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Abstract 

This essay reports on a Minor field study carried out at Phaung Daw Oo Monastic 

Educational High School in Mandalay, Myanmar. The aim was to carry out a three-

stage analysis of the learning and teaching of English whilst in the institution. Firstly, 

the general needs of PDO were identified and field notes were taken. Secondly, we 

worked with improving the pupils’ English communicative skills. Finally, areas 

regarding teaching and suggestions for future projects for teaching English at PDO 

were highlighted. 

 

The questions we sought to answer were:  

 What strategies do the local English teachers at PDO use to activate their 

pupils’ English communicative skills?  

 What developmental areas regarding the teaching of spoken English can be 

identified, and how can they be acted upon at PDO?  

 

In order to carry out the analysis we chose to take an ethnographical approach where 

observations and interviews were our main sources for collecting data. During our 

eight-week stay at PDO, we taught several subjects through English in different 

departments with the aim of activating and improving the pupils’ English 

communicative skills. 

 

The main finding was that the local teachers mainly used a modified rote learning 

strategy to activate their pupils’ English communicative skills. Furthermore, several 

developmental areas regarding the teaching of English were identified. We believe 

that the local teachers’ limited education in teaching methodology and in spoken 

English are the major areas for development. 

 

 

 

Keywords: Teaching, English, communicative, skills, strategies, learners, pedagogy, 

teachers, language, education, motivation. 
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1.Introduction 

In a country far away, in a city with over a million inhabitants and over 700 pagodas, 

there lies a big green school.  Located beside a small river, Phaung Daw Oo Monastic 

Educational High School (PDO) covers a whole block on the corner of 19th and 60th 

street in the city of Mandalay. If you are ever to enter one of the four entrances to the 

school, which is well known for being the largest school in Myanmar, you will find 

yourself in a city within a city. Within the school compound, you will not only find 

teaching and administration rooms but also four small snack shops, eight eateries and 

a wooden library building. Most of the school buildings are made out of concrete and 

are in need of maintenance work. While walking past the buildings, there is a good 

chance you will be hit by a football kicked by one of the 700 novice monks, who live 

in the school compound and are well known for their love of the game, and the 

original way they wear their robes. If, in the unlikely case, you end up with football 

related injuries, you can always visit the school clinic, where volunteer doctors from 

all over Mandalay help the local population in and around the school.  

As a country, Myanmar is a living contrast between harmony and chaos. The people 

are kind and helpful, but not if you are in the traffic or just crossing the street. One 

third of the population lives in rural areas where the main occupation is farming. The 

rest are governmental employees or entrepreneurs who sell everything from slippers 

to fresh fruit. The political situation has been unstable since the country became 

independent in 1947. The situation worsened in 1962 when the military regime took 

power. However, despite civil wars raging between minority groups and the 

government in a fight for power and independence in many of the provinces, and 

despite many of the 135 ethnic minorities being discriminated against by both the 

government and the Myanmar inhabitants, democracy has slowly been gaining a 

foothold since the country opened up to the rest of the world in 2010.  In particular, 

November 15th 2015 was a huge day for Myanmar due to the enormous victory won 

by the National League of Democracy in the national election. Ever since then, 

everyone has been talking about it, and anticipating change for the better. The 

anticipated change is that a country, which has been in the shadows for ages, will play 

a part in the world. 



4 
 

Myanmar is a country that has been regulated by the military regimes for the past 50 

years and which has neglected or actively dismantled the education system. This has 

had an impact on schools and universities around the country. As a result, many 

educational institutions have been unable to equip pupils with the skills and 

knowledge needed to tackle the enormous challenges facing communities in 

Myanmar.1 

Since 2014, a link has been established between Halmstad University and PDO. At 

present, the link is of a reciprocal nature and takes the form of a teacher exchange. A 

particular focus is on professional development and democratic values. Furthermore, 

during 2015-2016 teachers from Halmstad and Mandalay are in collaboration. They 

are taking it in turns to visit each other and take part in teaching practice. The 

collaboration aims to extend beyond the teaching of English to deal with 

environmental issues and global thinking.2 

 

A further intention is to involve students in the exchange. So, this is where we come 

in, two trainee English teachers in our final year of study. As the first group of 

students to take part in the exchange, we have been encouraged to explore 

possibilities for future collaboration with PDO. Thus, our overall aim for this project 

was to carry out a needs analysis to discover what we, and future students, can learn 

from and contribute to PDO. In particular, our interest was in the learning and 

teaching of spoken English. 

