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To
The Student

L ANGUAGE 15 A TOOL. Like all tools, it has many uses, but it is
not worth verymuch by itself. We use language to express thoughts
or feelings. Grammar and words alone are notasimportant as the
content of what you say. In fact, without content and meaning,
language would be useless.

Language, then, is a way to communicate what you need,
want, think, or feel. This is true of all languages, not only English.
Your native language and English are very similar. Both are used
to communicate with other human beings. This is true of all
languages in all countries.

How can I learn to speak English?

English is not a mystery or secret. Anybody can learn it asa secon d
language, and millions of people do every year, but if you want to
learn to speak English, you must be willing to do two things: Make
mistakes and take chances.

When you speak English, you will make some mistakes
because nobody can start speaking a foreign language perfectly
from the start. If you wait until you know all the words and forms
perfectly, you will never be able to speak English. So start now,
wherever you are in your English studies, and speak the best way
you can. You can learn new words and better grammar later, but
if you don’t start talking now, you will never improve.

This is why it is important to take chances. Il you wait
until you are sure that everything you say will be perfect, you will
wait a long time. Maybe forever! Don’t be afraid to say what you
want to—now. If you make a mistake this time, that's O. K. Ifyou
are shy at first, don’t worry. The next time it will be easier. The
more mistakes you make and the more chances you take, the
casier it will be to speak without fear.

What about grammar? What happens if you don’t speak
correct English? Of course, sometimes people might not always
understand you, buteven withspeakers ofour native language, we
often need to explain things in a different way. If people don't
understand what you say at first, you can try it again a different way.
And ifyoudon't understand another person, you can ask themagain,
and they will usually explain it another way until you understand.
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%L earning to
speak a lan-
guage can be a
great adven-
ture—if you are
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Will this book help me?

Fast Fluency is filled with interesting communication activities
that give you an opportunity to use your English to talk about all
sorts of things. But you can’t simply read it, you must speak with
other people.

If you study the conversations and variations in these
lessons, practice speaking with your classmates, and discuss the
topics given in this book, your English will definitely improve.
You can learn to read a language alone in your room, with a
dictionary and a grammar book, but you cannot learn to speaka
language by yourself. You must havea conversation partner to talk
with and something interesting to talk about.

Language and life are always full of surprises. When you
are having a conversation with someone (in any language) you
never know whattheother person is going to say next. And like life
itself, learning to speak a language can be a great adventure—if
you are willing to be a little daring and take a few chances. It
doesn’t matter how good or bad your spoken English is now. Ifyou
study the material here and practice with your classmates, it will
get better. That is a guarantee. Will your English be perfect? Of
course not, but it will improve and you will have much more
confidence and speaking ability when you finish this book. I hope
you enjoy it. Good luck!



To
The Teacher

A CONVERSATIONAL TEXTBOOK should provide students

with language they can use and it should furnish something they
cantalkabout. Thisbookstrivesto doboth by offering the student
concrete language and adult subject matter useful for communi-
cating in contemporary, everyday English.

Mostof us have never found the perfect textbook, and this
one doubtless has its faults too, but I have tried to steer a course
between the two extremes of conversational textbooks as [ see
them: an overabundance of content on the one hand and a
concentration on structure to the detriment of communication
and meaning on the other. While the assumption here is that
students already have a basic working knowledge of English
structure and lexicon, there is a consistent attempt to make
students familiar with some of the most important functions and
patterns of spoken English.

The premise of the book is that language is communica-
tion, not a puzzle, nota complexsystem of rules, not a medium for
testing intelligence. The purpose of language is to communicate
with other people on subjects of mutual interest to the speakers,
whether that be finding out where the bus stops or discussing
geopolitical issues. In this spirit, T have tried to give studentsample
material for practicing basic survival English as well as for express-
ing themselves on a wide variety of subjects.

There are twenty lessons, and teachers may cover themin
any order. Theyare not graded, and each one contains very simple
as well as more difficult and less frequently-used language items.
While there is a certain logic to the presentation of the subject
matter of the conversations, the level of difficulty remains more or
less uniform throughout. Early lessons treat greetings, introduc-
tions, and small talk—topics and functions which often occur
early in relationships or in initial encounters with strangers—but
they need not be covered during the first few weeks of the course.
Itis not alwayseasy for students to deal with these social functions
early in the course when they are still uncomfortable talking with
their classmates and may likely not even know them. These
pedagogical matters are, of course, up to the individual teacher to
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decide. While the structural patterns and functional applications
introduced throughout reflect the author’s own preferences and
experience, there was some effort to cover a repertoire of basic
communication needs as suggested in standard inventories such
as Van Ek and Alexander’s Threshold Level English (Oxford:
Pergamon Press, 1975).

Each lesson has a uniform format consisting of five parts:

Conversation
Variations
Your Turn
Sharing

Try Your Hand

Following is a brief summary of the format and character of each
section with a few suggestions for teaching strategies.

Conversation
The “Conversation™ sections which open each lesson seek to be as
authenticas possible, with no artificial language. A major problem
confronting the author of a conversational textbook is deciding
which register to pitch the conversations at. While there are some
examples of more formal English in many kinds of situations,
including politeness language when talking to strangers, I have
hoped to avoid the wooden quality that casts a pall of artificiality
over so many textbooks which have the goal of teaching spoken
English. Endeavoring to aveid cold and priggish textbook lan-
guage that no native speakers in their right mind would ever utter,
I have frequently included colloquial expressions such as “yeah,”
“uh, huh,” “hmm,” “let's see,” and many other such pause mark-
ers and speech fillers. They remain opaque and lifeless on the page,
of course, until the teacher models how they occur in an organic
conversational and social context.

