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In student populations where the language 
of communication is English as a second (or 
third or fourth) language, the teacher can do 
a lot to help students improve their English 
skills. In many school systems in the 
Pacific islands, English is the medium of 
instruction. However, the actual teaching 
of English is left largely (and in most cases 
solely) to the English teacher. This system 
in which ' taught English' is so separated 
from other classes in the core curricula such 
as Mathematics, Social Studies, Science, is 
in some respects not to the advantage of 
the students. Students are expected to 
perform in what is essentially a foreign 
language in subjects which have complex 
concepts to grasp. In Science, for example, 
the concepts which the teacher wishes to 
get across to the students are often quite 
speculative or culturally different from those 
in the students' experience. A lot of the 
diff iculty that the students have in grasping 
such speculative concepts could arise from 
their diff iculty wi th English. Therefore, how 
can the teacher aid the student's learning in 
Science (or any other class) through an 
increased knowledge of English? 

Implementing simple research techniques in 
the classroom will aid the teacher who is 
concerned about the links between 
language and the acquisition of content 
knowledge. Classroom teachers are, of 
course, always observing their students and 
the i n t e r a c t i o n a m o n g s t s t u d e n t s . 
Observation is a simple research technique. 
Research is not a big word . In this case, it 
is simply observing the way our students 
act, learn, speak, wri te, listen, interact.... in 
class. Setting in place some observation 
(research) techniques from which some 
useful benefits will arise is the first step to 
integrating English skills wi th the content in 
other subjects. 

A useful research technique is to do an 
analysis to see what the students do and do 
not know in any given subject. This 
analysis can be called a diagnostic analysis. 

For the purposes of this discussion, a 
diagnostic analysis is simply a way of 
diagnosing what help students need in order 
to aid their learning of core subjects which 
are taught in English. 

For example, a diagnostic analysis can be 
applied in a Social Sciene class on 
observation. Such a class may include 
many words which will be foreign to the 
students. Often teachers are unaware of 
the fact that students will not grasp the 
concept of the class simply because they do 
not know the vocabulary. Teachers often 
assume too much; in this case that the 
students know the vocabulary associated 
with the particular lesson, or that if they do 
not know that vocabulary, that they will 
simply pick it up with a bit of prompting or 
reading. A diagnostic analysis at the 
beginning of a new study area would 
determine if the students were comfortable 
with the main terms in it. If students are 
found to not know the words to a sufficient 
level and be able to use them, then the 
teacher will recognise that to actually 
launch into the subject without doing 
suitable preparation in vocabulary would be 
to disadvantage the students. 

Teachers often underestimate the power of 
language as it relates to learning. What do 
my students need in the way of language 
skills to help them to learn more effectively? 
That is an essential question and an analysis 
of students' prior knowledge (or lack of it) 
will be very beneficial. For example, a 
diagnostic analysis to determine what 
vocabulary needs to be pre-taught in a 
Social Science class would go a long way to 
aiding students with learning the all-
important subject knowledge. If students 
are confronted with new words which are 
not directly taught, then comprehension of 
the subject as a whole will be limited. A 
simple and effective way for a teacher to 
see if students know any/some/none of the 
vocabulary about to be used in a new 
subject area could be achieved as shown in 
the Table below. 



In the fo l l ow ing simple d iagnost ic 
vocabulary test, have the students link the 
words in the left hand column wi th the 
definitions in the right hand column. 
Students draw an arrow from the word to 
the definit ion. The results will tell the 
teacher how much or how little his/her class 
understands the new vocabulary. Of course 
the teacher will not mark the diagnostic test 
and hand it back. It is only for the teacher 
to discover what level his students are at 
wi th the new vocabulary. This is a list of 
words which might appear in a topic on 
conservation. 

Table 

Word Definition 

nocturnal a special group of animals or plants 
predators a person who looks after a park 
ranger caring for the environment 
species animals that catch other animals 
conservation active at night 

It is important that students are pre-taught 
vocabulary before it is introduced into a 
new subject area because a student's 
diff iculty may not be with the content area 
but wi th language. For example, a student 
may be really interested in Science but have 
weak language skills. Is the student's 
possible failure in Science a fact of his/her 
inability to grasp Science concepts or wi th a 
difficulty of working easily in English? In 
this situation the only way is to recognise 
that some students do fit into this category 
and that, for the teacher and no matter 
what the subject, facilitating language skills 
is very important. A diagnostic test will tell 
the teacher what English problems need to 
be addressed. The diagnostic analysis as. 
shown in the above Table is certainly one 
way of determining what vocabulary the 
teacher should outline for the students 
before launching them into a sink or swim 
situation. 

Language is power. Students wih a weaker 
grasp of English are not necessarily 
incapable of learning the language. There 
are many reasons why a student may have 
weaker English skills than others. But a 
student who is less adept at English is not 
necessarily less capable or less intelligent. 

However, these negatives are often applied 
to students whose language skills are not as 
good as might be expected. The classroom 
teacher can help the students and the 
English teacher by aiding the use and 
absorption of English in the classroom. A 
diagnostic analysis will detect problems 
with vocabulary, writ ing and reading, 
listening, speaking and grammar. For 
example, a Social Science teacher may 
notice that some students who are quite 
proficient in oral English are unable to 
communicate their ideas in wr i t ten English. 
The teacher should be aware that this is not 
due to laziness or lack of intelligence. It 
could be that the student missed out on 
certain structures in the English language 
which result in a lack of wri t ing skills. 
Writing for some students is certainly more 
difficult than speaking. Therefore it would 
be unfair to see a student achieve less 
because of what is essentially a language 
problem rather than a content problem. 
How can the teacher tell if the student has 
a particular grammar and/or wri t ing problem 
holding her back? The answer is simple 
once you have identified that there is a 
difference between the student's spoken 
and written English. - do a diagnostic 
analysis of the student's wr i t ing. 