 

As MFS-scholars, we received funding from the Swedish international development 

cooperation agency (Sida) to be involved in, and contribute to a field based study in a 

developmental country. Beyond working with global humanitarian projects, Sida 

funds Minor field study (MFS) projects for willing academics within Swedish 

universities. The criteria for being granted a MFS-scholarship is to make a 

contribution to the needs in the recipient country, in our case Myanmar. To 

sustainably contribute to PDO, we chose to carry out a three-stage analysis of the 

teaching and learning of English at PDO. Firstly, we were to carry out a general needs 

analysis. Secondly, as suggested by the local teachers during our time in the field, we 

                                                 
1Myint, K. S. &Wisdom, G.  2013: 2 
2Edvard, M. 2015, Lövstål, I. 2015 
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chose to focus on working with the pupils’ English communicative skills. The final 

stage included actively working with current developmental areas regarding teaching 

English, and suggestions for future projects at PDO. 

 

The main question we sought to answer during our stay was: 

 What strategiesdo the local English teachers at PDO use to activate their 

pupils’ English communicative skills?  

However, with regards to Sida’s criteria for the MFS scholarships, we were required 

to provide the recipients, (in our case the school, the staff and the pupils of PDO) with 

possibilities and tools to improve and develop local needs.3  Therefore, our second 

question was: 

 What developmental areas regarding the teaching of spoken English can be 

identified, and how can they be acted upon at PDO?  

In order to carry out the needs analysis, we took an ethnographic approach. As 

teachers, we became both non-participant and participant observers in the classrooms. 

Data was collected through observation notes and through interviews with local 

teachers.  

 

Thus, in this essay we hope that the reader will be able to follow our journey and the 

challenging experiences we faced with the regards to the teaching and learning of 

English at PDO. 

 

  

 

 

  

                                                 
3Nordahl, L. 2015:1 
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2.Literature review 

In the following sections we present an overview of previous research regarding the 

learning and teaching of English, motivational aspects and communicative strategies.  

2.1 Learning English 

All Learners of English as a foreign language experience different learning 

circumstances, which affect the learning process. For example, learners who live in 

environments where English is not commonly used have limited opportunities to 

develop their language skills outside school contexts. This makes it difficult for them 

to find motivation and encounters that naturally involve the learning and use of 

English. At the same time, parents and teachers may be aware of the profits of 

formally learning English, and that it can provide learners with possibilities to be 

enthusiastic and curious about the language and its function.4 

Annamaria Pinter5 argues that learners need continuous exposure to English and on-

going opportunities to express themselves in the language to further improve their 

English language skills. In countries, such as Sweden, where the Internet and English 

television programs are easily accessed, these exposures and opportunities are 

spontaneously present for learners. Furthermore, Pinter states that teachers must have 

high competence in both confidently using and teaching the foreign language to be 

able to provide the pupils with effective learning contexts in the classroom.6 

A great difficulty all language learners encounter is to learn languages fluently and 

accurately. Learners need a range of different tools to learn a foreign language. Two 

skills that are essential in the early stages of learning a foreign language are the 

communicative and listening skills, since commonly the new learner cannot read and 

write yet. According to Pinter7, the listening skill is the first skill to learn and later on, 

it will naturally lead to communication. To ease the early stages of the learning 

process and to help pupils work with meaning, teachers can provide them with 

repeated information, use gestures and facial expression. 8  Similarly, practicing, 

drilling phrases and repeating models are often the first steps of learning how to speak 

                                                 
4Pinter, A. 2006: 32 
5Pinter, A. 2011: 90-92 
6Ibid. 
7Pinter, A. 2006: 45-46 
8Ibid. 
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a foreign language.9 Communication practice does not always have to consist of well-

planned activities; it can also include spontaneous communication situations. 

