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Let’s get one thing clear before we get going. I have seen some of the best English teaching of my 

career in Latin America, and the cast of humane, curious and expert teachers and educators that I 

regularly meet and interact with (both in person and on the page and online) from Mexico to Chile, 

from Colombia to Argentina, from Peru to Brazil, is awe-inspiring in its scope, its passion and its 

accomplishments. My professional life has been extraordinarily enriched by this. I like to think of 

myself as a slightly ‘expert’ ELT visitor to Latin America since I worked in Mexico for some years and 

have been travelling throughout Latin America, interacting with teachers, for a long time since then. 

But I am not really an expert, or rather, not a complete one. It is true I have been privileged to walk 

in the refined air of Cultura institutes (British-centric ELT centres) and bi-national centres (the same 

but looking towards the USA), in universities and high-end language providers. But my engagement 

with – and knowledge of – other parts of the ELT system is less complete, though I have continual 

encounters with many teachers in these sectors and have observed classes. 

In what follows, therefore, I am going to set out my understanding of a situation that perturbs me 

– but an understanding which some may disparage because of my lack of ‘deep’ knowledge – and 

suggest some possible ways to improve it. I call this a ‘modest proposal’ in echo of Jonathan Swift’s 

satirical pamphlet of 1729, where he proposes a solution to the problem of endemic poverty in 

Ireland – fattening ‘excess’ children and selling them as meat for rich people in England! Like Swift, 

I am not completely serious, except in suggesting that we need to think carefully about the problem 

which concerns many of us. 

 

The problem 

In Latin America, and in other countries around the world, English language teaching in schools does 

not work in general as well as people hope. As Paul Davies has pointed out, all too often a lengthy 

period of English classes results in a disappointingly poor level of achievement, such that universities 

receive a lot of students with near-beginner level English, the same students who studied English 

for many years before they got there. What are the reasons for this? Well, a list could be almost 

endless, but five reasons that are commonly mentioned are these: 

Number of hours. It is almost impossible to really learn English in one, two or three lessons a week, 

especially where the lessons only last about forty-five minutes each and some time is taken up with 

classroom administration. As Gary Marcus suggests, in a wonderful account of learning to play a 
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musical instrument, where he compares that with learning a foreign language, “Children who learn 

a second language in immersion programmes do vastly better than children with more occasional 

exposure, presumably because it takes the human brain a great deal of exposure to learn anything 

complicated, and we tend to forget the new stuff if we take too long between practice sessions to 

consolidate what we’ve learned.” (Marcus 2012:11). 

Class size. Research on the effect of class size is largely inconclusive. We know, however, that the 

bigger the group the less chance there is for individual attention. This does not mean that students 

are unable to learn in large groups. The mystery of what happens in an individual’s brain does not 

depend on group size, but we can say with certainty that things usually get more and more chaotic 

or more and more regimented as the group gets bigger and bigger. 

Teacher preparation and expertise. In any course, much depends on the behaviour of the teacher. 

A lot, therefore, depends on the training, experience and language level of English teachers. Those 

who know how to operate in a classroom, know English well, and how to teach it, will be much 

better placed than colleagues who do not know these things. And teachers who have reason to feel 

satisfied in and with their work situation (working conditions, work load, salary, etc.) are far more 

likely to approach the task with enthusiasm than those who do not. 

Conditions overall. A school that is very poorly resourced will probably (but not necessarily) find it 

more difficult to promote good learning than a school that has everything it could ask for. 

The students themselves. Since successful learning is realised by the students themselves (and not 

by the teacher), anything that gets in the way of that is going to have a negative impact. If the 

students are under-motivated, disadvantaged or seriously preoccupied by other matters, they will 

be less likely to benefit from instruction (if indeed that is what is called for) than if they are in ‘good 

shape’. Of course, all students go through different stages of contentment, dissatisfaction, etc., but 

it is not difficult to see how outside circumstances can have an effect on learning of any kind. 

Attitudes to foreign language learning. As with every school subject – and learning and education in 

general – the attitude of others in a student’s world (parents, teachers, school principal, friends, 

etc.) will have a profound influence on their motivation to learn (English in our case). 