By studying a wri t ten passage, the teacher 
may discover that the student is unable to 
form certain verb forms which makes the 
written work incomprensible. If the student 
has a problem wi th verb forms, then it could 
be that he or she has problems 
understanding time concepts. Verb forms 
(or tenses) distinguish the way that time 
works and if a student's English is all 
"mixed up" , it may be because the student 
is confused by the language issue (i.e. the 
tenses) of t ime. The Social Science teacher 
may not have the expertise to help directly 
on such language issues. However, on 
recognising the problem the teacher could 
then consult wi th the language teacher to 
find solutions and thus help the student 
achieve better in Social Science classes. It 
is important to remember that it may be 
language not content that is holding back a 
student. It is also imperative for teachers of 
all subjects to know that it is their 
responsibility to understand the whole 
student - that is that language affects all 
aspects of learning no matter what the 
actual subject. If the Science student has 
to sit a written test or exam and that 



student has a language problem, then he or 
she might fail because of English rather than 
through a lack of knowledge about Science. 
Is the student therefore a failure of Science 
or English? 

Observation is a simple research technique 
wh ich , when done wi th some conscious 
effort, wil l act in determining the language 
needs of your students. For example, 
consciously observe which students are not 
participating in class. There are always 
students who appear shy and wi thdrawn. 
Why are those students so uncooperative 
and shy? This is a common question asked 
by teachers. Teachers may think that it is 
because the student is just naughty, lazy or 
unintelligent. Observe more fully; those 
students may have a learning problem. In 
order to f ind out if there is a learning 
problem associated wi th language, set some 
questions which students have to answer in 
pairs. Shy students will not speak in front 
of a whole class. Put the so called shy 
students wih a not so shy. How does the 
shy student act? Does he or she participate 
now? If there is no change, then pair the 
shy student off (gently, and without telling 
them why) , w i th another shy student. Any 
difference in participation? Perhaps there 
isn' t . The teacher, as the person 
responsible for student learning, can now 
try to do another educational "experiment". 
Let the students work in the local language. 
Are the " s h y " s tudents sti l l not 
communicating? What is the different 
language dynamic in the classroom when 
the local language is used? The teacher 
could now ask herself: Do the shy students 
have a deeper-than-l-thought problem in 
communicating in English? The teacher's 
observation, in different, pre-determined and 
organised ways, will show some interesting 
patterns about the use of language. If lack 
of English skills is what is behind the 
"shyness", then the teacher needs to find 
strategies to help the student overcome 
those problems which will affect his or her 
entire schooling. There are many strategies 
to get shy students to communicate in 
class. Discuss what options you might use 
in the sort of meeting described below. But 
by observing, you have discovered the most 
important th ing: the need to act on your 
research f indings. 

Finally, when student learning is concerned, 
there are so many aspects which are 
directly connected to language skills (or lack 
of them) that the teacher should consider 
meeting other teachers to discuss the 
issues. This is a form of research which 
will effectively aid your students' learning 
by seeking solutions to the problems you 
have uncovered. The process could be as 
fol lows: Set up a meeting wi th a number of 
teachers who teach the same children. 
Inform the teachers that the topic under 
discussion is Language and learning across 
all subject areas: How can we help our 
students to learn in English? A group of 
teachers in a professional setting will 
provide many ideas which arise from their 
years of experience. The fol lowing 
questions wil l , when brainstormed together, 
bring forth some excellent suggestions and 
ideas. Teachers should never underestimate 
the amount of shared knowledge that they 
have and that that knowledge can be 
applied successfully to solving problems. A 
group of teachers could discuss the 
following issues: 

• How does English disadvantage 
some students? 

• What sort of students are most 
likely to be disadvantaged by poor 
English skills? 

• How can teachers help the English 
teacher incorporate English learning 
into other subject areas? 

• What students in our school are 
most at risk from "fai l ing" because 
of English? 

• How can we help our students wi th 
language skills? 

• What research can we conduct in 
our classes to find out more about 
the relationship between student 
performance and the ability to use 
English effectively? 

Conclusion 

Teacher awareness of simple classroom 
research techniques is very important in 
aiding students in a myriad of ways within 
school systems. For some reason, most 
teachers are not given the opportunity to 



study educational research techniques in 
teacher training colleges. This is a great 
waste of a very useful tool because by 
consciously finding out the needs of 
students in order to enhance learning we 
are surely wasting much human capital. A 
diagnostic analysis of the various ways 
students (and teachers) use language in the 
classroom is simply a research tool to aid 
more effective teaching. As was started at 
the beginning of this article: Research is not 
a big word. Research, once conducted, 
needs to be acted on. Solving the problems 
which research uncovers is easier than you 
may think. For example, you can discuss 
the issues wi th others, consult books and 
magazines for solutions to classroom 
problems and experiment in your classroom. 
The issues surrounding the use of English in 
classes in which English is not the first 
language is an excellent place to start 
researching in order to aid learning. 


