DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 054 671 FL 002 519

AUTHOR Young, Robert B.

TITLE Contributions of the Latin American TESOL
Experience.

PUB DATE 6 Mar 71

NOTE 10p.; Speech presented at the Fifth Annual TESOL
Convention, New Orleans, La., March 6, 1971

EDRS PRICE MF-$0.65 HC-$3.29

DESCRIPTORS Applied Linguistics; Curriculum Development; *English
(Second Language); Interference (Language Learning);
International Education; International Organizationms;
xInternational Programs; *Language Instruction;
*Language Programs; Spanish Americans; *Spanish
Speaking; Teacher Education

IDENTIFIERS Latin America; Mexico City Binational Center

ABSTRACT

The Latin American experience in teaching English to
speakers of other languages (TESOL) differs from the United States
experience in a number of ways. In Latin America, the native language
is Spanish or Portuguese, and student background is much more
homogeneous. TESOL began earlier in Latin America and the need there
is greater. Effective TESOL instruction in Latin America often lies
outside the realm of the governmental educational systen, and much of
it is accomplished through binational centers which receive support
from the United States government. Teacher preparation is not as
sophisticated, and teaching procedures are often based on pragnatism
rather than linguistic theory. The Teachers of English to Speakers of
Othe Languages should organize a department for teaching English to
speakers of Spanish (TESS) and should design programs for that
particular area. The organization should broaden its scope and not
lipit itself to problems of American teachers or to students in the
OUnited States. (VH)
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE LATIN AMZRICAN TESOL EXPERTENCE

Robert B. Young
I. THE MIXICO ZITY OPERATION

For mecre than nineteen vears I have lived and worked in Latin America, during
most of this period in connection with the teaching of English to speakers of Spanish.
Certain basic differences betwean TESOL in the United States and TESOL in Latin
America have become apparent, and I sincerely believe that each could benefit from
the experience of the other.

At the present time I am Director of the Binational Center in Mexico City, a
non-profit, non-governmental and non-sectarie;n organization dedicated to a better
understanding between the peoples of the United States and Mexico, through a pro-
gram of cultural interchange,and the teaching of the two languages to an average
enrollment of more than seven thousand students, Its somewhat cumbersome local
name is "The Mexican-North American Institute of Cultural Relations", and juridically
it is a Mexican non-profit corporation.

My Latin American TESOL experience is not limited to this Institute however,

It includes, in addition to the teaching of English in other private schools, the manage=-
ment of a Binational Center in a smaller city in Meaxicc, and viEii’ES to most of the
Binatiénal Centers in the capital cities of Latin America, And, in 1965 and 1966, while
serving as Cultural Attaché in the U. S. Embassy in Montevideo, Uruguay, I workad
with ﬁhe local Binational Center as a member of its Board of Directors.,

The first serious study by a competent individual of the TESOL activities of these
Binational Centers will be published soon. It was made by Dr. Donald M. Decker,

Chairman of the English as a Second Language Department of Elbert Covell College of




the Unlversity of the Pacific., A portion of this study will be published in March or
April of this year by the Center for Applied Linguistics in Washington. It is to be
entitled "The English as 4 Second Language Programs of the Amsrican and British
Binationai Institutes in Maxico", and it will deal with the fourtcen U. S.and the three
British Binational Centers in *hat country. The punlication of this article will be
announced in "Rasearch in Education", a monthly periodical of the U, §, Office of
Education;

The iBinaticnalCenter in Mexico City has been actively engaged in the teachirg
of English as a foreign lancjuage for more than twonty-seven years. Duriryg this period,
we have taught English to more than 175,000 Mexicun adults, We have on our stafi
sixty full-time teachers of English. At any given time, more than seven thousand
students are registered with us and attending daily classas to learn English. With a
few minor exceptions in specific, short-term, advanced courses, all materials uged
in our classes were developed over the vears by the staff of the organization. For
instance, our teachers wrote, tested, printed and taught with two complete series of
textbooks, and eventually discarded both to bring into existence the current "American
English Series", employed effectively in most of the Binational Centers in Spanish -
speaking Latin America. We have had constant opportunities to establish and operate
speclal regearch and materials-development projects, and to test the new materidls on
our seven thousand students. Typical of these projects are experiments in better
testing, and in thg development of special courses, both at the beginning and advanced
levels. For example, we once devised a complete pre-reading course, and printed a
s%udent and teacher textbook for it. Wea wrote, tested, and employed a language*

laboratory course in three levels, with three printed textbooks. While both of thesse
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courses have since been discontinued, the sxperience we gained ih the process n1as
been invaluable. And this process has been duplicated in city after city of Latir

America.

