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Problem: you bought a new computer, and you need to learn how to operate it so as to write your letters. Solution: read the manual, especially the section entitled “text editing.” Remarks: you will learn exactly what keys to punch, and you will remain entirely ignorant about chips or how signals move inside the computer, as well as about interaction among the several parts of the machine. Problem: you want to slim down a little and get rid of those uncomfortable, undesirable extra inches. Solution: watch that new, interesting little video on how to lose thirty pounds in three weeks. Remarks: you will for sure eat off the extra weight, without a single word on what happens to your body when you go on a diet, the dangers or advantages of some foods and the relationship between dieting and exercising. Problem: you have an EFL class of twenty brats who cannot by any means articulate the th-sound correctly. Solution: buy a book with one hundred and sixty-seven minimal-pair exercises. Remarks: you need not be concerned with points or manners of articulation or with the difficulties that a speaker of Portuguese may have when learning English. All in all you are already a teacher, and what you need is a quick recipé to solve that particular and immediate problem; besides, you studied all this in college...

Undeniably we live in a fast-moving society, where computers do it all, and the more machines you can buy, the more time you have for, say, relaxation. Of course we do not have to know how chips are built or how electrons move inside a CPU ( whatever that may be! ( if all we want is to write a letter using the computer. But if we do, things will become easier when it comes to using the computer as a fax, or even understanding the differences before we buy an old model or a more advanced one. The point is: the more we know about things, the more we understand the world around us and the more we can interact with it.

It is very unfortunate, however, that the tendency nowadays is to resort to simple, objective and direct manuals which describe ways to do things. More unfortunately, it has reached teachers in the EFL area. Ask one hundred language students ( future teachers ( in a university if they think that Literature, Sociology or Psychology are important to their future careers as English teachers. The answer will be a striking majority NO! Ask one hundred English teachers if they prefer to prepare their own roleplays instead of taking them from a book devised for this purpose. Another pathetic, prophetic and predictable NO!

This is not to say that those kinds of books are good for nothing, and have absolutely no place in a teacher’s library. Not at all. Whenever a teacher can complement his/her class with a good activity taken from a book carefully prepared for that purpose, he/she will probably have several good options to choose from. The problem begins when we can only prepare that sort of class using that kind of manual as a tool, and the time saved is not employed to devise other ways to approach the same difficulty, or to do some research on the theory underlying that difficulty, either to shed new light on the subject or to find alternative solutions to the problem.

These words must not be interpreted as a strong and gratuitous criticism to teachers as a whole, or to their abilities. What has been happening with growing frequency ( and here lies the criticism ( is that the existing good teachers, as well as the potentially capable ones, are being gradually overtaken by this modern trend of abandoning a more thorough investigation of facts.

In seminars, workshops or meetings, people search for strategies, tools, techniques and exercises to practice this or that. It is symptomatic that practically nobody attends the more theoretical lectures offered, where one might learn exactly how to create his or her own strategies, tools, techniques and exercises. Furthermore, even in universities, students tend to flee the more elaborate, complex courses, in order to fill up the “practical” ones. Modern times are more concerned with effects, not with causes. In the short term this may pay, but in the long run the professional will no doubt resent not having acquired the means to develop more personalized methods. Professional and academic stagnation is a dead-end street with no visible return.

Gone are the days (thank God) when teaching was martyrdom, a mission that would open heaven’s door. On the other hand, it is high time we learned the obvious: without theory, practice must be acquired from someone else, which means that we become somewhat handicapped. What is being said here is not that teachers (to be good) should sacrifice their weekends to search for new theories of how to handle problems they encountered in class during the week; nor that teachers ought to read every single new release on the EFL publishing market. Nevertheless, I do propose that all teachers think long and hard about the following: do I already have enough theoretical background, so that I can be completely on my own professionally?

In this country, malheureusement, theory is consecrated to beginners. Once we cross the threshold ( the certificate (, we tend to concentrate on the practical side of our emerging professional life. And we may very well remain there for good. No expert ( and I firmly believe that good teachers are specialists ( can afford to stop reading, interacting, researching, reflecting, or questioning. We cannot just go to work and come back home, and consider that we have done our job. That’s for beginners. We must participate in study groups, we need to read constantly, and we have to take an interest in things cultural.

All exaggerations ( and impossibilities ( aside, teachers must learn to depend more on themselves. Manuals are tools, which, by definition, entail a whole previous, updated knowledge of their subjects; they must be used as such, within the specific role they play as aids to professionals in any area. A common complaint is that students do not read. Do we? If so, do we read enough? And if so, do we read critically? Think of the last example of a rock group that you gave your class: was it the Beatles? The Police? Red Hot Chili Peppers? Nirvana? So you better be prepared for Chumbeye Blind. (NOTE: if your last rock group example was Frank Sinatra, drop dead.)

There is a whole world out there to be discovered and explored. It includes not only specialized updating, but also general information. It has been well proved that what marks the difference between a good and a bad teacher is not only the amount of knowledge that he or she may have in his or her area, but also how quickly he or she can adapt that knowledge to the changes of the world around him or her; how intelligently he or she can use a new discovery to plan a class; how effectively he or she can make up a new variation to replace or improve an old technique; how flexibly he or she can move from one context to another. But in order to do these things, we must (1) be secure within the principles which rule daily events in one’s professional life, and (2) be proficient in all the intricacies of our métier.

To sum up, I propose an old-fashioned challenge: a theory-combined-with-practice revival, departing from the theory. We must not allow ourselves to be carried away by the current wave of intellectual blankness which has resulted from the computerization of our lives. We must be the masters and the manuals must be our slaves.

To command, it is essential that we learn how to perform the task. To teach thoroughly, one must be versed in all secrets, all details. We teachers are specialists, but most of us seem to have forgotten this. Too bad.

*
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