TALT -TAmw g
intgrview with Mariq Rinvolucri . . Jéé% éza/, .
o/lJ/S/C\j/Z? /‘cﬁ_f,( #%éfég_\ ro é/z %zr- 1
LT-Mario, vou do a lot of teacher training. In your mind, what is
a good teacher? Wwhat makes a good teacher?
NR—A person, perhaps, who has a capacity for being in an OK way with
a group of people as group leader, which is a very general way of
answering vour question. But I don;t have model in my mind as to
what a good teacher ought to be or should be.
LT-On teacher training then?
MR-We're trving to bring out the latent capacities in a person, but
it has to be within their frame, because otherwise vou're doing
nothing. I can't at all conceive of training towafds a model Kkind
of behavior in a teacher. In a sense what happens, because training
courses, simiiar to other kinds of courses, do have a Kind of content
but the trainee also has a great deal of responsibility in picking
out the things, the aspects which for her or him make sense. The
individualization, by its nature, is going to be done by the trainee.
But vou ought to offer a frame which allows that to happen as easily

as possible.

My personal aim is to help people, if it's necessary, to modify the
way thev relate to their students. We use lots of techniques. We
give them lots of goodies but the meta-aim, the real aim, is to try
to modify the way they relate to their student if this needs
modification, and sometimes, of course, it doesn’t. So in a sense,
the techniques are screwdrivers, they're the tools toward another
aim.

LT-How do vou get teachers to move from "activities as gelf-contained
entities” to seeing the theory or seeing the system?

MR-From the linguistic point of view, it's difficult because

it depends on the concept of language that thev have from their initial
training; implicit and explicit. from their qn}vefs#y ofC

uﬁ%@qr$e.§& e college studies. And 1 suppose we don't reallv tackle
that too much. Very often the way they see teaching in terms of their
teaching, in terms of their pedagogical activity is the way it's defined

in the coursebook. So if they come on to the Cambridge English Course,

for example, they are going to suddenly upgrade vocabulary. And if thev
are -teaching with another textbook, they'll be veryvy much conditioned
by what that textbook gets them doing. The most interesting thing to
me 1is how they fit new things, new technical ideas, new nitty-gritty

technique things into perhaps a different way of seeing their students.
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A very simple example is listening work. And listening

for real, to what is actually being said rather than listening purelvy

for 1language correction. I think that would be a fairly general aim,
to try to encourage that.

In terms of the psychological aspects, one thing is to discover
new capacities in yourself.  For example, in my own development as
a story teller I had one automatic "Mario"” way of telling a story.
Through watching colleagues suddenly I realized that there were other
ways, mavbe more powerful, and through gcing to the odd workshops

in the field of storytelling as an art, I fou?g:)

Czﬁat there were yet other wayvs. And I've used these insights, these
techniques, these new feeling “fields” to trv to diversifv from the
originial "there is only one way a Mario-person can tell a story." Aand
for me that's been very enriching. To escape, in a sense, from the shell
that our lifescript has given us as a teacher and to trv to go bevond
it. Hopefully, much more positive than negative. I don't think vou're
going to grip the soul and the heart of a teacher on a training course
and if you simply make him go away feeling less adaquate
than before, He needs to go away feeling more adequate having found
new things in himself. And since we onlyv use a tiny percentage of what’
we are, _ 1t's not that difficult to open a few more windows. It's very

feasible, even on a short course.

LT-You spend a lot of time 0né7 the road doing teacher training
workshops. Do you ever worry that, for eXample, after a JALT
conference, everyone goes out and during that first week, everv class

is full of new ideas but by the second or the third week, things
start to dwindle? _

MR-1I feel that those kind of workshops are like the trailers for a film.
And you don't expect a person to react with their full stregnth to a
trailer that yvou see on the ci. ema screen'&w??;_:;\Q or 3 minutes. If

~ |

they never see the film, then, well, it will have been one of those little
epidees. Hopefully, by writing magazine articles and bv writing books
one gives some people the chance of sort of contining what theyv got a
taste of at a JALT workshop. It would be arrogant, it would be heuristic
to believe thafman hour workshop or a three-hour workshop, or the
onqﬁay workshop or‘ the one-week workshop you are going to radically
transform something as complex as a complete human being. I don't think

