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			Introduction

			When I first thought about writing this book, I had serious doubts about how to approach such a task. Would it be too difficult to handle, or would it be something that other English teachers could benefit from? The latter question reminded me of a friend I met a few years ago who told me that if everyone shared what they know with others selflessly, the world would be a better and warmer place.

			From that perspective, I started outlining this project, which is divided into two parts. The first part includes a series of essays that are written from the most personal, sincere and humble perspective that I can ever offer as an English teacher. Some essays are meant for new English teachers, while others are meant for both new and seasoned ones. The sole intention here is to share a fresh angle on the issues and realities all English teachers must face or have faced at some point in their careers, such as classroom management or developing their own teaching style, among other interesting topics to analyze.

			The second part deals with the pedagogical and linguistic aspects all English teachers need to keep in mind and master when it comes to teaching an effective and fruitful class. Such aspects include strategies to teach all the language skills, rubrics to assess in the English class, a comprehensive look at all the elements of language and even ideas on how to plan an English for specific purpose course. The main goal of the chapters found in the second part of this book is to share relevant concepts, ideas and resources, which are shown in a straight-forward and practical fashion.

			After over twenty years of teaching experience, I have finally taken the plunge to write something that I would have liked to read when I was a student teacher. A book where I can find some straightforward ideas on teaching English along with highly detailed teaching strategies to improve my teaching performance.

			If you are simply looking for teaching tips, ideas, strategies, and the like, please feel free to skip part one. However, if you would like to read about some not so technical aspects related to teaching English from a rather sincere and open-minded perspective, you may start from the first part, whose essays can be read in any order.

			Let’s inspire our students! Let’s inspire the world!

		

	
		
			Part 1

		

	
		
			Yes, I do.

			In Charlemagne’s words: “to know two languages is to possess two souls.” A bilingual person is someone who has complete control over the contexts and complexities of two distinct realities, two different worlds that let us see everything through a different lens that allows us to observe everything from a unique perspective, which will help us absorb the best of both worlds. The remarkable thing about being bilingual is that it allows us to reason differently and come up with solutions to problems in divergent and creative ways that give you a significant advantage over other people. Plus, if we add to this the fact that English has become the Lingua Franca of the world, then we can say for sure that bilingualism is a powerful tool we have at our disposal.

			Besides the intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of speaking English, what does it really mean to speak that language in a Spanish-speaking country? Well, you guessed it! You can be an English teacher, of course. This is where the power of this language is palpable more than ever if our goal is to spread the English word. Being an English teacher is a fascinating adventure that must lure you in and drive your passion; otherwise, you will never be the teacher that your future students deserve or one that you would have liked to have. Teaching this beautiful language is fascinating. Over the years, an English teacher will become a great connoisseur of history, philosophy, geography, or politics, among many other interesting topics thanks to the cultural connotation of this profession that will help us learn a lot about the cultures that speak English either as a first or even as a second language.

			Being an English-speaking person, you will find, hopefully, a wonderful job as a teacher (more on that later) in which you will put into practice your art and skills for the benefit of your students. I firmly believe that those of us who teach English have a sort of superpower, a gift that has been given to us. Therefore, we should use it responsibly it for the well-being, not only of ourselves but also of others by being the best teachers ever.

			Mixing the idea of teaching a language with the concept of superpowers may sound crazy, but if you are reading this, chances are, you also believe it and if you do not yet, I hope that by the time you finish reading these lines, you will end up being a believer, someone who believes English can open not only our minds but also our souls and that the key to being a fantastic English teacher does not lie in your perfection or mastery of the language but in your vocation. You may have dozens and dozens of certificates and degrees issued by the best universities in the world, but if you do not have the vocation to teach, you could never be a good English teacher because the main fuel of this career lies in the love and passion for this noble and beautiful profession.

		

	
		
			Should I certify my English level?

			You should definitely get some international English certificate that shows your level of English knowledge to potential future employers. In such a dog-eat-dog-world, it is no longer a necessity but an obligation to have as many certificates that allow you to get a better job as possible. There are several options to choose from, such as the IELTS (International English Language Testing System), TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language), the B2 First, the C1 Advanced, or the C2 Proficiency. The question is, which exam should you take?

