HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING ABOUT ENGLISH AS A LINGUA FRANCA AND TO LOVE RESEARCH

What follows is a confession of how I became a teacher-researcher and why I value that transition, as opposed to a pure research account.  After teaching for ten years, I had started doing an MA in order to break out of my teaching routines, although the first few months had relatively little direct impact on my work.  This all changed, however, when an apparently routine assignment provoked me to stand up and question what I, as a teacher, was being encouraged to do by a group of (admittedly well-intentioned) researchers.  This account, therefore, does not seek to describe a specific piece of research, but rather to highlight what teachers stand to gain by recognising their doubts about established research and practice, and directly conducting their own inquiries to explore these doubts.  I would like to argue that it is not wider reading or engagement with research that empowers us as teachers, but rather the ability to pause, consider and, via systematic inquiry, directly challenge the recommendations we are offered.
From essay to inquiry
English as Lingua Franca (ELF) is increasingly hard to avoid within the world of English language teaching.  Based upon seemingly reasonable ideas that native-speaker norms are not universally applicable, we might reposition learners as innovative ‘language users’ who actively control their own linguistic needs and resources (Seidlhofer, 2004:222; Jenkins, 2006:170; Kirkpatrick, 2007:188; McKay, 2010:92).  When users are apparently most likely to use English with speakers of other languages, fixed concepts of acceptability appear somewhat less plausible.  I first encountered these ideas while researching an essay, and they seemed a revelation.  Who was I to dictate what students should and shouldn’t say?  And, furthermore, in my Business English classes, where Polish bankers needed to communicate with their Spanish bosses, ELF made good practical sense. 
I was a convert, and exploring how to apply ELF principles in my classes merely reinforced my commitment.  By removing external norms, we must look at teaching in a completely different light (McKay, 2010:111-113).  Our methods might change, our materials certainly should, and traditional assessments may have to be jettisoned (Jenkins, 2006:174; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:401; McKay, 2010:112).  However, at this point, my enthusiasm was briefly checked.  Lofty ambitions are one thing, but somehow I had to fulfil them in class.  If I was to use different materials, what should these look like and how could I design them?  Then came the next revelation: if I wished to introduce dramatic changes to my teaching, shouldn’t my students have a voice?
For months, I had been reading and studying in complete isolation from my teaching.  Perhaps I saw academic study as only the passive consumption of books.  I had always considered myself an innovative teacher, but the key word was teacher.  I may have felt reluctant, or even unqualified, to challenge the theoretical texts I was reading or to implement them in the classroom.  Surely other, cleverer, people did this, people who understood concepts and designed materials far better than I could.  However, no matter how much I read, I only found ever more theoretical arguments about why ELF mattered to language teachers, and no accounts addressing the design of lessons and materials.  Writers seemed comfortable telling teachers what they should be doing, but less keen on demonstrating that they had taught in this way themselves.  It seemed that if we, as language teachers, did not test these theoretical recommendations in the classroom, nobody else would.  So, even though I was convinced it was beyond me, I decided that I should abandon my essay, design a set of ELF-friendly lessons and explore my students’ reactions to these.
Methods (of a sort …)
This was not a deeply-planned and robust research study, it was haphazard and often improvised.  Interestingly, I recall being far more worried about how my tutors would judge my teaching innovations than the inquiry’s results.  I began by locating some materials that I could easily adapt.  As the more flexible communicative goals of ELF are considered highly relevant to Business English (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:400), I selected two activities on telephoning skills from two popular textbooks (Cotton, Falvey & Kent, 2006:11; Cotton, Falvey, Kent & Rogers, 2007:11).  Nevertheless, adapting these to fit within ELF recommendations presented an enormous challenge.  Researchers suggest a focus on open-ended activities which value communicative efficiency and coping strategies over a limited menu of formally correct options (Jenkins, 2006:174; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:396; McKay, 2010:112).  While this may jar slightly with teachers’ and students’ expectations of classroom practice, the lessons I designed encouraged spontaneity and real-time adaptation over scripted accuracy.  