it works that wéy. If from this roving work I_@aggge_’@;_pgsjtively
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‘effect, over a perlod of time, 10/ of the people 1 wofk with, thét's
not too bad, in terms of behavior change rather than in terms of using
onne little technique one time. I do think that techniques have their
own intrinsic power, however. I think that a reasonably sensitive
person who gets into working with a technique can be partly changed by
it. Not really by the technique but by the way his students operate
within the frame of the technique. 'That's happen to me this vear; I
picked up a rather nicé idea for transcription work for taking down a
text vou Jjust read. It's so simple that I thought it was nothing at
first. 1 didn't understand the technique at all. You put a series of
little passages, hopefully of a memorable sort, outside vour classroom.
vou ask the students to leave their pens and papers in the classroom.
They go outside. They read the text. They caope with all the
comprehension problems and they pick 2 or 3 that they relate to strongly,
cach individual does, <
(;Haﬁfhe task then is to go back into the room and write down the passages
exactly as they are there on the wall. And I thought, mavbe the same
thing vyou're feeling, "what's so great abdut that?” But what 1
discovered was, It's a whole exercise because it's actually an area ir
which vou are working entirely as an individual in rapport with the writer
who is outside on the wall, but vou're working within the group. And
there is something very special about very individual about very
individaul work happening within the Jdroup. You bump into people in
the doorwav, all sorts of things like that. And }hat was an example
of a learping process which my students offered me within my particular
framewdrk. But my framework was completely empty. And it’'s now set
me thinking about other exercises in’ the same family. I think that
particular technique has allowed me to become a slightly better teacher
of very introverted students, whom I'm not the best teacher for. So there
you've got a tiny little technique which I can describe to you in three
sentences which can have a very strong modifying effect on my appreciation

of certain students in my group.

LT-This brings up the issue of the student-teacher relationship.
In Japan we often face classes of 40 or 50 or more.

MR-1 would have thought that the way 1 would imagine you doing a
TPR class with a big group would allow each of us, if I were in the
group, to meet you and feel your personality.

LT-Is there a danger in that kind of situation that the teacher

becomes too important?
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Mé—Yes, I thlnk you ‘ve put vour finger on a very serious problem because,
in fact, because the teacher becomes more hallow more receptive, less
directive. They (the teachers) actually gain . . power, not lose it.
The teacher becomes more powerful. This is one of the insidious traps
in humanistic teaching. In other words,the ego trip is more sophisticated
and greater. I1f people who talk about teachers going into teaching anyvway
to cope with personality needs or the helping professions for that matter,
ways which allow us %o satisfy those needs more totally (mavbe have a
negative aspect, you've touched here on a quite serious problem and I

don't have the answer.)

LT-The other option is trying to diminish the role of the teacher,
doing almost everything in groups, the language going on between

the students rather than between the teacher and the students.

MR- Does that diminish the tearher s role though ~ Suppose vou put me
into a Moskowitz exercise, one of the more classic, beautiful ones.
You say to us "How many people here are first borns? How many are middle
borns? How many are last borns and how meny are only children?” S0

we put our hands up. You then ask all the first borns to congrgate in

one corner of the room, all of the middle borns in another, etc.
'We get involved with each other. The students have very strong
contacts with each other but you (the teacher) are the magician that
put us into this position. And your spirit hangs over us during
that work. _ ) ) ] L
So I would question that vou havenft, in fact, used a very powerfulg

mechanism. In myv percepticn the mechanism and yvou are strongly - linked.
I don't think vou lose power. I think that if you were standing up iﬁ
front being a drill sargeant, marching us up and down, vou'd have less
power than in that apparently standing back role.

LT-That's a very interesting perception of it. But what kind of power?
Moving from the tradition of "teacher as knowledge giver"” to

MR-"Teacher as listener” and to "teacher as perceptive listener"” I mean
there's no two ways about it; for many teachers, they receive more
"transfers”, if you want to use the technical, psyciatric term, positive
and neqative in this kind of humanistic role than they would if they

wele worklng much. sore coldlyvy.

And by transferance if mean transferlng the emotlon from the 1learnerj
emotlons thaf are not really dlrected at the teacher but which are
are directed at other important people in the learners' 1lives and are

sort of, theyv use the teacher as a clo&mshanger, to hang these feelings
on.
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LT;f reetize that you're hot excluding the thinge-that traditionally
’ go into teacher training (MR-Not at all),hbut with all this focus
being on self-growth, humanism, and so on forth, is there a danger
of ending upiwith some very self~actualizedateachers who lack the
basics, the nuts and bolts of pedagogy. Might we have people who
| end up "reinventing the wheel"” because they lack a background in

} the body of knowledge that already exists?

MR-If a vear's teacher traln1ng course dldn t offer them experlentlal
\ learning in terms of the nuts and bolts of methodology and didn't
help them to become as clear as they can be about the nature of
language, practical linguistics, then it would be a bad course.
I'm stressing the other because on the whole it only exists
sporadically and intuitivelY . rather than being a standard and

recognized part of teacher training courses.

