
From Active Discussion to Writing Fluency – An Organic Approach 
 

Anton is teaching our higher Intermediate Level class. At this level, students 
are familiar with a wide range of everyday language, and can more or less 
confidently handle sentence structures. Now they are addressing persuasive 
and logical writing, to express and justify their opinions and analyses with 
abstract and academic vocabulary. They are also beginning to add nuances 
and vivid touches of personal voice to their writing. 
With his academic training and research background in sociology, Anton is extremely interested in cultures and student 
interaction. So as a language instructor, he is always focused on understanding and listening to his students so he can 
help them learn and achieve their goals more effectively and securely. 
 

Role of the Textbook 
Anton uses the textbook like a skeleton, 
with the student’s expression of their 
own ideas providing the “flesh” of the 
course curriculum. The textbook, 
explains Anton, “covers the basic 
grammar points and is a palatable way 
of getting into grammar and new 
vocabulary, and getting students to 
realise that they have a need for 
language. Once students are excited 
about learning and have ideas they 
want to express”, he explains, “they are 
hungry for the language, words and 
grammar they need”.  
 
“Cutting Edge” was chosen based on 
communicative activities, work in pairs 

and groups. The students have often been learning English for many, 
many years, so they may have a large passive knowledge. Coming to New 
Zealand to study gives them a chance to activate and really use their 
English to communicate.   
 
The students find this textbook engaging because it addresses humanly 
significant topics which apply to them in social situations. “Students are 
motivated by things they can actually apply”, notes Anton. He gives an 
example of a social skill addressed in the textbook - learning how to make 
polite refusals without causing offense, e.g. to a host, when a guest is 
offered a traditional or exotic food which s/he finds disgusting. 
 
Humour and poetry help communication  
“I have also found that Saudi students respond extremely well to humour 
and seem to appreciate it as well.  Their sense of humour is congruent 
with my own!” said Anton. He finds that where students are allowed to 
express themselves with humour, it engages them more, by giving them an 
incentive to communicate stylishly. 
 
Anton finds that there is a lot of laughing in his classes, but not laughing 
“at” people. Sometimes, a subtle sense of humour is expressed with a 
mere twinkle in the eye. “Students from the Gulf seem to be very social 
people, with a fine comprehension of nuances. Social skills must be highly 
valued in their culture”, comments Anton. He also finds that generally 
speaking the students are motivated by the chance to talk about topics of 
interest to them. They have confidence in their own ideas, and enjoy 
learning to express them. 

Anton notes that Arab students often have a poetic way of using language. 
For instance, when he finally accepted an often reiterated invitation, the 
student responded, “It will be like rain in the desert! A thousand 
welcomes”!  Anton contrasts this colourful, vivid imagery with the 
pedestrian language a Kiwi would use in the same context, “Oh that’s 
good! I’ll look forward to it”! 
 
 

 

The challenge of the Intermediate Level 
“At intermediate level, students need to be able to express themselves 
with both accuracy and fluency. In writing, that means they need to be 
able to write an essay of 300 words in 40 minutes”, notes Anton, who 
uses the challenge of the essay as an organisation of the student’s own 
thought to motivate an organic approach to learning language for 
communication. 
 
An argumentative essay in English is expected to feature an 
introduction, body paragraphs and a conclusion. “The introduction can 
present some background or context, something to evoke interest in the 
reader and a reason for the reader to continue reading the text. It also 
needs to state clearly the argument or thesis statement”, explains Anton. 
The topics are such that the students don’t need to do any research at 
all: they can use familiar experiences of their own. For example a topic 
might be:  
“It is better to grow up with brother and sisters than it is to be an only 
child”. Do you agree? Give reasons. 
 

  
 

To generate at least three supporting ideas or body paragraphs, which 
justify the thesis statement, Anton’s class starts with a brainstorming 
session. “We start by talking about the subject the essay is going to be 
about. In this case, we may start by evoking the different family units 
that occur in different cultures. This may lead on to related issues such 
as the birthrate in different countries, e.g. falling in South Korea, while 
rising in Gulf states, leading to large families”.  
 
With luck, students may start spontaneously talking about which 
situation is better and why. If not, the teacher prompts further 
discussion. Then, the teacher will produce the essay topic, and explore 
the implications of the different viewpoints. For instance, from one 
perspective it is “better” to be an only child, because one has access to 
more resources. However, big families lead to learning to share and to 
negotiation skills, so they are “better” in this sense. The students will 
also learn to explore the opposite viewpoint, namely the reasons against 
the student’s own argument. 
 
Finally, the student learns to sum up his points and reiterate his 
argument in a convincing conclusive statement, which completes his 
exploration of thought in essay form. 
 

Teacher’s priority is facilitating learning 
“Fundamentally, for me” concludes Anton, “the most important priority 
for the language teacher is to establish a classroom environment in 
which everybody is 
welcome and feels 
accepted, and feels 
their contribution is 
of value. This 
means a safe class 
environment, where 
making mistakes is 
actually something 
encouraged, for the 
sake of learning”.  

 


