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INTUITION ON THE ESL SETTING

Kathlyn Q. Barrozo
Class of 1991, University of Santo Tomas
B.S. Medical Technology

I was watching this interview on TV on an entertainment figure that has been caught in a controversial case. At one point during the interview, he mentioned getting that sense of dread shortly before the events he got embroiled in erupted. My goodness, I said to no one in general. You should have listened, I said to him (or to the TV screen) in particular. 


That and many other everyday events have proven just how valuable intuition can be. We intuitively know which foot to put forward before the next so as not to have a misstep or a fall. Even stroke patients intuitively adjust their movements to avoid falling, so many of them have abnormal gait or posture. I for one, because of an unfortunate disability, have learned to intuitively grab at the nearest firmest object before I take a step. That measure keeps me from falling flat on my face and all fours every time, all the time. 


When I was still an ESL teacher, I used to tell my students to learn English in an instinctive or intuitive way. I reminded them how they had learned to speak when they were small. It began with listening, then applying what they heard to what they meant. It wasn’t all majorly tactical; it was just using instinct to interpret what they heard to correspond to what they wanted to say.


Learning a language has to be intuitive. That works even when one is just learning a second language. The concepts and rules you learn in the classroom need to serve as guidelines. But they do not have to imprison you with their straightness and rigidity. The use of language has to be free-flowing. However, like any river that seeks its own level, the use of language has to be “felt”. If a sentence does not intuitively feel “right”, there’s a more-than-average chance that there’s something wrong with it.


I applauded students who were able to drive themselves out of the confines of classroom learning and who  endeavored to use the second language they were learning with complete confidence. I asked them to express how they felt about the statements they made and whether they were sure that those statements could be interpreted the way they wanted. If they themselves could not interpret what they had stated, I reminded them of the usage guidelines they had studied in their classes. Then, based on the realization that they derived, I asked them if they felt there was another way to say what they wanted, this time being careful how they applied what had been taught to them. 


Learning a second language can be a challenge, and it can become even more so with age. Fortunately, my teaching career was marked by having mothers as students who could easily laugh at their mistakes and accepted them as “part of growing up”. 


QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:


1. Why do you think learning a language has to be intuitive?

2. As an ESL learner, what elements make you “uncomfortable” about learning a second language?

3. What attitude is best to adopt as an ESL student?

4. Do you believe you can learn everything  with you ESL classes? How can you augment classroom learning?

5. What do you love about ESL learning?
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