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TeachinginThe Now

Julia Hedges
Instructor, United Arab Emirates

As my plane flew into Dubai, the sun was just setting,
trailing bright orange over the desert. Arabic filtered in
through the speaker as passengers strapped their lap belts
at the last minute. Urgency to collect garbage, buckle up,
and make quick last impressions was not the same as in
the States. Instead, there was tangible calm. The East In-
dian woman sitting next to me was scheduled to connect
flights in Dubai. Her eyes were tired, lines splayed at the
corners representing the years she had invested in her chil-
dren. Still, her face lit up when speaking of them. We had
spoken of my teaching and of her son’s medical practice.
We traded smiles, knowing that, although our paths might
never cross again, we had made lasting impressions. I in-
tended to build similar relationships with students about
whom [ knew nothing.

Who could have known I would find myself teaching in
the Middle East so soon after graduation? The thought of
working abroad in some far-off land had always enticed
me, but I could never have imagined the surprises that lie
ahead. In beginning to discover and accept my new world,
I have come to realize that, as an educator, I must continue
learning from those around me. In three short months, my
students have taught me this invaluable lesson.
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ORTESOL Spring Workshop:

The Right to Excellent Instruction:

Teaching English Language Learners
from Kindergarten through College

Date: Saturday, May 1, 2010, 10:00am to 2:00pm
Location: Madison High School

2735 NE 82nd Ave, Portland, OR 97213
ORTESOL, your voice for ESL in Oregon, invites you
to discover the benefits of ORTESOL membership, earn
four CPUs, and gain insight into your own instruction at
this free workshop hosted by the Portland Public
Schools. This workshop aims to provide a place for dis-
cussion and exchange regarding current best practices in
both K-12 and adult ESOL education.

Bring questions, ideas and best practices to share!

For more information, contact Heather Dittmore at
heather.dittmore@pcc.edu

From the moment I stepped into the classroom, I realized
that questions that may seem perfunctory back home are
actually an integral part of forming long-lasting relation-
ships in the Emirati culture. On the first day of classes, I
expected to learn more about my students but was sur-
prised to find them more interested in learning about me.
They asked me questions like, “Are you married? Do you
With neatly
trimmed beards and soulful eyes, these particular students

drink alcohol? What is your religion?”

lured me in. These were the moments when boundaries
between learners and educators are drawn up arbitrarily
. and _when, teacherg subtly steer students back on track.
O éiorg%tlling s%p?e rge in my programmed tracks: I real-
ized that they actually cared about my replies and were
waiting for a response.

Teaching in the Now continued on page 2
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Teaching in the Now continued from page 1

They wanted to know all about this American woman
teaching English so far from home. In the United Arab
Emirates, men and women are largely segregated, so for
many students, it was the first time to have a female in-
structor, let alone a foreigner with blonde hair and blue
eyes. For me, teaching an all-male group in what I had
heard was a male-dominated society was a new experi-
ence. | soon realized that these students were going to be
unlike any I had worked with before.

When I heard the Arabic word inshallahrepeated several
times, I was curious to know what it meant. Mohammed,
one of my more inquisitive students, explained to me that
inshallah isn’t just a word but a belief. It expresses the
idea that nothing is in their control but rather in the hands
of Allah.

Inshallahmeans, “God willing.” And so, when I tell my
students to study in preparation for a quiz covering four
chapters taught them over two weeks, they instinctively
respond, “Inshallah” At first, I saw the idea of conven-
iently placing everything in God’s hands as a way for my
students to slack off and not feel bad about performing
poorly on exams. Later, I realized that they were not being

lazy or merely using religion to justify not doing well on a

Stop sign, United Arab Emirates, photo courtesy of Julia Hedges
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quiz. Rather, my students believed that anything meant to
happen would happen. At that point, I realized that my
job was to teach my students how they could influence—
not control—their outcomes. In one class, we discussed
the dangers of speeding on the road, which is the cause of
many tragic accidents here. I joked that I was certain that
they were behind the wheels of the big SUVS that tail-
gated my car on the morning commute. One of my stu-
dents replied, rather seriously, “But why should I go
slowly when I can reach here in half the time by driving
200 kilometers an hour? If Allah has willed it for me to
arrive safely, then I will arrive safely.” Abdulla believed
that the same concept applied to passing a book quiz. He
would pass inshallah if it was meant to be.

I have had to embrace the concept of inshallahand alter
my lesson plans accordingly. My students have not dis-
played the inclination of many Western learners to cram
and study the night before an exam in order to receive a
good score. I have had to find ways of making my class-
room student-centered by incorporating cultural interests
into my lessons.

