Learning Matters

Russell Whitehead

I ast issue, I was looking at questions and
answers, and how some questions were silly,
and sometimes silly questions were asked by

teachers, and how learning consists of asking

answerable questions and how a teacher got all cross
when asking not the right question and who teachers
say they are. This issue’s going to give a strong sense
of déja vu, as I’'m afraid my obsessive-compulsive
mind (or should that be compulsive-obsessive — at
least it’s alphabetical?) has found the same things all
over again while enjoying Me Talk Pretty One Day by

David Sedaris. It’s the kind of book that makes you

embarrass yourself on trains.

In his US childhood, Greek-family Sedaris
had a pronounced lisp, we learn, and was subjected to
sessions with a Miss Samson who was sent to make
him better. They didn’t get on and Sedaris went to
great lengths to avoid the problem — that is, saying
words containing ‘s’. ““Yes,” became “correct”, or a
military “affirmative.” “Please,” became “with your
kind permission,” and questions were pleaded rather
than asked.’ In due course, his mother is persuaded to
give him ‘a pocket thesaurus, which provided me with
s-free alternatives to just about everything... the
majority of my teachers were delighted. “What nice
vocabulary,” they said. “My goodness, such big
words!””

Commendably independent in his learning,
the young Sedaris develops a strategy in response to a
phonemic issue, and this takes him into territories of
lexical strengths and age-busting formality. To some
extent, he pushes his grammatical ability forward as
well. ‘Plurals presented a considerable problem, but I
worked around them as best I could; “rivers,” for
example, became either “a river or two” or “many a
river”. Possessives were a similar headache...’

Later in life, he begins a series of trips to
France, and the long process of learning French
begins.

...and began the practice of learning ten new words a
day.

exorcism

facial swelling

death penalty
1 found my words in the dictionary, typed them on to
index cards, and committed them to memory while on
my daily walks to the neighboring village.

slaughterhouse

sea monster

witch doctor

By the end of the month, I'd managed to
retain three hundred nouns, none of which proved to
be in the least bit useful.
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Things, not surprisingly progress fairly slowly, but he
builds towards phrases, combining lexical and
grammatical considerations and the occasional touch
of near-poetry. ‘“Is thems the thoughts of cows?” I'd
ask the butcher, pointing to the calves’ brains
displayed in the front window.’

Next comes the classic mistake (and I spent
enough years teaching in London to know...): the
move to the capital to learn the language, and so there
we find Sedaris, enrolled on a course in Paris. Here
we hear Sedaris feeling that it is a lack of lexis that
blocks understanding more than any grammatical
absence. The teacher comes in. ‘I’m not completely in
the dark, yet I understood only half of what this
woman was saying. “If you have not meimslsxp or
lgpdmurct by this time, then you should not be in this
room. Has everyone apzkiubjxow? Everyone? Good,
we shall begin.”

So we’re back with the importance of
vocabulary, with ‘such big words’. The next hurdle is
culture, the real meaning of words, and, just to keep
everyone on their toes, this comes during a grammar
lesson. The teacher’s working the class (hard) on the
use of ‘one’ or on in French — that thing they do
where English might go with ‘they’ or probably go
into the passive. She has asked the class (of many
nations), “And what does one do on Easter?” Now,
this is already problematic for Sedaris: ‘As Greeks,
we had our own Easter, which was usually observed
anywhere from two to four weeks after what was
known in our circle as “the American version”.” But
the culture thing gets harder ‘when the Moroccan
student interrupted, shouting, “Excuse me, but what’s
an Easter?”” Classmates try to help. ‘““He call his self
Jesus and then he be die one day on two... morsels
of... lumber.”” There are also (among others): “He
weared of himself the long hair and after he die, the
first day he come back here for to say hello to the
peoples.” “He nice, the Jesus.”” Sedaris assesses the
situation/learning needs:

Part of the problem had to do with vocabulary.
Simple nouns such as cross and resurrection were
beyond our grasp, let alone such complicated
reflexive phrases as “to give of yourself your only
begotten son.” Faced with the challenge of explaining
the cornerstone of Christianity, we did what any self-
respecting group of people might do. We talked about
food instead.