			First, we have the IELTS certification. which is divided into IELTS Academic and IELTS General Training. The first option is for those preparing for higher education or for those who need to register professionally in countries such as Australia, the UK, the USA, or Canada, among others. The IELTS General Training is for those who wish to study in a university in English-speaking countries or wish to immigrate to countries such as Australia, the UK, Canada, and New Zealand. Both types of IELTS tests can be taken in their paper-based or computer-based versions.

			Then, we have the TOEFL which, like the IELTS, is a requirement to study or work in countries like the USA, Canada, the UK, and Europe. Unlike the IELTS, the TOEFL has only one version and its structure is rather different in its approach to test your level of English with an academic English focus to prove that you can perform in universities and in any work field. The TOEFL can be taken in its paper-based version or its TOEFL iBT (internet-based) version.

			As you may have noticed, both tests are highly recognized worldwide and will place your level of knowledge of English within specific scales. The IELTS works with the IELTS 9 band scale, whose results are shown in nine bands, of which band eight and nine should be our aim as English teachers because they show a very good and expert user level of English, respectively. The TOEFL works with a score that goes from 0 to 120 points and in this case, the ideal score for us would be 95 or higher, which can be interpreted with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) scale as C1 or C2 level depending on the exact TOEFL score.

			It is important to notice that the results of both tests (IELTS and TOEFL) are valid for two years only, which could be a problem depending on your needs. For example, in Ecuador, English teachers are required by law to have an English certificate that validates, at least, a B2 level on the CEFR scale, so getting a certificate that expires in two years is not an ideal solution. Here, the ideal thing would be to take a specific exam to validate our knowledge such as the B2 First, the C1 Advanced or the C2 Proficiency because their results do not expire and have the same validity worldwide as the other certifications detailed above.

			To close, if you asked me, I would encourage you to challenge yourself by taking any of the available official test options that certify proficient English levels as soon as possible so you can validate your English level. However, if you fail the first time, just don’t give up and keep trying because all that constant process of test preparation will make you a better and more reliable teacher.

		

	
		
			Our students, their universe

			How old are you?

			This is a question you will always have to ask your students (at least on day one) and it will determine your class average age. Depending on where you teach, you will have to work with children, adolescents, or adults.

			Working with children is ideal because, as research has proved, they have superior cognitive advantages thanks to their brain’s elasticity and rapid neural formation. This advantage helps them absorb any foreign language faster thanks to a lack of inhibitions that make it easier for them to deal with making mistakes or sounding “foolish” when learning English.

			Then, we have adolescents, who are going through social, emotional, intellectual, and physical development changes that make them a unique human group to work with. Therefore, we should be more inclusive and creative than ever when working with them. This can be achieved by including activities in our classes that appeal to as many senses as possible to fight short attention spans, which is natural at their age.

			Finally, we have adult groups. Adult learners can easily learn faster than their teen peers because they are good at explicit learning, which is learning in a class under the command of a teacher. This happens because they have polished and improved attention and memory capabilities that enable them to learn more rapidly.

			But I speak Spanish…

			If you teach English in a Spanish-speaking country with little or no presence of the English language outside the classroom, you will understand how disadvantageous this is for our students because they need to be exposed to it as much as possible. It is crucial to walk on their shoes for a moment or two so we can relate to what they feel, their fears, inhibitions, and frustrations. Typically, you will have students who simply dislike English because of previous experiences with, in plain words, boring teachers who drowned their curiosity and passion to learn another language. You will also have students who are too afraid of uttering a single word in English because they are afraid of sounding different or wrong and would rather remain completely silent the whole class. Regardless of what our students think about English, our goal as their teachers is to help them overcome any obstacles as the wonderful language Sherpas we are.

			Once again, we must go to any lengths to inspire our students with a mixture of vocation and tons of creativity to rekindle their learning spark that is innate to all human beings, which is there, waiting to be brought back to life. Yes, it is their universe, but they are our students, so we must gently lead them to a collision point where theirs gets melted and intertwined with the marvelous universe of bilingualism.