Teaching in the Now continued on page 7
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Letter from the ORTESOL President

Anna Becker
ORTESOL President

Dear Fellow ORTESOL Members,

Our National TESOL Convention, held at the Boston
Convention and Exhibition Center during the week of
March 22-28, brought together over 8,000 TESOL affili-
ate members from all over the world. Such an event
brings the awareness of how strongly TESOL supports
English Language Teachers around the world through
affiliate relationships between TESOL chapters in the
United States and other countries. It is through this net-
work of TESOL affiliate relationships that members in all
countries truly benefit. In addition to the networking op-
portunities provided to the affiliates, National TESOL
offered a full range of courses in two separate strands for
prospective TESOL leaders throughout the U.S.A.

The TESOL Convention offered many opportunities to
network with other affiliates. Among the activities were
the Affiliate Luncheon and the Affiliate Workshop. Dur-
ing these events, I was excited to learn about Washington
DC’s affiliate, WATESOL, which has been recognized
by National TESOL for its outstanding relationship with
the Senegal TESOL affiliate known as “ATES”.

Beginning last Fall 2009, National TESOL offered a
strand or cadre of courses all designed to bring about both
awareness and guidance for leading TESOL Chapters
throughout the U.S.A. The courses allowed educators and
affiliate leaders to understand TESOL’s forms of govern-
ance and structure. Other courses in this strand included
Perspectives for TESOL Leadership, Dynamic Roots Ad-
vocacy, TESOL Policy and Governance Issues, Fundrais-
ing and Grant Proposals focused on writing proposals,
and Facilitating Groups and Building Teams. The knowl-
edge I gained was worth challenge of networking through
on-line academic discussion groups, and completing

homework and selected readings. After completing my

Statue of Paul Revere, Boston, photo courtesy of Judit Szentirmay

coursework, I received a Leadership Certificate at the
convention. These courses have better prepared me to
continue working on strengthening our organization and
eventually be able to offer so much more to our member-
ship.

As I met other professional educators in TESOL, I came
to know many others who have worked towards similar
goals of governance, fundraising, and advocacy in their
respective states. The numerous TESOL affiliates shared
their leadership experiences and we all prospered from the
exchange. Worldwide networking and sharing with like-
minded teachers comprise the very foundations upon
which the TESOL organization is structured, and it is
through these goals that ORTESOL will continue to grow
into the future. This concept allowed me to “re-imagine”
TESOL as a network of likeminded individuals all work-

ing towards similar ends.

Best Wishes,

Anna Becker

www.ortesol.org
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Considering World Englishes in our
$EOAOOOEITO
Keli Yerian , Faculty
University of Oregon

This last winter term, I taught a Language Teaching
Methodology class at the University of Oregon in which
undergraduate students were asked to write a research
paper on a topic in language teaching. Several students
chose to write about language and culture.

Their papers were heartfelt appeals for teachers to see
language and culture as inseparable. The students were
careful to expand their definition beyond ‘big C* Culture,
such as traditional holidays and food, to include ‘small ¢’
culture, such as the pragmatics of how to be appropriately
polite while eating, or to start a conversation with a class-
mate. One wrote, “Students cannot fully acquire a second
language without also mastering the cul-

these varieties should be recognized and valued more than

1 & 6 #0 t}ley@f@a@)f Ae@see Canagarajah 2006 for a review of

these points).

When I returned home and read the final versions of my
students’ papers, I realized that despite their good inten-
tions, my students were making some strong assumptions
in their arguments about the importance of keeping lan-
guage and culture tightly linked. They were picturing spe-
cific cultures in their minds, standard cultures of the
‘Inner Circle’ (such as the U.S., Great Britain, or Can-
ada). They were assuming that without including the so-
cial norms and contexts of language use from these coun-
tries of origin, that the language itself would feel, in the
words of one student, ‘dead’. It’s worth mentioning that
most of these students are planning to teach EFL, not
ESL.

But are the English language and the cul-

tural context from which the language has
developed”. This argument sounds quite
reasonable for those of us who care about
our students’ well-rounded communicative

competence, right?

...ARE THE ENGLISH
LANGUAGE AND THE
CULTURE OF ITS ORIGI-
NAL COMMUNITIES
REALLY INSEPARABLE?

ture of its original communities really

inseparable?