However, Pinter argues that it is important for teachers to consider their learners’ age, 

interest and abilities in order to plan appropriate communicative activities.10 

Drilling fixed to semi-fixed expressions is an approach often used in the early stages 

of learning a foreign language, which means that new learners often copy teachers’ 

utterances to produce complete sentences or questions. Later on, when learners have 

been exposed to more English through listening, they are soon eager to practice their 

new knowledge in interaction with others. To activate learners’ communicative skills 

in the early stages, Pinter notes that those stages of language learning usually 

emphasise learning through rhymes, songs, questions, introductions and memorizing 

short dialogues.11 

Unanalysed chunks are blocks of words that learners remember from previous 

encounters with the target language, commonly encounters with the teacher. 

However, Pinter states that pupils may not understand the exact meaning of 

unanalysed chunks, but will understand them in relation to the on-going action. For 

example, if the teacher says “good morning” at the beginning of every lesson, pupils 

learn that it is similar to “hello”. However, they may not understand that the phrase 

consists of two words and that each word functions in isolation.12 

Pinter states that learners need to acquire a broad vocabulary and grammatical 

structures. However, it is not enough to know these in isolation. It is essential to know 

the link and interaction between vocabulary and grammar. In contrast to native 

speakers who speak fluently, new language learners have difficulties in quickly 

combining words to make their language fluent.13 

Lynne Cameron 14  discusses principles of teaching spoken language. She believes 

learners need to participate in discourse and build knowledge and skills to do so, but 

primarily learners must understand the spoken language to be able to learn it. 

                                                 
9Pinter, A. 2006: 55  
10Ibid:62-63 
11Ibid:56 
12Ibid. 
13Ibid:83-84 
14Cameron, L. 2012:36-71 
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Furthermore, she states that teaching must firstly involve familiar contexts for the 

learners to form the notion that the language is a means of communication. Moreover, 

Cameron claims that learners tend to lean on previous language experiences when 

under communicative pressure. If learners cannot make sense with their current 

foreign language skills, they will likely use their first language as well asthe foreign 

language to make themselves understood.15 Jeremy Harmer argues that the reason 

learners use their native language is that they want to communicate about something 

important which cannot be expressed in the foreign language, and, therefore, use the 

language they know best. 16 Furthermore, according to Cameron, learners need to 

experience different types of spoken activities to develop their communicative skills 

beyond narrative and description, for example to be able to communicate and to freely 

express themselves in the target language.17 

2.2 Motivation 

Motivation is defined as “the reason why somebody does something or behaves in a 

particular way” 18  and “everything that encourages someone towards a goal” 19 . 

Additionally, a motivated person is defined as “someone who is interested and works 

hard”20 and “is determined, has reason and is willing to do something.”21 

Pinter22 states that motivation is a crucial factor when learning a foreign language, in 

comparison to the first language, since it is a natural part of learning and growing. 

Furthermore, she discusses Zultan Dörnyei’s suggestions regarding different stages 

for motivational teaching in relation to the importance of motivating learners during 

English lessons. The first stage is creating motivational conditions for learning, which 

implicates a supportive classroom environment. The second stage is to find 

motivating methods and techniques. In the third stage, teachers need to sustain the 

learners’ motivation by offering them inspiring activities that promote self-esteem, 

confidence and collaboration among learners. Lastly, motivating teachers makes 

                                                 
15 Cameron, L. 2012:36-71 
16Harmer, J. 1998:129-130 
17Cameron, L. 2012:36-71 
18Hornby, A.S. 2010:998 
19Sjögren, P. A., Györki, I. & Malmström, S. 2010:439 
20Hornby, A.S. 2010:998 
21Sjögren, P. A., Györki, I. & Malmström, S. 2010:439 
22Pinter, A. 2006 
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feedback and assessment into experiences which are perceived as positive by the 

learners.23 

Furthermore, Pinter argues that teachers are the primary source of motivation for their 

learners.24 Christer Stensmo25 also believes that teachers are role models for their 

pupils. If a teacher likes his or her job, is positive and enthusiastic in the classroom, 

pupils will act in a similar manner. However, positive attitudes depend on the 

teachers’ presence with the pupils in and outside the classroom, and how the school 

personnel interact with one another. Furthermore, Stensmo concludes that the spirit of 

the school staff, with regards to creativity, attitudes and enthusiasm, affects the 

pupils’ motivation to learn.26 

Harmer 27  discusses the importance of schema when engaging learners in new 

material. He states that schema is the pre-existent knowledge we store from 

experiences, and which we bring with us to easier understand new ones. Furthermore, 

he believes that schemas are crucial for the learner to fully engage in new material. 

