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Creating the Right Environment for Teaching 
English as a Second Language

Ankita Swetaparna

Abstract

In the educational institutions of India, particularly in schools, a learner 
is often faced with the daunting task of learning English as a second 
language that is not his own and has nothing in common with his mother 
tongue. When he acquires his mother tongue he learns it spontaneously, 
often without any external help. However, learning English puts him 
into a different language-learning experience. He has the rules of one 
language already with him which is engraved in his brain, and now, he 
has a new set of rules that are much different from those of his mother 
tongue. When he starts learning the second language with the right 
motivation and attitude, he commits mistakes, however, they are only 
an inevitable part of the language learning process. This paper argues 
that the learner learns best in a stress-free setting, provided there is 
enough motivation, opportunity, and a favourable attitude towards the 
learning of a language that he or she wishes to learn. 
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Introduction

Language is a medium of self-expression and communication. It is a 
social phenomenon and occurs in the context of social learning (Ervin-
Tripp, 1970). However, it is not haphazard or unsystematic. Every 
language has built-in structures of its own which are governed by 
certain principles. Each child has his mother tongue (L1) which he learns 
at home without any specific training. Drawn by a necessity to integrate 
himself with the world that is much larger than his community, he 
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comes to school where he has to learn a different language that is not 
his own. He is pitted against a few obstacles that he has to conquer: a 
new language, his own limitations, peer pressure, and expectations of 
society. The target is to learn a second language (L2) and make it his 
own so that he can use it productively. 

First Language Acquisition

While considering teaching a second language as a facilitator to a group 
of non-English speaking children, it is necessary to know how the 
first language is acquired, and the connection that can be established 
between the L1 and the L2. “Driven by the urge to express his demands, 
his fears and apprehensions, his feelings and emotions, a child learns to 
use his mother tongue by observing others speak, assigning meaning to 
their sounds and gestures, recognizing, imitating and storing them in 
the memory and using them to express his own demands in a similar 
fashion” (Sardana, 1992, p. 34). He learns and speaks only a few words 
or expressions in the early stage. As his activities and experiences grow, 
he slowly feels the need to express himself more and more and so, he 
gradually learns to develop the sphere of language at his command. In 
the process of acquiring the L2, he too makes mistakes, however, they 
are always a part of his developmental process and soon, he develops 
the ability to get over them, often without any help from others.

Second Language Acquisition

A second language learner does not learn in the same way a child 
acquires his mother tongue. It cannot be said that a person has learned 
the language unless he can comprehend the materials presented before 
him, and use them appropriately. It means that he has to learn not just 
grammatical correctness but also the appropriateness of the language 
for different occasions. He must know how to speak/write and what to 
speak/write for communication. 

Both knowledge of the rules governing a language behaviour and practice 
in the use of these principles are essential for language learning. That 
makes it obvious that the more exposure one gets, the easier becomes 
the learning. 

Attitude, motivation, and opportunity are the three important variables 
of language learning (Rubin, 1975). The attitude of the learner towards 
the language and the language-speaking community plays a very crucial 
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role in learning a second language. If a person starts negatively, he builds 
up barriers for himself which results in inadequate learning. Again, if a 
person is suitably motivated to learn a language for his present or future 
needs or interests in life, his learning will be easier and more effective 
compared to one who is not motivated properly. Another important 
factor is opportunity – the exposure one gets to learn the L2. In India, 
the classroom is often the only place where a learner is exposed to the 
teaching of English as a second language with almost no opportunity 
to practise. As a result of this, the process of learning becomes very 
slow. The classroom teaching itself offers knowledge about the rules and 
regulations governing the L2 and undertakes to correct errors through 
remedial exercises, however, the strict and disciplined atmosphere there 
often inhibits learning at a faster pace. 

The Process of Second Language Acquisition

Learning the L1 is essentially the outcome of the child’s need to 
communicate, whereas, in the case of a learner learning a second 
language, it is not the case. He already has one language of his own in 
which he thinks and communicates with the same language-learning 
community. Hence, Dulay and Burt say that second language learning 
means acquiring another language after acquiring the basics of the first 
(1972). In the process of acquiring the L2, the learner makes mistakes, 
and researchers around the world have found three important reasons 
for which the errors occur. Dulay and Burt (1973), and Ellis (1986) among 
others believe that making errors is an inevitable part of the language 
learning process, but only some of these errors are of the kind that can 
be ascribed to L1 influence with some degree of certainty. According to 
Dušková (1969), Richards (1971), and many others, the sources of certain 
kinds of errors that an L2 learner commits can be traced in the structure 
of the Second language itself. They are known as ‘intralingual errors’. 
Corder (1974) talks about a third kind of error which he says, is caused 
by the teaching method a learner is exposed to. He calls them ‘teaching-
induced errors’. When a teaching method is faulty, it can produce faulty 
linguistic expressions in the case of an L2 learner.

