte sau anumite reguli grama-
ticale sunt mai serioase decat erorile pe care le face pentru ca nu poate produce o
forma corecta. Este asadar o diferenta intre erorile de fond si cele de forma.

Indiferent de natura lor, erorile apar regulat si sistematic, iar un lucru care-i Ui-
meste si nemultumeste pe profesori este acela ca studentii continud sa faca aceleasi
greseli, chiar si atunci cand li se atrage atentia asupra lor in mod repetat. Cu toate ca
profesorii ar prefera ca studentii s nu comitd asemenea erori, exista anumite aspecte
pozitive ale acestui fenomen. In primul rand, erorile sunt un indiciu al faptului ci
invatarea se produce. Ele arata ca studentii experimenteaza limba, vor sé inteleaga
ce merge si ce nu merge, incercand si ficand astfel progrese. In al doilea rand, ana-
lizand erorile pe care le face un student, profesorul va sti la ce nivel se situeaza res-
pectivul student, de ce explicatii suplimentare are nevoie si ce exercitii trebuie sa
facd 1n viitor.

Autocorectarea
Un aspect de care profesorii trebuie sa tind cont in procesul de oferire a feedback-

ului este cine ar trebui sé corecteze. Desi tendinta profesorului este de a interveni el,
este adesea mai eficient sa-i lase pe studenti sa se corecteze singuri.

13
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Pornind de la ideea ca profesorul ar trebui sa Incurajeze permanent autonomia in
invatare, auto-corectarea este metoda prin care studentilor li se da sansa sa-si corec-
teze propriile greseli. Ei trebuie sa reflecteze asupra Invatarii si performantei lor si,
astfel, si reuseasci si se auto-corecteze atunci cand fac greseli. In general, un student
va Invata mai eficient atunci cand profesorul 1i semnaleaza unde a gresit si-1 lasa pe
el sd se corecteze decat atunci cand i se oferd imediat solutia problemei. Incercand
sa formuleze corect, el va Intelege si de ce a gresit. Uneori, asa cum se intampla si
in cazul greselilor involuntare, studentii pot sa se corecteze pe loc. Alteori, e posibil
ca ei sa aiba nevoie de ajutor din partea profesorului inainte de a putea face singuri
corecturile necesare.

Rogers Gower prezinta trei etape in procesul de autocorectare (165-6):

1. Studentul trebuie sa stie ca a gresit ceva. Profesorul trebuie sa-1 lase sa termine
propozitia deoarece intreruperile sunt descurajante si demotivante. Apoi, printr-un
gest sau un mic comentariu, cum ar fi ,,Nu chiar aga” sau ,,Aproape bine”, profesorul
ii atrage studentului atentia ca ceva nu este corect.

2. Studentul trebuie sa stie unde este eroarea. In cazul in care studentul nu isi da
seama unde a gresit, profesorul trebuie sa-i izoleze partea din propozitie unde se afla
greseala. De exemplu, intr-0 propozitie ca Noi avem cursuri ieri, studentul trebuie
sd stie cd al doilea cuvant nu este corect.

Se pot folosi o serie de tehnici de indicare a erorii, cum ar fi:

o folosirea degetelor: in exemplul de mai sus, profesorul ridica al doilea deget,
aratand cd al doilea cuvant e gresit. Dacd un cuvant este in plus, indoaie
degetul care corespunde cuvantului respectiv.

e folosirea gesturilor in combinatie cu o expresie sugestiva a fetei. In propo-
zitia data, un gest spre spate aratd studentului ca verbul trebuie folosit la
trecut.

e serepeta propozitia pana la cuvantul incorect, ex: Noi.... ;

e serepetd intreaga propozitie, accentuandu-se cuvantul gresit printr-0 intona-
tie interogativa, ex: Noi avem cursuri ieri?;

e se pune o intrebare clarificatoare, ex. Avem cursuri azi?
se pune o intrebare scurta care indica partea de vorbire gresita, ex. Verb?

3. Studentul trebuie sa stie ce fel de greseald a facut. Este important ca studentii
sd stie daca eroarea este gramaticald, ca In exemplul de mai sus, fonologica (ex: in-
tonatie, accent) sau sintactica (ex: cuvinte lipsa). Profesorul poate spune direct ce tip
de greseald s-a facut (,,Atentie la verb/timp/plural/accent, etc.!”).

Un alt mod de a-i implica pe studenti in procesul de evaluare este de a le cere sa-
si dea singuri o nota sau un calificativ. La sfarsitul unei activitéti orale, studentii pot
fi incurajati s spuni cat de bine cred ei ca au indeplinit sarcinile de lucru. In mod
similar, la finalul unei lucréri scrise, li se poate cere sa adauge un comentariu in care
s evalueze singuri ce au scris.
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