However, teachers should provide pupils with clues to relate the material with their 

schema, which can be done by using pictures or vocabulary related to the material. 

Harmer states that, together with their schema, learners need time to predict the 

content of the material through such clues to be fully engaged in the material.28 

Physical environments are important for successful learning. Fixed furniture, over-

crowding and learner attitudes are crucial factors that can be problematic. 

Furthermore, Harmer states that a common view of a teaching-learning situation is 

when pupils sit in rows and listen to a teacher who stands in front of them. Moreover, 

this is how many cultures define teaching.29 

Additionally, Harmer 30discusses the seating arrangement of learners as a part of 

physical learning environment. There are various ways of seating pupils in the 

classroom; the most common one is sitting in rows, which gives teachers a clear view 

                                                 
23Pinter, A. 2006:36-37 
24Ibid:42 
25Stensmo, C. 2008:124-128 
26Ibid. 
27Harmer, J. 2007:270-271 
28Ibid. 
29Ibid:161-164 
30Ibid. 
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of pupils and vice versa. Circle and horseshoe are seating arrangements that are 

appropriate when working with smaller groups. In these seating arrangements, 

teaching becomes less teacher-centered and allows a more favorable place for learners 

to express and share feelings and knowledge. Separated tables allow teachers to move 

freely while helping learners, which makes it easy to arrange group work. However, 

Harmer argues that it is more difficult to teach whole-group activities with separated 

tables.31 

Pia Björklid 32  is of the opinion that the classroom environment affects learning 

processes. She explains that loud noises, bad lighting, broken or worn out items and 

foul smells are all aspects, which can affect the learning situation in negative ways. 

Classrooms in good  condition and decorated with flowers, drawings, drapes and 

fitted with proper lighting will give increased opportunities for learning. 

2.3 Communicative strategies 

“Strategies” is a well-discussed concept which is closely related to language and 

linguistic competence. Strategies have a wide definition. However, in relation to 

learning and teaching languages, strategies involve different methods of learning 

languages and communication. In the Swedish national curriculum, strategies are 

defined as concepts that will encourage and help pupils to be active, effective and 

independent language learners.33 We choose to use this definition of “strategies”, 

since we argue it is the most suitable definition for our study. Furthermore, 

communicative strategies refer to strategies that learners and teachers use to activate 

communicative skills in learning contexts. 

Current research into strategies as a concept indicates why language learners learn or 

do not learn several aspects when encountering a foreign language. Lena Börjesson34 

discusses Nunan, Oxford, Rubin, Wenden and other research, which has analysed the 

characteristics of a successful language learner. Their results suggest that common 

characteristics are motivation, awareness of the importance of learning a new 

language, not being afraid to take risks or make mistakes, and seeking opportunities to 

learn the target language. However, it is unusual that learners possess all these 

                                                 
31 Harmer, J. 2007:161-164 
32 Björklid, P. 2005:169-176 
33 Börjesson, L. 2012:1-2 
34Ibid.  
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characteristics. Thus, there are numerous things teachers can do to create a 

comfortable environment where pupils are allowed to make mistakes among their 

peers. Furthermore, they state that classroom environments that allow mistakes will 

possibly enhance pupils’ motivation and their attitude towards learning the target 

language. Lastly, eager language learners use several learning strategies to learn the 

target language. Teachers can support the pupils who need to develop their learning 

strategies by providing and guiding them with different methods to effectively learn 

new knowledge.35 

Stephen K. Hunt36 argues that working with communication skills are largely the 

reason pupils succeed in classroom. He states that it is important that teachers create a 

supportive learning environment where pupils are encouraged to comfortably 

communicate, contribute in discussions, and ask questions. Furthermore, Hunt 

believes that encouraging pupils to cooperate makes them more comfortable when 

communicating since many pupils are affected by pressure while communicating in a 

foreign language. To activate pupils’ communicative skills, Hunt uses active learning 

strategies such as games, structured debates and simulations since he believes that 