Do we need to assume, for example, that
English language learners in India will
necessarily care about acquiring the cur-

Meanwhile, as the term was nearing its

end, I was able to attend the American Association for
Applied Linguistics (AAAL) conference in Atlanta in
March, and went to several sessions on World Englishes.
Here presenters appealed for more recognition and atten-
tion to the many varieties of English around the globe,
pointing out that the so-called ‘Outer Circle’ varieties of
English, such as those spoken in Singapore, India, and
Hong Kong, have become ‘nativized’, with distinctive
phonological and syntactic features that are only non-
normative when compared to ‘Inner Circle’ varieties.
Even ‘Expanding Circle’ areas, where English has pri-
marily foreign language status, may have distinctive local
English uses and features. Since the number of multilin-
gual ‘non-native’ English users worldwide now far out-

numbers ‘native’ monolingual users, it is argued that

rent cultural norms of those who once
colonized their land and people? Likewise, do we need to
assume that two people from different East Asian coun-
tries doing business together in English necessarily care
about the pragmatics of American or Australian negotia-
tion? And if these examples seem too far afield for those
of us in Oregon, we can think closer to home. Will our
ESL students always be interacting with ‘standard Eng-
lish’ speakers, or might they have co-workers, for exam-
ple, who use any one of the many ‘non-standard’ dialects
homegrown here in the US, complete with different prag-

matic norms?

Considering World Englishes continued on page 5
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Considering World Englishes continued from page 4

Although most ESL students probably share our common
assumptions about what counts as ‘US culture’, these as-
sumptions do not always reflect the real diversity they
will encounter.

At this point it probably sounds like I will suggest we
teach language without all the mess of culture, since prag-
matics and contexts of use are so variable anyway, espe-
cially in the case of the all-pervasive English language.

But of course this would be misguided, for at least two
reasons. First, from a social standpoint, even though lan-
guage can be adopted and adapted into different cultural
contexts, it can never become free of context or pragmatic
norms in the mouths of actual speakers, even when Eng-
lish speakers from different ‘cultures’ interact. Linguistic
pragmatics is inescapable in the real world, whether you

teach it explicitly in a classroom or not.

Second, some research on international users of English
has shown that pragmatic strategies actually matter more
when speakers from diverse linguistic backgrounds inter-
act. When multilingual speakers are sensitive to the po-
tential for differing norms of English use, they may actu-
ally become more flexible, supportive, and strategic in
their interactions (Seidlhofer 2004). Thus, when English
is used in multilingual contexts, what seems to matter
most is that speakers suspend any strong expectations
about culturally bound language norms as they negotiate
their own local interactions, rather than assume and apply

specific pragmatic customs from standard speakers in In-
ner Circle English speaking nations.

Here is where English teachers can help students become
‘pragmatically flexible’ as part of their global (and local!)
cultural competence.

In the end, I wholeheartedly agree with the claims about
culture made by the thoughtful students in my class. We
can and should expose students to the importance of lan-
guage use as well as language forms. But we must under-
stand as language teachers that the relationship between
language and culture is never fixed nor fully predictable.
Although many EFL students (as well as most ESL stu-
dents studying in Oregon) may indeed want to become
familiar with or even acquire the general, standard norms
of American users of English, we as teachers should not
assume that these norms automatically count as ‘the cul-
ture’ of English.

References:
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Inside and Outside the Kingdom:

How We Can Reach Our Saudi Students
by Learning More about Their Country

Davida Jordan , IELP Faculty
Portland State University

Ever since I started teaching in the Intensive English
Language Program (IELP) at Portland State University
in 2007, I have been fascinated by our Saudi population.
I have gotten to know the students superficially, but I
still have many unanswered questions about their home-
land’s history, religion, culture, basically everything.
Every little tidbit of information I get makes me want to

I appreciated the glimpse he gives the reader into the
inner workings of the Saudi royal family, including
their rise to power and the creation of the kingdom in
the 1930s. I would have liked more on women in Saudi
Arabia, but honestly, I would have liked more informa-
tion on each topic introduced in the book! Each new
name Lacey mentioned, whether it was an imam a king,
a talk show host, a female activist, or a terrorist, opened
the door for me into that person’s way of life and way
of thinking. After reading Inside the Kingdoml felt
that I had taken a brief trip to Saudi Arabia and started
to feel like I could better understand my students and
where they were coming from.

For example, as teachers, it’s helpful to know our stu-
dents’ educational backgrounds. I learned from Inside

dig deeper to find out more.