		

	
		
			My class, my teaching

			One of the most important aspects you will have to deal with in terms of English education is crafting your own teaching style, which will (honestly) take you some time to develop and master. With time and practice, lots of practice, you will understand that you are the lord and master of your class. Therefore, your goal is to create your own teaching style, along with your very own techniques and strategies to guide your students. There is nothing more erroneous than following the pre-established guidelines printed out in some teacher’s guidebook that tells you exactly what to do in the class, ignoring your own individuality, that of your students and that of your social environment. So, how can we develop our own teaching style? The answer is not that simple since it implies trial and error. First, you must pay attention to the teaching methodologies that best suit your needs, to name a few we have the CLIL approach or the communicative approach, among others. You will need to see what works best with your own English language skills and build on your strengths and weaknesses so that you can improve your own weaknesses and exploit all your strengths. For example, if you notice that listening is your strongest skill, then you can try to develop your own activities to put them into practice with your students such as listening to various audio sources, which could lead to speaking activities based on the vocabulary and/or grammar they just practiced.

			But what about our weaknesses? All of us, at some point, have struggled with a language skill. That is undeniable because no one, native or not, knows all the aspects of a language, which is a window of opportunity to further expand our knowledge with constant practice. So, let’s say we notice our weakest English skill is writing. What to do? Read, read a lot, read every day, read every moment you can. Reading will help your brain identify and internally adopt all those patterns and writing structures that allowed the authors of those texts you were reading to express their ideas the way they did, and then you will write better every day. Once you have improved and mastered your linguistic weaknesses (you will), you can apply the same process with your students. For example, you can assign reading tasks that can turn into writing workshops by applying the same grammar structures used in the pieces of text your students just finished reading.

			The examples above are simplified versions of what you can do when you focus on both your strengths and weaknesses, embrace them, and master them as the fruits of your efforts that will pay off in every single class of yours. However, we must remember that unless given the freedom to work with our own teaching programs, we (in most cases) will be forced to work with a textbook that obviously follows the author’s teaching style, which puts us in a predicament: should I follow what the book asks me to do step by step or should I follow my instinct and apply my teaching style based on the linguistic objectives of the class I am about to teach? A Solomonic answer would be to do a little of both, so you may choose certain key points and activities from any grammar book you are working with along with your own strategies and activities.

			As you may have already realized, developing your own teaching style is not an easy task because there are many factors to consider, but with great effort, good results can be achieved. If we keep in mind that our main goal as English teachers is not only to teach grammar structures and vocabulary but also the cultural aspects of such a beautiful language with grand passion, we are bound to succeed. We must inspire our students to learn so that once we have shown them the right path, as a good Sherpa would, they can keep walking the bilingualism path on their own and achieve their learning goals.

			It is also important to keep in mind that we are imperfect by nature and no matter how hard we try, there will always be something here and there to learn and improve. One of my favorite authors of all time, Dr. Leo Buscaglia, once said that there are no better teachers than those who accept and embrace their weaknesses and are honest with their students. This can happen whenever a teacher does not possess the answer to a question by telling his or her students a simple “I don’t know,” followed by “Let us search for the answer and learn together.” Can you imagine the power that doing so implies? This implies that you are being honest with your students because there is nothing better than showing yourself as an honest person in their eyes, which will generate more confidence in you as a teacher.

			Finally, I would like to share some ideas regarding the development of your own teaching style, which are the 4 Cs:

			•Communication: we must be able to communicate and share our ideas, questions and solutions to any problems that may arise in the classroom clearly.

			•Collaboration: we must promote effective collaboration with our students in which we are not mere observers or referees but an active and helpful member of the class who is there to guide and help so they feel truly supported by the teacher.

			•Creative thinking: we must always promote the application of critical thinking. It is very easy to give in to temptation and help our students with quick answers or solutions to problems. However, we must commit to awakening in them the critical sense of analysis, reflection and investigative spirit that will lead them to the right answer.

			•Creativity: no matter how old or young your students are, they will always love creativity in the class because there is nothing worse than being in a boring class that will kill their passion for learning.
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							Please, do not be a strict follower of the rules of any teaching methodology, be creative, be someone who inspires others with your own teaching style. Be someone that may mark a before and after in English teaching and generate deeper changes in the future of education along the way.
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			What makes a good English teacher?