Also, though few textbooks ever take cognizance of it,
English speakers quite frequently omit subject pronouns, par-
ticularly “I.” Occasionally, I have tried to reflect this and other
such elliptical tendencies in the conversations. If I have erred on
the side of being too colloquial at times, I hope that teachers and
students alike will find this transgression at least more desirable
in the greater scheme of things than reinforcing the idea that
spoken English is a robot-like language devoid of contractions,
reduced forms, casual expressions, and—ultimately—bled dry of
its lifeblood.



Variations

Immediately following the conversations in each lesson are six
specific locutions drawn from the opening conversation along
with examples of how they can change in everyday conversation.
They are often picked up and practiced in subsequent exercises,
frequently supplying much of the language used in the communi-
cativeexerciseslater in thelesson. By design, no directions accom-
pany either the “Conversations” or the “Variations.” Teachers are
thereby at liberty to introduce and use the material in a variety of
ways according to their own taste and style and the needs of
individual classes.

Some teachers might be surprised to see what appear to be
chimericspecters of the Audiolingual Method come back to haunt us
in the form of pattern practicesin disguise. The premises upon which
this textbook are based differ drastically, of course, from orthodox
ALM theory. Having been a student in French and German classes
taught via the ALM in the fifiies, and later teaching those languages
myselfthrough the ALM, Iam definitelynot espousinga return to the
untinctured version of thatapproach. After teaching communicative
ESL/EFL matenials for several years, however, and observing students
sometimes bewildered byalack of specificityand definite language in
many communicative textbooks, I saw a need for some concrete
examples of the shape of English which can serve students as a
conversational life preserverto embrace when they find themselvesat
sea conversationally. The pedagogical purpose of the “Variations”,
then, is to establish a sense of comfort with turns of phrase common
in spoken English by giving students a feeling for the contours of the
vernacular and helping them to develop an awareness of the kinds
of variation possible,

While the patterns have the same format on the page (a
combination of boldface and italic typefaces), there are actually
two distinct types. Bothemploy an unchanging element (in bold-
face) with varied extensions (in italics). The difference lies in
where the emphasis is. Frequently the main item of study is the
unchanging boldface element. Such as the following (from

Lesson 7):

Is there a department store around here?
a bakery
a supermarket
a sporiing goods store
a library
Less frequently, the main focus is on the italic element, and
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synonymous expressions appear as variations, as in the following
example (from Lesson 20):

How about you, Pedro?
what about you
and you
how do you feel about that
what do you think
Your Turn

The"Your Turn” section hasan overtly communicative focusand
is, in many respects, the heart of the textbook. Pair and group
materials furnish a context for practicing the language or subject
®6\/e some-  matter of each lesson, concentrating mainly on the functional
times forget language necessary for everyday survival (directions, requests,
how intimidat-  compliments, and the like).
ing pairwork In this section, students are asked to do a variety of
can be for  activitiesdesigned to get them totalk to each other in English using
students who  whateverlinguistichooksand crooks they can come up with. They
have but a little  are not completely abandoned, however, for there are numerous ,
conversational  suggestions for specific turns of phrase they can use, and language
facility,” material gleaned from the “Conversations” and “Variations”
portions of the lesson usually finds a natural fit here.
As teachers, we sometimes forget how intimidating
pairwork can be for students who have but a little conversational
facility. Many dyad and group activitiesappear deceptively simple l
and self-explanatory, but it is a risky pedagogical practice to
supply a topic, picture, or activity, and then simply leave students i1
to their own devices. In spite of its enshrinement as the reigning |
modality of communicative activities in the ESL classroom,
pairwork is still not conventional communication. It simulates f
real communication, but it is not always a perfect match. As E
authentic as we might try to make communication activitiesin the
classroom through developing materials and structuring the at-
mosphereofthelocation, inevitably a lingering artificiality remains.
Therefore, exhaustive demonstration of how to do the pairwork
activitiesisessential, and the involved teacher will monitor student’s
activities, coaching and supporting them with suggestions, hints,
and encouragement.

Sharing .
The “Sharing” section introduces mature material for reflection
and discussion. In keeping with the book’s subtitle, Communica-
tion in English for the International Age, the themes introduced
here have a global and cross-cultural flavor. There is also some
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attempt at sociolinguistic consciousness-raising, presented in the
form of questions for small group work.

If the “Your Turn” section is the meat of the lesson, then
surely the “Sharing” section must be the dessert. Here students are
asked to move beyond the classroom and talk about real life, the
world around them, and their own experience. Each section
begins with a brief note pointing out some cultural aspect of
English and English-speaking society or broader, international,
socio-cultural topics. Then the students are asked to discuss with
their classmates a varicty of topics. The subject matter is usually
related (if sometimes only loosely) to the material of the opening
conversation. The scope of the topics is uniform for each lesson
and expands on thesubject matter, inviting students to share their
own experience.

Thereare three general sets of topics [or discussion which
appear consistently in the following order in each lesson:

I. Discussion lopics which ask students to look at the
customs of their own country. These opening reflections
and discussions give students a grounding in their home
culture which they can then use as a springboard to leap
into a discussion of sociolinguistic and cultural contrasts
in a more global context.

%Teacher
intervention
in modelling
how to carry
on a discus-
sion is cru-
cial .




