I was so interested in the ideas presented by the keynote speaker, Steve Thorne, that I decided to go back for seconds. I attended his session (B-8) entitled The Classroom as a Bridge between Language Learning and Language Use. His principle idea was for us to consider how to find ways to help students transfer language skills they use socially to the classroom setting.

In a fast-paced session, he challenged the teachers in the audience to consider ways to transfer the language skills students use in their social media environment to the education venue. While most of Thorne’s own examples were from the K-12 system, I found it easy to apply some of the same ideas to adult education, where I work. One example would be to find out what students are doing on their own time and use that topic in a classroom discussion and/or written assignment. Since I work mostly with women, topics we might use are hobbies (such as knitting), parenting or cooking. In fact, we have already done some of this in exchanging recipes and craft patterns. I look forward to doing more along these lines.

Another application of Thorne’s theory is for teachers to encourage students to pursue those topics they are passionate about, with the result (hopefully) being increased language use in an area in which the students are already engaged. He referred to students as being mini experts in subjects that we don’t traditionally consider academic material. His example was the student who was failing English, yet who was writing fan fiction online. The challenge in such a case would be to channel the enthusiasm for his online writing into his English assignments. Again, I could apply this to my adults who bring a wealth of life knowledge and experience to the ESOL classroom, allowing them to share their expertise with their peers. 

While I am not a linguistic major, I found that I understood most of Thorne’s presentation largely due to his excellent examples, not so much because of my extensive knowledge or ability. Something resonated within me that it’s good teaching practice to tap into what students already know and excel at. If we can find ways to draw that out and share it in our classrooms, we will all benefit and grow. I can’t wait to get started!
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