			The following is a (hopefully) comprehensive list of features that make an outstanding teacher:

			Be knowledgeable and keep learning

			The more you know, the better prepared will you be to work with students of all ages and levels. Students feel more confident about their learning processes when they know they are working with a knowledgeable teacher. Therefore, it is our ethic and professional obligation to keep learning, reading, researching and writing about our progress and discoveries in our field.

			Be a great communicator

			Your level of knowledge and mastery of the English language will not matter that much if you do not master your own communication skills.

			•Verbal skills: you need to master the use of words in both written and oral form.

			•Nonverbal skills: they help you communicate thoughts and feelings without words, which can be used to reinforce verbal communication.

			•Paralanguage: it helps you emphasize verbal and nonverbal communication. It entails accent, pitch, volume, speech rate, fluency, hand gestures, facial expressions, or eye movements among many other gestures that help convey a message of approval, interest, boredom, etc.

			•Visual language: it helps you reinforce communication through visual aids such as signs, drawings, graphic designs, presentations, or illustrations and must be properly tailored to suit your communicative needs.

			Be passionate

			There is nothing worse for a student than attending a class whose teacher is literally drowning their innate desire to learn. Be passionate about what you do, about your classes, about your students’ progress, about English and you will see significant results in no time. Remember: Passion is contagious!

			Be creative

			Passion must go hand in hand with creativity. Be creative in all your teaching processes. Dare to think differently, venture to come up with your own teaching style, techniques, and strategies. Take the great (and rewarding) risk of being the different teacher, the crazy one who does things differently and creatively. Think outside the box. Push the envelope!

			Be caring and approachable

			An English teacher, just like any other teacher, must have a friendly and warm relationship with all his/her students, with a good balance between discipline and affection. Be there every time your students need you with support and positive feedback. Besides, it is equally important to ask your students for feedback on your teaching processes and their own ideas to improve the class. It would not be an exaggeration to say that your interpersonal skills are the key to the success of your entire class.

			Make your class learner-centered

			Plan your class from your students’ perspective rather than from yours. To do that, you need to watch your TTT (Teacher Talking Time), mind its quality and reduce it by providing them with plenty of opportunities to express their ideas and answer all your questions (do not answer them yourself, just wait) so that they do more of the talking than you. This will make your class and everything that happens in it more meaningful to everyone involved.

			Fluency over accuracy

			We, as teachers of English as a Foreign Language, should strive to focus on effective communication at all costs. Therefore, we must center our efforts on developing fluency first because those students who are trying to be fluent are more likely to succeed at making themselves understood than those who are only grammatically accurate. This, by any means, implies that accuracy is less important. It simply means that it will come later with your help and lots of practice.

			Be adaptable

			Mikhail Gorbachev once said, “If you are not moving forward, you are moving backward.” So, the faster we adapt to the new realities, the faster and better will we be able to work with our students. Just a few years ago, we talked about losing our digital immigrant accent and now we are talking about adapting to work with ICTs from home almost 24/7. Regardless of what happens next in this crazy, hectic world, we must be ready to change and adapt because our students depend on it.

		

	
		
			Classroom Management

			A brief concept

			Regardless of how much of a seasoned or novice teacher you are, classroom management is something that will be with you for as long as you are a teacher. So, what is it?

			Classroom management is a set of skills and strategies used by an educator to keep a well-organized, highly productive, and effective class. To put it simply, it is what you need in order to have a fruitful class with enhanced learning.

			Classroom management in the EFL class

			Unlike any other classes, an EFL class may sound and seem as noisy and even undisciplined in the eyes of those who are not familiar with how communicative learning processes come about. In this sense, classroom management in the EFL class must be deemed as a set of tools to help create a proper learning environment where students can really get to practice English, especially because of the lack of L2 exposure outside the classroom.

			Some tips and strategies for EFL classroom management

			On day one

			Remember that the sooner you establish your class rules and set learning goals, the faster your students will know what to do and what not to. Be confident, be kind, but be also firm whenever needed. Students show a more positive attitude when they understand and feel they are working with a knowledgeable teacher that knows what to do and is adamant about his/her teaching goals and strategies.