However, Corder (1992) outlines one way in which L1 interference can 
be recast as a learner strategy. His view is that the learner’s L1 does 
not inhibit; it rather facilitates L2 learning. It means that when learners 
experience difficulty in communicating an idea because they lack the 
necessary expression in the target language, they will fall back upon 
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their L1 to make up for the insufficiency. This is the reason why the L1 
is relied on more at the beginning of the learning process than later. A 
similar observation is made by Krashen (1981) when he suggests that 
learners can use the L1 to initiate utterances when they do not have 
sufficient acquired knowledge of the target language for this purpose. 

A Conducive Environment

A keen observation of learners learning a second language over time can 
help us understand that L2 learning becomes faster and deep-rooted if 
the learner is put in an inhibition-free atmosphere where the learning 
takes place as spontaneously as possible. 

(a) A Case Study

A group of tribal students from Sundergarh district of Odisha whose 
mother tongue was Sadri came to stay in a seminary to study the 
basic tenets of their religion. They were all admitted to the local 
Higher Secondary School where they received instructions in English 
grammar and studied literature along with other students from different 
backgrounds. The teaching was imparted using the ‘Direct method’ for 
all and there was no scope for practice. However, in the seminary, they 
stayed continuously for two years and were allowed to communicate only 
in English. They were observed for these two years and their linguistic 
growth was measured in terms of their communicative competence. The 
learners had varying degrees of ability to learn the second language 
‘English’, but within a year they all demonstrated their competence in 
such a way that it was difficult to conceive that they had come to that 
place with minimal knowledge of English. At the seminary, they stayed 
together, ate together, and played together with senior students (who 
were pursuing Undergraduate/Postgraduate studies) and also with 
their teachers who were young too, but much older than them all. The 
playground and the dining hall became the cradle for learning the L2. 
As they played together and dined together, every day, the juniors (who 
were less competent in using English) often fell back upon the mother 
tongue for communication, whereas the seniors and the teachers (who 
were more competent) kept using English with minor errors. After a 
year, it could be seen that the juniors had come up to use English for 
communication in a much better way and they were hardly falling back 
upon their L1 which was their initial status. Three things helped them 
in the process:
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	 1.	 The seniors provided the model, the rules that govern the L2, 
without compromising.

	 2.	 The juniors, while falling back upon the resources available in their 
L1 to fulfil the communicative requirements, were learning the rules 
from the seniors spontaneously, without being aware of it. 

	 3.	 There was no one to correct them. There was no criticism; therefore, 
no fear or apprehension. 

That the learners were learning in a faster way was ascertained from the 
English teachers who were teaching them in the higher secondary school. 
The scope of this article sets limits to provide further evidence through 
more elaborative examples. However, the classroom performance of 
these learners, testified by the English teachers (through interactions and 
interviews) convinced the author beyond any doubt about the distinctly 
different communicative competence these students had achieved over 
a period of one year that made them stand apart from their peers in the 
classroom.

(b) The Interpretation

It made it clear that these L2 learners received necessary instructions 
in grammar and usage at the school where they studied. Nevertheless, 
competence was acquired when they could get the opportunity to 
practise what they were taught. However, the process of learning 
was faster when they operated in a supportive and non-judgmental 
environment. Interactions with the learners led the author to believe 
that they never ‘felt’ the compulsion to learn English even as they were 
learning it. That was primarily because no one was there in the seminary 
to judge someone else. 

Conclusion

Second language acquisition is not a matter of habit formation; it is 
cognitive in nature. Since language learning is a creative process, while 
using the target language, the learner sometimes feels unsure about 
the rules governing that language. It is then, that he falls back on his 
knowledge of L1, to make up for the insufficiency. For a faster learning 
process of the L2, the learner needs a stress-free, non-judgmental 
environment where he will have the opportunity to pick up the correct 
rules governing the L2 spontaneously, and not work for it deliberately. 
It does not mean that making conscious efforts to learn those rules is 
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unimportant. Such efforts must be made at some point in the whole 
process of L2 learning. However, exposure to a favourable environment 
will help in bringing the L2 learning process closer to the process of 
acquisition of L1 and hence, becomes quite helpful. 
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