LT-In Japan, and I think this is true throughout much of the EFL

‘ world, we have a lot of teachers who have 1little background in
\

: teaching.

| MR-You mean the €x-pats.

LT—Yeah. And on the Japanese side of it, a great»percentage of the
‘ Japanese public school English teachers were actually trained in
English literature or something rather than language teaching. What
} | should they do in terms of filling out their training?
|
\

MR-The best model I Kknow is the teacher training model in Italy where

Q‘ the state offers no formal training. wWhat's happened there 1is that

g groups of predominately female teachers ('cause that's what they
L

ﬂ” are in the H.S. svstem) have, over the past 15 years, got together

and started their own cooperative teacher training courses. USIS

in Rome came in on the act and helped the leaders of these groups
[

be offering them 6 weeks at courses in Ber%}ey, I think (in one of

the California Universities). And they've Vbeen very successful.

They've seen excellent results. Rather late in the day the British
council...came in and helped. But the important thing is not these
| foreign agencies. The important .thing —is that- theSé people got
| . . ) .
|

together and started running their own thing.i very, very practlcal‘
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Down to earth, #Included a lot of language inprovement because their

level wasn't that good. And vae seen radical improvement in the
spoken abilities of some of those teachers. Very exciting, positive
sign. A Dbeautiful model for other places.,

LT- A lot of non-native speakers worry abouf their English ability.
Often‘you get to a point where yvou feel like vyou huve recched a plateau
What do you suggest for people in that situation in terms of impoving
their language?
MR-Basically, to find some way that they haven't tried before and
to look at sone area which is fresh and new. An example, if they
were the right sort of people, would be reading spoken languge;
getting hold of books where you can absorb the spoken language through
the eve. That has a "making new" effect.
LT-So it seems related to, to sort of expand it, 1like what John
Fansel ow talks about with "figure out what vou are doing and do it
differently."”
MR-Yes, exactly. It's the "making new" effect.
LT-So if you are a student of Japanese, mavbe vou don't sign up
for another Japanese course, mayvbe you sign up for an ikebana course.
MR-Exactly, so vyou don't go banging your head against the same old
stuff. You bang a different part of yourself into something new.
LT— And if you're a student of English, maybe you sign up for a
computer course that's taught in Engiish.
MR-Another example would be talking to yourself in the foreign languag
Or working dramatically with a wvideo in terms of, for example,
following fhe body movements of the people you're listening in the
foreign language. Those are three examples of "méking new”, of
approaching the problem of language in ways that mavbe vou haven't

tried before, if vou learna§the language traditionally.



LT-A final question. what do vou think about the "EFL/ESL"

distinction? Are they basically the same, basically different?

MR: I think we came up against this distinction first when Australian
coifeagues joined our team in Pilgrim's on our summer program in
canterbury in the UK and some of these Australian teachers who were
used to ESL situations (teaching migrants who had recently arrived
in Australia) got very annoved by the fact that many of these
Europeans were studying English almost as a game, OI &as a social
accomplishment or an adjunct to their studies while 1in Australia
these people were confronted with people who desperately needed
English:‘ They were teaching the initial ten week courses that the
Australian offers an immigrant. When I went to Australia, 1 suddenly
understood why they felt anﬁoyance with the EFL students they had
in Canterbury. 1 saw potentially rather mediocre teachers teaching
reallv very well, lifted by the energy and enthusiasm and need of
the students. So, in a sense to be an ESL teacher, I think, to many
people maybe 1is an easier task because you've got the ,not always.
but vou have this immense motivation that fills vyou, from your
students.

LT: The students have very concrete goals.

MR: And another thing, not onlyv the concretness but also the vital

emotional need. Certainly the Mace&donian classes, classes of southern
M&ce"dcv\ a

Yugoslaves 1 witnessed, I saw in Australia. All of the people in

that room really wanted to learn. Some of them were doing better

than others_as you'ld expect, but that.WOOMPH' _was there .and you'ld

have to be, I don't know, some KkKind of idiot as thé teacher not to
_pave responded.

There is also the whole pastoral element which makes ESL more
of a helping profession. A colleague of mine most recently got
herself involved in a "maternity English project"” superbly funded
by the Australian government. She discovered in the teaching of
this material which was aimed at women on prenatal courses and then
actually going through labor, that it was impossible for the female

language teacher to confine herself to working entirely on the
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lyaguage of childbirth becaﬁseﬂiﬁére was é wﬂéféwégggéi worker aspect.
This had to be built into the course. I think this effects both
the methodology and the kind of people who want to come into this
kind of work. It's apparently a deeper form of work than simply

teaching a language. I think that's the way many ESL teacher see
it; as more of a vocation.

LT-Almost a mission.
MR-Well certainly some of the people I1've worked with.