			Behavior

			The more motivated students are, the better they will behave. Proper behavior is triggered by the motivation factor, which comes in the shape of communicative needs that we, as teachers, should address in every single activity we plan. Here lies the importance of having a learner-centered approach that keeps students constantly engaged and motivated with all sorts of classroom activities that promote spontaneous and respectful class participation. In short, keep them busy, keep them motivated!

			Giving instructions

			Your role as a teacher is to give clear instructions so that your students know exactly what to do. Do not simply tell them what to do. Model each activity and repeat and clarify if needed be.

			Setting time limits

			All activities, from their very inception in our lesson plans, must be timed so that we can keep a steady teaching pace. Therefore, all tasks we do in class must have time limits that need to be respected to not break the class rhythm. However, since we do not live in an ideal world, those time limits will be broken now and then. In that case, you need to be ready to adapt to whatever teaching situations arise and play with your timings to make the best out of the rest of activities that are still in the teaching chamber.

			Dealing with eager students

			Inevitably, you are bound to have at least one or two (if not more) eager students. They are the kind of student that will finish everything faster than everyone else, keep constantly asking questions and who (unwillingly) may disrupt the way you planned your class. However, there are many things we can do to cope with them and use their eagerness for the benefit of the class.

			Here are a few things we can do:

			•Eager students will always finish everything faster, so we can take advantage of their quick progress by having them tutor their peers. Not only will this give them a sense of relevance in the class, but it will also help us provide more students with help and support.

			•Since those eager students have a penchant for finishing things faster than anyone else, we should prepare in advance some extra activities for them that are more demanding that the typical ones they do in class, maybe from a higher level so that it gets interestingly challenging to them.

			Vary tasks and materials

			To keep an active and highly productive class, we must use a variety of tasks and materials that keep our students constantly engaged. Do not conform to the textbook-only norm and try to use as many different resources as possible. Besides, there must be a good balance between properly planned tasks and how to put them in practice.

			Classroom layout

			First things first, there is no perfect seating arrangement. Do you need to have a debate, or do you need to have them come up with strategies to solve a problem? Whatever the case, the way we design our classroom in terms of seating arrangement will be crucial to determine the achievement (or not) of our teaching goals.

			Common classroom configurations:

			•Rows/Columns: useful for test-taking and individual work; However, it is extremely teacher-centered, which hinders class participation. It also keeps teachers from moving freely around the class.
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			•Horseshoe/U shape: useful for large groups since it fosters class participation and interaction among all class participants because of its student-centered nature. Besides, it allows the teacher to move freely around the classroom.
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			•Clusters: useful for all class sizes and works wonders to promote teamwork and instill critical thinking along with all communication skills because of its student-centered spirit. However, we must be aware that this type of arrangement will bring some increased noise (educational noise), but as I mentioned before, a successful EFL class is noisy by nature.
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			•Circle: a variation of the horseshoe arrangement, but this one promotes even more class participation because the teacher moves freely behind the students while they are freely discussing any topic, only helping when necessary.
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			Just remember that a seating arrangement is one part of the equation; however, if we do not pair such configurations with activities that best suit them, then we will have failed at making the best out of them. Therefore, it is our obligation to carefully analyze our students’ needs and behavior, our teaching goals, our planned activities, our class size and any other elements that may have a negative impact on the proper development of your class.

			L1 support

			Until very recently, there was a deep-rooted belief in language education that L1 should be completely banned from the L2 class because it acted as a language development distracter. Fortunately, recent research has shown that L1 is not only useful but also crucial in the development of any L2. In that regard, bilingual teachers have a great advantage to foster effective communication in the EFL class because they can recognize any difficulties or misunderstandings that may occur when comparing both languages. This is why teachers must make sure they help their students make meaningful connections between both languages and explain any differences.

			Ideally, L1 is more helpful in early learning stages, where students need to make connections between both languages. Then. eventually, as they move up towards more advanced levels, the L1 need may fade. However, even at higher levels, the use of L1 may be necessary, especially when working with notions and linguistic connotations inherent to the English language. However, this is not to say that L1 should be used all the time in the EFL class. Teachers must be wise enough to know when to lean on it by identifying teaching and learning goals, their students’ level of knowledge and even the teaching materials and methods.
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