each student is more engaged and actively learning when they are involved in the 

learning process. Moreover, he states that it is important to discuss topics which 

closely relate topupils’ interest. Additionally, he wants learners to be aware of the 

possibilities of communicating and all it has to offer.37 

2.3.1 Brief historical overview of strategies 

According to Harmer38, Grammar-translation was an approach used by scholars and 

academic language learners before the nineteenth century; it focused on learning rules 

of grammar and lists of foreign words. The use of Grammar-translation became a 

strategy that brought foreign language learning into school curriculums. Learners 

were given sentences that exemplified accurate grammar rules, which later on were 

explained by teachers. The sentences were translated from the first language into the 

target language and vice-versa. Harmer states that the Grammar-translation approach 

taught language bit by bit, lacked training of communicative skills and focused on 

                                                 
35Börjesson, L. 2012:1-2 
36Hunt, S. K. 2003:133-136 
37Ibid. 
38Harmer, J. 2007:63-64 
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accuracy rather than fluency. 39  Grammar-translation was later modified into the 

Direct method, and translation was abandoned. Learners and teachers started to 

cooperate in speaking and used tools such as objects and pictures relating to 

grammatical forms in order to understand them. However, accuracy and full sentences 

were still the main focus. Additionally, it was important that the target language was 

the only language used.40 

Grammar-translation and the Direct method are traditional ways of teaching a second 

language and focus on practicing accuracy through controlled activities. Nowadays, 

Hesti Wijaya41 states that many teachers instead approach the teaching of the target 

language with collaborative activities such as role-play, group activities and pair 

work. With these strategies teachers are able to create different contexts to bring 

authentic everyday situations into classrooms. 

Wijaya42 goes on to discuss the purpose of communicative activities. She states that 

they are a “whole-task practice”43 which means that learners do not only practice one 

skill at a time. For example, when working on speaking skills, learners will most 

likely activate their reading and listening skills as well. Furthermore, communicative 

activities improve learners’ motivation and allow fluent language learning, since 

when trying to communicate in the target language learners naturally develop fluency. 

Finally, communicative activities can create learning contexts, which are favorable 

for creating supportive relationships between teachers and learners, and among 

learners.44 

Harmer discusses different ways for learners to practice their fluency. For example, 

teachers can provide learners with time to re-formulate mistakes in order to progress 

communicatively, and teachers can act as participants to ease the speaking and also to 

carefully provide learners with feedback.45 

According to Harmer, working with “information gaps” are activities with 

communicative purpose, which forces learners to communicate. There are varieties of 

                                                 
39Harmer, J. 2007:63 
40Ibid:63-64 
41Wijaya, H. n.d:1-4 
42Ibid. 
43Ibid. 
44Ibid. 
45Harmer, J. 2007:347-348 
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ways to activate learners’ communicative skills. For example, an activity that 

activates this skill is “describe and draw”46 where pupils work in pairs. The teacher 

provides one person in each pair with a picture that will be described to the partner. 

Later on, to solve the task, the pairs try to fill in the gaps by asking questions and 

describing the images.47 Furthermore, in tasks like this the language used by pupils is 

not random, but focuses on the grammatical/lexical forms the teacher has designed the 

task for.48 

2.3.2Rote learning and memory development 

Rote learning or the rote to learn strategy is based on memorization of information 

that has no inherent meaning through constant repetition, often oral. This strategy 

focuses on learning wide concepts usually without understanding the link between 

them.49 

Linda Balsiger argues that rote learning helps with accuracy of form in the early 

stages of learning. It begins in kindergarten with memorization of the alphabet and the 

sounds of letters. Additionally, learners are encouraged to develop their rote memory 

ability in a variety of subject are as in order to, for example, memorize lists of 

important names, multiplication tables and vocabulary in a foreign language. 50 

Balsiger argues that the ability to memorize and to store information is an essential 

component in all aspects of learning. Additionally, she states that visual pictures and 

images can aid the process of acquiring rote information. 