I have no doubt that all of the above play their part in the success or failure of school (and other) 

English language learning on a national scale. But there is, it seems to me, a basic flaw in ascribing 

them more than marginal importance. Many English teachers today are thoroughly expert and bring 

experience and passion to the classroom, while others are not and do not. But, unless teachers’ 

abilities and knowledge are so poor that they really have nothing to offer students, how significant 

is the difference between the stronger and the weaker teachers in terms of overall outcomes? If the 

phenomenon I opened this ‘thought piece’ with – generally poor results in school ELT – applies 

across many different situations, there must be more to it than the teachers. 

And there must be more to it than conditions and class size too. There is no strong evidence that I 

know of which shows that well-resourced schools always do better than their less fortunate 

counterparts, or that class size by itself is a determiner of success. In fact, there are many examples 

of great things, including learning at school, being achieved in difficult circumstances. 

I have omitted so far issues of leadership and management, and the ethos of a school. In particular, a 

school’s attitude to learning and responsibility must have some effect on students’ attainment. These 

things must matter. But they matter across the board – not just for language learning – and success 

in other subjects often, though not always, is greater than success in English language learning. 



 

I cannot help but think that there are other forces at work, which have the potential to affect foreign 

language learning negatively – and learning in other subjects too. It is in this respect that what we 

focus on in our teaching and what we ask our students to give their attention to can (and does) have 

a significant part to play. 

As the situation stands, we are asking children and teenagers to become enthused and motivated 

by a foreign grammar system which is not intrinsically interesting for them. The main problem 

English teachers face with most of these young people is the absence of a good, ever-present reason 

for studying English grammar. Most school English syllabuses, textbooks and classroom lessons, 

even now, are demonstrably preoccupied, mainly, with teaching the grammar system and the 

vocabulary it requires. The ‘topics’ and ‘situations’ are just grist for the grammar mill. A lesson about 

some fictional student or nurse’s daily routine, or about the size and importance of different cities, 

is of little interest to students who are dealing with genuinely novel and interesting content in some 

other school subjects. And the real topics of those English lessons – the present simple and 

comparison with adjectives in the examples above – are blatantly obvious, almost insulting the 

students’ intelligence. 

You can argue, of course, that everyone knows why English is important in today’s world. But that 

doesn’t cut any ice for many young people, especially in communities where there is little or no 

English around them and where the lives they can realistically aspire to do not have English in them.  

Of course, this does not describe all learners. Many are motivated by English and have a desire to 

learn it, some from an early age, perhaps influenced by their families or because of an interest they 

have, such as music and songs or computer games. But without such interest, grammar is not in itself 

a great creator of desire! And unless a need or desire to learn exists, is activated or created, it is 

difficult to get and retain students’ attention in English classes, and without that, they are unlikely to 

learn much. Attention is what matters, as the singer Sheryl Crow (50 million albums sold) suggested 

in an interview in The Guardian: in answer to the question “What have you sacrificed for your art?” 

she replied “My love life. I think whatever you give your attention to is what thrives” (2014). 

All my working life I have been fascinated by the efforts teachers make to get their students to give 

real attention to their lessons. They devise ‘interesting’ or ‘fun’ situations and activities – games, 

dialogues, matching tasks and puzzles – to try to engage their students, and when they work, as 

they often do, we laugh and cheer. 

But we may be asking too much of our students, especially of regular school students with many 

other subjects to worry about, and of ourselves. And perhaps we have got things the wrong way 

round and put the cart before the horse – in this case, the language before reasons for learning the 

language. That can result in what Hugh Dellar and Andrew Walkley describe as spending “hours and 

hours of precious time going over, say, 20-30 grammar structures at any one level”‘, which is 

“unfortunately, all we are really doing – in the sense that this repetition of these rules adds nothing 

extra to students’ ability to communicate more fluently” (2016:24). And it is only when we have we 

have decided what structures to teach that we consider what content or ‘topics’ we might use to 

‘contextualise’ those grammatical items. 

 

A modest proposal 

We could put our cart and horse in the proper functional sequence – horse, then cart – by following 

advocates of CLIL, Content and Language Integrated Learning (see, for example, Ball, Kelly & Clegg 



 

2015). We could choose content as the main focus of what we want to do, and only when we have 

decided what potentially interesting things we are going to involve students in start to think of the 

language that might help the students to work with it. That way we might guarantee (as far as that 

is possible in any school system) that our students will ‘give their attention’ to what we are asking 

them to do. 

