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The English Teacher: a Professional wder Queation

This bullatin has baen designed fo offer secord-
ary school tesachers theoretical and practical con-
tribut ions For thalr work, in this case, as Euglish
teachers., Therefore, the reader expects o find
conceebe disoussions on topics dealing with Teaching
Fnglish as a4 Second or Foreign Language, and sugges-
tiomse abbouabt the development of specific tasks,
sicch as oral comprebension achivities, dialogue
prosenbations, cvalumation, oo,

The above quidelines will be violated in this
article because its puwrpose is to focus o the
wrong Eecling people bBave about the teachers!
canmnand of BEnglish, That is to say, there will
not be any pedagagical hinks or thecretical dismms—
sions on the orientation of teaching. Instead,
the idea is to coment on an aspect which affacts
the Engligsh teachers emotlonally: the way most
people question, wunjustifiably, the orofessiocnal
lavel of English teachers,

Very frequently the EBnglish teacher is ashked,
"Are you able to conmmmnicate i English? Do oyou
understand English songs? Can you hold a conver-
sation with an American or an Englishman?” And
vz, "Do you raally kow English?” This clearly
shows his status as an English speaker is under
quastion, whersas orhar professionals  do
not face similar situkations too often. Moy
would ask a mathematician, "Do yvou know geanetry?
r "Do you wulerstand differential equations?®
People take for granted that they master their
Fimld.
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Bagides this discowragling situation, English
teachers are also questioned regarding the amount
of English their students learm. The wriber e
mambers the words of a high schosl principal who
congtantly remarked about the Ffallure of English
teachers to make their students speak that target
language, “"despuds de cinco largos anos” (his own
words )], He was naeither concerced about the insuf-
ficient rmeults obtained by the teachers of other
subjecsts, nor intervested in discovering the cause
of the weak results In English. What was obvious
for him wazs that at the end of high school, the
students could not use Eoglish,

Nobxody can arcue that these feelings are exmclu-
sive of uneducataed people. Everywhere, at all
lewvels, one listens ko peopls asking for EBEnglish
teachwrrs, but native speakers, The idea behind
this attitud=s is that non-native English speaksrs
can noh caccy out this task sucoossfully. It fol-
lows fram this that our opportunities for profes-
sicnal developrent are inherently consttainsd.

It is impossible to ignore the existence of
these limitations. The truth is that the English
teacher does not attain a proficiency level close
to the linquistic performance of a native speaker,
nor has he been able bto "produce™ English speakars
1n secondary school,

These considecations, however, fall into the
category of mere intuition. More clearly stated,
people who know nothing aboul: the naturse of second
or foreign lancuape learning/teaching give opinions
and even juige the English speakers' performance.
Unfortunately, although we can suppose those
opinions are not ill-intentioned, they do aEfect
English teachers since they make them lose their
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self-confidence, due to the objection to their
ability as speakers and teachers,

A cleaver uderstanding of the language learn-
ning/acquisition  prooess could eliminate  some
of these misconceptions. The wvery nalure of foreign
language learning doag not allow the lsamerns
to achiswve the native spealeres'’ proficiency level,t
especially but not exclusively, regarding the
phonoloqical features, This is highly simnificant
becausae the aspect which most obwviously denotes
gur level of command of a foreign language 1is
the mastery of the phonological rules: what is
referredd 1o as "a [Coreign accent™. It has bes=n
widaly provan that after pubarty it iz alincgt
impussible to reproduce accurately the phonological
structure of a second/foreign lanquage, Pecple
angagad in such a gituation can not really avoid
a foreian accent, as is the case of most of Ehe
Frglish teachers in our ocountry. In additicr,
as a natural consegaence of the phenomenon we
are Involved in, we have a limited ——but acceptable-—
mastery of the BEnglish languane sttuctuce. T
sane is true for everyore learning any forelmm

lanquange.

The oaplications oF the charactecistics of
Foraign lanquage laavning ace avident: 1t 16 &
particularly difficalt task, so 1t is a goal which
neonle, after the age of puberty, can hardly have
access o, This does not mean that English teachers
shonld not continee improving professionally, but
that therz is a sclentific oexplanation for vkl
Liinited proficiency in English, Besides, English
teaching in Costa ERican high schogls presgenls
other camplications which can be made explicit in
anothar acticle.

It is worth Lndicating that the nature ofF
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our field of specialization iz guite Jdifferent
from all othars, It does not seam to helong o
any Teal area of knowdedge or thought., Our aim
is mainly to learn, and eventueally teach, a lin-
quistic code, O gogl is then just a means for
others., Perhaps this is why many peopls feel
free to express their views regarding ouar profi-
clency in English. Because everyone is able to
use his native languags appropriately, most people
tend to assure that a foreign language 1s acguirad
ardd not learned. Tz they underestimate the
achisvement of fareign langquage speakers because
they think it is an easy process,

sumarizing, what 1is not attained by the
English specialists is not debtermmined by Eheir
lack of oncern bubt rather by the difficuity re-—
sulting Erom the nature o©f this intricate yot
interesting phenomencn.
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