I found the blog saudijeans.org one day.
The author, Ahmed Al-Omran, is a
young Saudi university student who
writes nearly daily posts in English.
Finding the blog informative and in-
sightful, I continued to visit it. I de-
cided to write to Al-Omran to ask him if

he had any books to recommend on

AFTER READING /NSIDE THE
KINGDOM, | FELT THAT |
HAD TAKEN A BRIEF TRIP TO || much in the early years, to later madras-
SAUDI ARABIA, AND
STARTED TO FEEL LIKE |
COULD BETTER UNDER-
STAND MY STUDENTS AND
WHERE THEY WERE COM-
ING FROM.

the Kingdomabout Saudi Arabia’s fluc-
tuating educational system, from not

sas or religious schools for men only,
to a liberalization of schools for a brief
while in the 1970s, coinciding with the
oil boom, including a broader range of
subjects taught, foreign teachers, and
female students, to a crackdown on lib-

Saudi Arabia in English. Inside the

Kingdom: Kings, Clerics, Modernists, Terrorists, and

the Struggle for Saudi Arabisy Robert Lacey was one
on his list.

The book is written by an outsider; Lacey is an English-
man who spent time living in Jeddah before writing his
first book on Saudi Arabia, The Kingdomin 1981. He
returned nearly thirty years later to research and write
Inside the Kingdonm 2009.

I first got the book from the library, but then chose to
buy it, an unusual move for someone who often only
reads books once. I could tell this was a book I would
want to refer to again in the future, plus I wanted to
have it to take notes in for our IELP book club discus-

sions.

eral education and a return to strict Is-
lamic teaching after the siege of the Grand Mosque in
1979, when there was a big shift in Saudi politics and
the government became much more religiously strict.
Now under King Abdullah, girls’ school have been
opened and reopened and education is being made a
priority, including sending thousands of students abroad
to study English and receive higher education degrees.

There is in Saudi Arabia, however, still a major focus
on memorization and obedience to authority. When
Saudi students arrive in the US and are asked to work in
small groups, question the teacher’s ideas, and use criti-
cal thinking, they are probably out of their comfort
zones. What are we, their teachers, supposed to do with
them? Talk about a culture shock!

Inside and Outside the Kingdom continued on page 7
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Inside and Outside the Kingdom continued from page 7

I am often reminded of what Keith Walters, Chair of
Applied Linguistics at PSU, shared with the IELP fac-
ulty: “To Muslims, Arabic is a holy language; English
is not.” Where is our Saudi students’ motivation to
study and practice a language that does not come from
God? We’re asking them to go against almost every-
thing they’ve been taught in Saudi Arabia and conform
to our way of life and our educational system.

But, they chose to come here and our job is to teach
them. It is therefore our duty as their teachers to at-
tempt to bridge the gap between Saudi Islamic and
American secular cultural and educational traditions.
One of the ways we can do this is by educating our-
selves. Learn more about your Saudi students—read

their history, study Arabic, study Islam. Talk to them!
Or if you can’t talk to them, listen to them online. Read
what they have to say on their blogs. Today’s young
Saudis are the most connected to the western world in
their country’s history and they have a lot to say about
both their homeland and the West.

Combining the views of an insider, Ahmed Al-Omran,
and an outsider, Robert Lacey, has helped me start my
journey to better understanding our Saudi students, and
I hope it may help you begin yours as well.

Learn more about what we did in the PSU-IELP faculty
book club by checking out: ielpbookclub.pbworks.com.
There you’ll find lots of links to other blogs, books, arti-
cles, and photos.

Teaching in the Now continued from page 2

petence.

Everything else is out of our control—Inshallah

If my students are not willing to review for an exam, I have had to show them ways to remember grammatical
points and vocabulary by contriving songs and stories and to describe their desert excursions the weekend
prior using the simple past. In order to help my students do well, I must make each moment meaningful for
them. I have to tap their motivations here and now because only Allah truly knows their future. Our coopera-

tive learning environment has to be enjoyable and memorable in order to improve their communicative com-

When I reflect on the current economy of the United States, I see that nothing is guaranteed or permanent. I
have come to realize that true learning lies in the now, in the small moments that exist between students and

educators. These happen when ideas, interests, and beliefs are validated.

Despite our differences, I have begun to realize that these Arab men are not so different from my American
brothers. They weep tears when a loved one dies; they laugh at their friends’ jokes. They look mischievous
when trying to be sneaky in sending text messages during class. They have the same spark for life in their
eyes when something excites them. My duty as an educator is to have a positive influence on these learners
while at the same time acknowledging them for who they are.

www.ortesol.org