That is indeed the CLIL promise – both getting the students’ real attention and educating them – 

but I want to go a bit beyond that and suggest that if students are unlikely to get anywhere near a 

fairly accurate command of English (e.g. B1 level) by the time they finish school, given the limitations 

discussed above, then let’s stop pretending that is what we should aim at. Let’s stop hoping in vain 

for ‘top European’ level fluency and general competence in English when we could do better by 

using English to excite our students’ interest in the world around them, and using their interest in 

the world around them to help them pick up some English, though more for comprehension and 

‘simplified but effective’ expression than for grammatical accuracy and fluency. 

I do not mean that we should almost abandon English language teaching in schools (though see the 

postscript to this article). Rather, I am suggesting that we should focus on selecting content – 

principally about English in the world and in the students’ country and region – and get students 

involved in that, and be realistic about our language level targets. The English that arises as a result 

of focusing on content would be incidental to our main purpose – general education. Students 

should learn some routine classroom English, other frequently used phrases, expressions, grammar 

and vocabulary, song lyrics, and so on. Unfashionable, but sometimes effective, techniques like 

explanation and translation could be used to help students handle input texts, and to express things 

they want to say in English. Some of what they are exposed to in this way will stick for many or some 

students, and some will not. But where students are excited by encountering English in this way (as 

some surely will be) they can be encouraged to seek additional interesting exposure to English in 

other ways, e.g. via the Internet. 

By giving up our impossible dreams about having almost all students understand, speak and write 

English quite well by the time they leave school, reducing our targets for English language learning, 

and focusing mainly on interesting and educational content, we would remove the motivational 

barrier many students have (English often being their ‘least favourite’ subject) and accept the reality 

that is staring us in the face. Students would do interesting and enjoyable things with genuinely 

engaging content in English, and some English, maybe even a lot, should go into and come out of 

most students. With no weird grammar-based tests to worry about, their creativity and imagination 

would have a chance to grow and blossom. 

Take, for example, storytelling. When stories, spoken or written, with some familiar context and 

content are told well, students can enjoy them even if they can’t necessarily understand all the 

language. They can pick up useful and memorable bits of English more effectively than having lots 

of grammar examples thrown at them. Why? Because they are engaged in the story, not distressed 

by the language. Afterwards, they may be able to use some of the words, phrases and sentences 

that occur, just as many do with the lyrics of English language songs. Such agreeable ‘harvesting’ of 

language contrasts with the grim insistence of structure teaching. By helping students understand 

ideas (and language) in context, and encouraging them (without strict insistence) to try and tell 

stories themselves, we may end up with only a partial and patchy knowledge of English, but that 

knowledge, if eagerly acquired, will be better retained, and it may pave the way for more eager 

acquisition of English by some, perhaps many, students. 



 

That, then, is my mildly Swiftian proposal: Abandon the almost impossible dream of forcibly 

teaching everyone the English language at school, and instead have them ‘fraternise’ with English 

through interesting content and activities. Remove the need to learn grammatical structures and 

lists, essentially only in order to jump over test obstacles (or hit them and bite the dust), and 

recognise that there are other more important things to do in our schools! We could well discover 

that time is better spent that way, and more English actually learnt by more students. 

Alternatively, a less modest proposal – and one more grounded in the kind of English teaching that 

I have been involved in all my professional life – would be to increase English classes to a minimum 

of five hours a week, reduce class size to a maximum of 30 students, set up a massive teacher 

development programme, and pay English teachers who graduate from the programme 25% more. 

That might produce better results too. But teachers of other subjects wouldn’t like it! 

 

Postscript 

A recent article, drawn to my attention by my friend and colleague Scott Thornbury, suggests that 

all this worry and frustration may soon be over and foreign language teaching may cease to be part 

of the normal school curriculum. The American applied linguist Scott A. Crossley suggests that the 

enormous strides made in machine translation will soon make it unnecessary to learn other 

languages. He writes that “Machine translation will not take over the classroom; it will remove the 

underlying need for FL classrooms” (2018:548). In such circumstances, trying to engage most 

students in foreign language learning would be a futile waste of time. No one will need us EFL 

teachers, syllabuses or course books anymore. We’ll soon be rare, endangered or extinct! 

You don’t believe him? Well, in Nanjing, China in October this year, I met a British teacher who had 

needed to buy something at an Apple store in that country. As a recent arrival in China, he was 

unable to speak Chinese. The entire transaction took place with simultaneous translation between 

him and the store assistant via machine translation software and an audio interface. It was, he said, 

smooth and problem-free. They could have talked about the weather if they had wanted to. 

Hmmm. 
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