The Audiolingual approach, which is related to the Direct method for teaching 

language, was a method that encouraged rote learning trough repetitive drilling of 

utterances. Step by step, learners were encouraged to make sure that they would not 

make any mistakes by repeating the same information repetitively.51 

Harmer 52 states that when learners repeat information, they are more likely to 

remember what they are learning. However, repetition in isolation, when repeating 

something several times in a row, is not particularly beneficial. Furthermore, he 

                                                 
46Harmer, J. 2007:178 
47Ibid. 
48Ibid:53-54 
49Medical dictionary for the health professions and nursing. 2012, Balsiger, L. n.d:1 
50Balsiger, L. n.d:1 
51Harmer, J. 2007:63-64 
52Ibid:56-57 
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argues that language learners need similar repeated encounters with the target 

language. However, it has to occur with some time in between. Gaining knowledge 

from repeating the same task more than once seems to improve the target language, 

since it gives learners opportunities to encounter similar situations again with 

possibilities to re-formulate and reflect on their use of the target language.53 

 

 

  

                                                 
53Harmer, J. 2007:56-57 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

As stated earlier, we are the first students from Halmstad University to undertake a 

project in Myanmar. Our overall aim was to carry out a needsanalysis that allowed us 

to discover what we and future students can learn from and contribute to PDO, which 

also generated ideas for future collaborative projects. 

 

The idea was for each of us to be partnered with a local teacher and to shadow them 

in their daily work over the period of the project. From shadowing, the collaboration 

would move to the pair taking it in turns to teach/observe classes and to co-teach. As a 

team, we would work collaboratively to find effective ways of teaching English. 

 

Furthermore, we had an idea of participating in regular conversations with the local 

teachers that revolved around the training they received, theories and practical 

approaches to the teaching of English, planning, classroom management, learning 

strategies, teaching resources, assessment and evaluation, etcetera. Similarly, the 

conversations would record reflections on the collaborative teaching and the impact 

the exchange of knowledge and practice has had on the learners in the classes 

involved.   

 

Prior to our field study we took part in a university module, which focused on 

developmental projects. We were required to develop an aspect related to the teaching 

and learning of English at our teaching practice schools in Halmstad. We chose to 

incorporate the development project into our field-based study by creating a link 

between the pupils at our teaching practice schools and pupils at PDO. The purpose of 

this was to set up a collaboration that would continue even after we left the schools. 

Firstly, the pupils at the schools in Halmstad prepared us for our journey to Myanmar. 

Secondly, they prepared films about themselves. Finally, they wrote letters to pupils 

at PDO. The short movies and letters were the beginning of the collaboration between 

the pupils in Sweden and Myanmar. 

 

Furthermore, wehope that the collaboration between the local teachers at PDO and us 

will extend beyond the period of the project with contact through digital means with 
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exchange of knowledge, ideas and resources. And once we are in employment, it 

could be extended to a collaborative link between our own pupils in Sweden and 

those of our partners in Myanmar. 

 

When we set off from Sweden, we had no idea what to expect. The details of what 

and how we would teach were limited. We had no information about the different 

departments, the class sizes or the knowledge level of the pupils. On first arriving at 

PDO, everything was overwhelming. During our first week we were informed that it 

was a week of holiday, and no lessons were taught. However, we did meet the 

teachers who were to be our co-teachers. Unfortunately, we hardly ever saw them 

again, since they were required to attend university in other cities around Myanmar 

throughout the duration of our stay. This meant that our original plan had to be 

adapted radically.  

On our first day of teaching, we were shown the timetables and were given separate 

classes to teach. After teaching the first lessons, we were eager to continue teaching 

our new pupils since the conditions at PDO were different from those we are used to 

in Sweden. As such, our revised method for data collection consisted of taking an 

ethnographical approach through general observations of the school environment, 

observations noted while teaching and through interviews with local teachers. We 

also recorded personal experiences and reactions during our stay, which have helped 

us to contextualize the current situation at PDO. 