At the lower level, I conducted ‘Polish as a Lingua Franca’ phonecalls before the lesson, and my students reviewed my performance.  Then, we discussed literal Polish translations of supposedly ‘useful’ English expressions, examining Polish norms in telephone communication, and how these might compare to English phone conversations.  This foreshadowed the coursebook activities, but instead of the suggested ‘listen and fill the gaps’ routine, we identified the calls’ purpose and devised multiple potential solutions.  Students then evaluated a narrower list of options, none of which, crucially, were ‘wrong’, and which differed only in their potential impact and appropriacy.  Only then did I introduce the book’s prescribed models.  A follow-up activity involved students actually phoning an unknown, non-Polish, recipient to request specific information.
The higher proficiency lesson followed similar lines.  A recorded conversation in an unknown language prompted broader conversations about global norms in phonecalls in order to validate the use of existing translingual knowledge in English speaking contexts.  In this lesson, we focussed on solving communication difficulties while telephoning, using one coursebook text to model ineffective communication.  We then brainstormed potentially useful phrases to avoid breakdown, in English and in Polish, and analysed them, before finally hearing the book’s proposed model.  The follow-up activity tasked learners with collecting detailed information from intentionally uncooperative callers.
The emphasis of these activities, therefore, was the exploitation of users’ existing linguistic resources and the creative and adaptive decision-making involved in flexible language use (Seidlhofer, 2004:226; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:390).  The activities valued maintaining communication via coping strategies and pragmatic devices over prescribed accuracy (Seidlhofer, 2004:218; Cogo & Dewey, 2006:87), supported by a broader ‘meta’ approach to language and communication (Seidlhofer, 2004:226-227).  Eighteen different learners, with varied needs and backgrounds, used these lessons across both levels.  This diversity reflects my students at the time, but covers an interesting range from bankers using English every day to entrepreneurs who had infrequent encounters in English.  Lessons were not recorded and the following analysis uses only three limited data sources: my own notes and reflections, feedback from the ‘mystery callers’ and, most importantly, discussion activities involving the learners in subsequent lessons. 

(Unexpected) Observations and conclusions
As you will remember, I was a convert to ELF, and confident my students would share my enthusiasm for the innovation being done on their behalf, and the theories that underpinned it.  I had anticipated, however, that while the higher levels would welcome such activities, the less-proficient students might feel less comfortable.  

In practice, the opposite seemed to be true.  The novel experience of engaging in more abstract discussions about communication was embraced by the less-experienced groups, even if we frequently dipped into Polish.  However, there remained a strong desire for more tangible outcomes or an absolute decision on the ‘right’ thing to say.  In contrast, higher level groups were lukewarm about the activities.  For them, the value of coping mechanisms to avoid communication breakdown was self-evident, and the use of ELF was mundane, thus supporting claims that it may represent a reality of daily working life (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:400).  While the broader discussions of communication norms were deemed interesting, they presented little novelty to highly-adept professional communicators.  Interestingly, success in both follow-up tasks appeared to strongly favour those who frequently had to navigate ELF interactions, even if they were nominally less-proficient.  This suggests to me that the successful ‘ELF speaker’ is more characterised by their personal experience than by linguistic skills or teaching alone.
So much for my grand ambitions.  However, my students had demonstrated an underlying issue with bringing the ELF concept into the classroom that I could not have recognised from reading alone.  On one hand, we have clear issues with whether students see value in more fluid definitions of acceptability.  More worryingly, perhaps, is that if we view language as a selective communicative tool, we must recognise ‘getting-by’ as an entirely natural by-product.  The goodwill and patience observed in ELF interactions (Kirkpatrick, 2007:163; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010:390) might be expected across other linguistic barriers.  As teachers, we should surely question whether we can justify trying to teach something which may correlate more strongly with individual experiences.  This suggests we should focus less on what we teach as ELF but rather how we create conditions where users are comfortable with communicative grey areas.  This does not directly oppose the ELF concept, but seeks to look at it in more nuanced terms.  Unfortunately, there is insufficient space for a full commentary on ELF, as the bigger conclusion is a reminder that we should be wary of implementing innovations on our students’ behalf without first involving them in that decision.  It is entirely thanks to the involvement of my students that I could bring any coherence to my own doubts.  And I was only able to do that by taking a step back, questioning what I was reading and conducting my own research.  
Bonus conclusion: Why love research?

I freely admit this inquiry was flawed and riddled with holes, but my concern about its imperfection is easily outweighed by the thought and self-examination it has provoked.  I went through this process without naming it, and only later discovered that it might have one, or indeed many.  Now, four research ventures on, I am doing a PhD on classroom studies done by English language teachers, which all stemmed from having the temerity, as a humble teacher, to say ‘hold on a moment’.  That simple act took me out of just another academic course into something which made me a different kind of teacher.  For me, that expression of ‘hold on’ is what we as teachers ought to do more, questioning and challenging the materials, methods and beliefs that are thrown at us from all quarters: publishers, experts and researchers alike.  In the same way that imposing innovation in my students’ presumed interests was contrary to my beliefs as a teacher, we owe it to ourselves to take a far more active approach towards the innovations we are offered.
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