I1., TESS AND TESP

A first and obvious asnect of TESOL in Latin America is that it should be
abbreviated TESS =-- "Teachers of English to Speakers of Spanish" —-- and perhaps
TESP in Brazil, Of course, there are many programs in the United States, with
classes made up exclusively of Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans,
American Indians, etc. But I am sure that many others of you have struggled under
the handicap of én English class composed of students with varving le juage back=
grounds. And I am also sure that you can aprreciate the advantages to the teacher
and to the materials develope: of a single and well-defined language experlence on
the part of a-ll the students in a class.,

Our sixty English teachers, all native speakers of that lanquage, are at the
same time all fluent in Spanish, the language of their students, They and our staff
members working in maierials development are kzenly aware of the specific problems
of transference and interference from Spanish to English in pronunciation and ather
sound areas, in lexicon (with cognates, both true and false), and in syntax, ih this
instance perhaps the area of greatest diversion and greatest problems. Thus, our
materials, our techniques and methodology are designed to correct the interference

and to take maximum advantage of transference from Spanish to English.

111, EARLIER START
Another asf:ect of TESOL in Latin America is that it started earlier there than ih

the United States. In Argentina, for example, English instruction was well established
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in the 1870's by the many American teachers imported by Argentina's second Pregident,
Domirgo Faustino Sarmiento, This interest was stimulated by the thousands of English
scientists and engineers who invaded the country in connection with the construttion
and operation of the railroads and power plants. In 1929 the American Binational Center
in Buenos Aires, the ICANA, was founded, and it has functioned aggressively ard
effectively ever since in the TESOL field--more than forty years of uninterrupted TESOL
experience, teaching English to hundreds of thousands of Argentinians. And this story

is typical of the hundreds of Binational Canters located throughout Latin America.

IV. SREATER NEED

The Interest in and need for TESOL instruction applies to a much greater portion
of the population of Latin America than of the United States. 8o great is the demand
for English instruction there that countless students fall prey to the lure of fly -by-night
diploma mills charging exorbitant fees to “"teach English" in B0 contact hours... or lesst
For the uniVErsity stude "t, particularly in the sciences and professions, a reading
knowledge of English is essential, because many of his textbooks are available only
in that language. For the manufacturer or business man, a khowledge of English, the
international language of business, is required, as it is for his department heads and
their secretaries. For the mililons engaged in tourist-related services, from the
humble street seller of handicrafté to the entire staifs of hotels, restaurants and travel

agencies, English is the tool of their trade. For these and other reasons, a surpri-
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singly large percentage of the two=hundred-and~fifty million inhabitants of Latin
America demand English instruction. These are students with an incredibly high moti-
vation, a deep and sincere desire to learn English, and to learn along with {t something

of the culture of the native speakers of this language,
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You, of course,; receive o few of these students in U. 5. universities. But
the great majority of them find it impossible for economic reasons io travel to the
States to study English, and as a result an extensive TESQOL service has grown up
in Latin America through the years. It varies tremendously in eifectiveness. Where
English ig offerea in the public school system, it tends to be ineffective. Typical
of English instruction at the secondary leve!l in Latin America is the class of 60 or
more students in a single room, receiving two 45 minute periods per week of English
instruction from a teacher who all too often does not speak, understand, nor even
read the language. Certain universities, technical schools, and normal schools do
better, but they reach only a very small percentage of those interested in the study
of English. Private schools at the primarv and secondary level are also more effec~
tive, and fill a part of the urgent need for English instruction. However, they tend
to Le expensive, and thus their effect is limited te the higher economic levels of the
population. The organizations best meeting the needs of the remainder of the inHa=-
bitants of Latin America are the Binational Centers, such as the éne in Mexico City.
One-hundred and ten of these centers in Latin America now receive finanhcial assis=-

tance from the Government of the United States, through the J. 8. Information Agency

and cooperation of the U. 8. Government, without direct financial help. This network
of more than 260 centers brings effective English instruction within the reach vf mogt
of the population of Latin America, and at a price that they Vcan afford to pay. Qur
students in Mexicé City, for example, pay less than ten dollars a month for daily
classes of fifty minutes, and an extensive progra:m of scholarship help is avaiiable

for those who cannot meet this modest charge. The cost varies upward in the more
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expensive capital cities, and downward in the smaller towns, but our charges are
more or less typical of the co t of English instruction tn the Blnational Centers
throughcut Latin America.

To summarize this point, effective TESOL instruction in Lattn America lies
outside the realm and authority of the official governmental sducational system,
and for the most part below the university level, It is a business or a non-grofit

service, on the level of non-accredited adult education.