“Easter is a party for to eat of the lamb,” the Italian
nanny explained. “One too may eat of the chocolate.’
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Well, thus far, you may have been getting a sense of
progress, but, sadly, all is in many ways undone by
the issue of gender in French. Sedaris (along with
many others) is flummoxed by every noun being
either masculine or feminine. Even reverting to
reassuring geographical features in North America
leaves him baffled:

I noticed the French had prescribed genders for the
various land masses and natural wonders we
Americans had always thought of as sexless, Niagara
Falls is feminine and, against all reason, the Grand
Canyon is masculine. Georgia and Florida are
female, but Montana and Utah are male.

So it’s back to the strategy-drawing board:

I've started referring to everything in the plural,
which can get expensive but has solved a lot of my
problems. In saying a melon, you need to use the
masculine article. In saying the melons, you use the
plural article, which does not reflect gender and is
the same for both the masculine and the feminine. Ask
for two or ten or three hundred melons, and the
number lets you off the hook by replacing the article
altogether. A masculine kilo of feminine tomatoes
presents a problem easily solved by asking for two
kilos of tomatoes.

This is a good system, but costly; he has, in one small
kitchen, blenders, radios, CD players... It is, I fear,
the revenge of the avoided s in childhood.

Also, Sedaris is paid money to teach, and
this takes us into the territories of identity/power and
strategies of a different kind. I suspect that there are
many teachers (including myself) who will recognise:
‘Like branding steers or embalming the dead,
teaching was a profession I had never seriously
considered.” The bell will ring equally loud for: ‘The
position was offered at the last minute, when the
scheduled professor found a better-paying job
delivering pizza.’

However, things don’t go brilliantly for the
aspiring literature and creative writing lecturer. It’s
partly that he doesn’t know absolutely everything,
and his strategies don’t seem to be fully effective
here. ‘I learned it was easier to simply reply with a
question, saying, “I know what Flaubert means to me,
but what do you think of her?””” The gap betweens
him and his students widens.

A terrible silence overtook the room, and seeing no
other option, I instructed my students to pull out their
notebooks and write a brief essay related to the theme
of profound disappointment.

This reminds me of Paul Pennyfeather in Evelyn
Waugh’s Decline and Fall:

36 Independence 41

(IATEFL Learner Autonomy SIG)

Then I shall very nearly kill you with this stick.
Meanwhile you will all write an essay on ‘Self-
indulgence’. There will be a prize of half a crown for
the longest essay, irrespective of any possible merit.

All the teaching, as in assisting learning, is getting
lost in the authority thing, the problematic stuff about
being the one who gives instructions, as opposed to
instruction (that tricky s again...). Only teachers
know how lonely it can be, to be the only teacher in a
room crowded with students.

Whenever [ felt in danger of losing my authority, 1
would cross the room and either open or close the
door. A student needed to ask permission before
regulating the temperature or noise level, but I could
do so whenever I liked. It was the only activity sure to
remind me that I was in charge, and I took full
advantage of it.

“There he goes again,” my students would whisper.
“What’s up with him and that door?”

Eventually, one of the students confronts the issue. “If
you don’t mind, I have a little question.” [Nothing is
so undermining as respectful forms...] “Who are
you?” Sedaris knew it was coming. ‘It was a
worthwhile question that was bound to be raised
sooner or later.” What she’s questioning is his level of
qualification as a teacher of writing. He seeks shelter
in a tried and tested strategy, the answer a question
with a question approach.

“Can I give you an answer tomorrow?” I asked.
“No,” she barked. “I want to know now. Who do you
think you are?” Judging from their expressions, I
could see that the other side of the class was
entertaining the same question. Doubt was spreading
through the room like the cold germs seen in one of
those slow-motion close-ups of a sneeze. I envisioned
myself burning on a pyre of dream sequences, and
then the answer came to me.

“Who am I?” I asked. “I am the only one who is paid
to be in this room.”

Well, if you’ve ever thought of using that one, buy

the book and read on. Buy the book anyway.
Anyway, third time lucky — next issue

inshallah I promise to talk about something else.
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