V. LOWER LEVEL

Another characteristic of Latin America 1s that education in general and
teacher-training in particular are much less sophisticated than ih the United Btates.
William Winnie of Colorado State University, in his bnok "Latin Americén Develop=
ment", states: "Many Latin American teachers are inadequately prepared: in seven
countries for which recent data are available, one-half or more of the primary school
teachers had neither certification nor any systematic teacher=training. ol Hé cites
figures indicating the completion of less than four years of schoeoling for the average
adult of Latin America today, and describes a drop-out rate of as high as thirty-five
percent gach in the first and second grades in some countries. Last iall the Mintstry
of Public Education of Mexico published a two-volume review of dccomplishmerits
during the six-year period from 1964 to 1970, < Amony the figures cited with jugtie
fiable pride are the followirg: while in 1964 only 5.7 percent «f the students énterihg
the first grade complueted the sixth grade, that figure had risen in 1970 to 9.8 percent.
Even after almost doubling the percentage in the last six years, less than one in ten

of the students beginning grammar school completes the sixth grade!
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n view of these facts, it is obvious that teacher training and education in
general (including TESOL instruction) must be planned and conducted on a much less
sophisticated level than in the United States. We offer a series of three, thirty-six
hour courses for the training of Mexican teachers of English. Admission is limited
to those students who have demonstrated a satisfactory command of English by passlrg
a standard U. S.~developed proficiency examination designed for college entrance,
and native speakers often take these classes along with Mexican students. While we
are able to use Clifford Prator's }:u:sc’zkzl for the course on the sound system of English,
we found nothing in print that was simple enough for the course that analyzes the
English language, and the course that presents techniques and methodology. We
were forced to create our own textbooks for these courses., Admittedly, we do not
turn out Mexican teachers who have attained a mastery of English or who are experts
in TESOL. However, Msexicans teach English in the public schocl system of their
country, and will continue to do so, whether properly prepared or not, Those who
complete successfully our three teacher-training courses, unsophisticated as they
are, will still teach English many times more sffectively than do those who have not
had this experience.

Among the sixty English teachers on the staff of the Mexico City Binational

Center are some with Masters degrees in TESOL. There are others with nothing more

than a high school diploma and a natural teaching ability backed up by a deep ihterest

in their students., And I consider this staff as a whole to be among the most dedicated

R i

and effective groups of teachers in the TESOL field in the Western Hemisphere today.
We attempt to keep up to date thréu;gh a week each vear of full-time in-service

training, plus a series of outstanding lecturers that have included Grant Taylor,

Q ‘Au,drey Wright, Robert La’dc, and others. Mario Pei will go to Mexico City to lecture




for us this June,

Primarily, however, our teachers have learned by doing, and in this process
they have mastered the techniques and methodology of teaching English to speakers
of Spanish. "Pragmatism" might identify best our approach to TESOL. And, while
no accrediting association would consider approving our classes, we are teaching
English effectively--we are producing bilingual Mexicans by the tens of thousands.

Thus, the TESOL structure in Latin America developed pragmatically, over &
long period of time. And it developed completely free of the control or influencé of
school boards, state and local departments of education, accrediting organizations,
standardized admission policies, etc. It adopted techniques that work, with rela~
tively little preparation in formal linguistics and TESOL theory. And, because t:he
field is competitive, the organizations that became effective survived, the others
disappeared. TESOL teachers, without the protection of formal tenure, developed
the ablility to teach effectively, or they losat out and turned to other activities. For

those working in materials development, either the textbooks they produced enabled

was discontinued. The net result is amazingly effective TESOL instruction,

VI. TESS WITHIN TESOL
Nothing I have said should be cpnstrued to mean that TESOL in Latin America
has no need for the type of linguistic investigation and sophisticated TESOL training
available in the U;*nited Btates., On the contrary, it could benefit enormousl}; from
these innovations.

€

I would suggest that our organization consider establishing a department té be
labeled "TESS" - the "Teaching of English to Speakers of Spanisk”. Among potertial
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students of English as a foreign language in this part of the world--the West=rh
Hemisphere-~speakers of Spanish are far more numerous than the speakerz of all
other languages put togethe:. Even within the United States, the gpanish speakers
from Puerto Rico and Cuba in the East, and from Mexico in the Wast, must putnumbet
the speakers of all other non=English languages. Let's acknowiedge this fact within
our organization by a major concentration on the teaching of English to speakers of
Spanish. Such a conceritration would make the activities of TESOL, and these aj,nnual '
converitions much more meaningful to the tens of thousands of English teachers in
Latin America.

Such & concentration would also provide & channel through which the TESOL
experiences of Latin America could be made available to teachets in the United
States. I would like to see a year in which perhaps oné-—hali of all scheduled toplcs
at an annual convention of TESOL were related to the teaching of Ehglish to gpeakers
of Spanish, and where at least one-half of the speakers on these toples were invited
from Latin America. This would encourage and formalize the interchange of experiences
between the United States and Latin America in this' vital field, the teaching of English
to speakers of Spanish.

I would like to see the time come when half of these annual cohventione éfe
held outside of the United States, with a majority of the forelgn conventions ih Latih
America where the demand for TESOL instruction is much more widespread than in the
States. This would make it possible for many more of the Latin American teacﬁers of
English to attend these conventions, and to benefit from the discussions held here.
The 1owar salaries in Latin America, coupled with unfavnrable gx;hange ratés, now

make it 1mpassiblﬁ for many of these teachers to be with us.
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