3.2 Ethnography 

Ethnography is rooted in anthropology and sociology, and is used in several scientific 

areas. It is known to be used to obtain knowledge of foreign cultures, and has been 

adapted to study cultures and everyday life of all kinds. The ethnographic researcher 

observes and collects impressions to build a fair understanding of a culture or social 

setting. Usually, the study is done through collecting peoples' opinions and reactions 

together with observations and interviews, but other casual conversations are often 

referred to in these studies. However, the focus is always on a selected context, which 

in our case is PDO but could be a city or a single classroom.54 

                                                 
54 Johansson, T. 2009:6-7 
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Thomas Johansson states that ethnography is a complex yet effective method, which 

if used properly will provide researchers with an insight in the complexity and 

diversity of everyday life. Johansson claims that through ethnography, one is able to 

make obvious things complex and ambiguous. Furthermore, complexity is wanted in 

ethnography as it enables the researcher to explain common events with structure.55 

Michael Angrosino describes the ethnographic research process as focused on 

identifying predictable patterns in-group routines, by participating in the group’s 

everyday activities over a period of time. Additionally, he claims that researchers 

need to provide "thick description"56 when presenting ethnographic data in order to 

establish a scenery of the context where data was collected. Furthermore, he argues 

that the descriptions must contain details that describe the scenery in a way that gives 

information beyond shallow information to contextualize the collected data.57 

Our intention was to carry out a needs analysis by taking an ethnographic approach. 

The ethnographical approach suited our way of exploring PDO, as our study is based 

on interpretations of our experiences together with other peoples’ thoughts regarding 

the teaching and learning of English. Furthermore, as Birgitta Kullberg58 states, the 

ethnographic researcher uses observations and questions to further develop their own 

experiences, as well as others people’s perspectives, to be able to contribute and 

improve the areas studied. Moreover, as the data gets more extensive and influencing 

factors become clear, the same methods are used to gain further knowledge forming a 

process of systematic knowledge searching. Therefore, we were to gather general data 

to contextualize the school and the teaching of English before continuing with 

observations and interviews with local teachers. 

3.2.1 Cultural awareness 

Cultural awareness includes understanding differences in traditions, values, attitudes, 

customs and ideas. Ethnographical research requires an understanding for, and 

awareness of cultural differences between researchers and the culture researched. The 

cultural differences are not to be avoided, but adapted in relation to the area 

researched. 59 Furthermore, Carol Delaney and Deborah Kaspin state that when 
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56 Angrosino, A. 2007:16 
57Ibid:14-18 
58 Kullberg, B. 2014:13-15 
59 Delaney, C. &Kaspin, D. 2011:19-20 
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researching another culture, researchers explore and question their own culture in 

relation to the new cultural setting.60 

3.3 Observations 

As participant observers, our role in the classroom was as the leading teacher. This 

method made it impossible for us to observe everything that happened in the 

classroom. The situation made it difficult for us to gain a deep insight in how the local 

teachers activated the pupils’ communicative skills and which strategies they used. As 

participating observers we influenced both the teachers and the pupils, in ways we 

would not have done if we were non-participants.61 Another issue we encountered 

was that we could not take notes while participating in the classroom activities; we 

were forced to write from memory after the lessons were finished. This may have 

affected the validity of the observations in a negative way. 

 

The lessons we observed as non-participants gave us a wider perspective on the local 

teachers’ methods of activating the pupils’ English communicative skills. This gave 

us opportunities to gain an insight into how lessons are currently being taught, 

without directly interfering. Furthermore, our presence in the classroom could have 

affected the participants in different ways; for example, the teacher and the pupils 

may have become nervous or distracted.62 However, due to the differences between 

the two observation methods, we were able to obtain an extensive picture of both the 

teaching and learning processes during lessons held by the local teachers at PDO.  

 

Insection 5.1 one observation from each department that we observed is presented. 

However, we decided not to observe from the “Bridging” department (see 4.1.4) since 

the teachers of this department are commonly foreign volunteers.  

3.4 Interviews 

We used a non-standardized interview method, since we could not use pre-

constructed questions. Instead, we approached the main questions with a set of 

themes, which are presented in Appendix 1. We chose this method because of the 

language barrier between the interviewees and us. The themes gave us opportunities 

to grapple with the main questions of this essay, which are presented in section 1. 

                                                 
60 Delaney,C. & Kaspin, D. 2011:20-21 
61 Patel,R. & Davidsson, B. 2003:96 
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However, we encountered difficulties while using this method since we were not 

deeply involved in the organisation. 

 

We found it difficult to execute identical interviews, since interviewing is an on-going 

process between the interviewer and the interviewee where collaboration takes place. 

However, we were aware of the risk that each party could have reacted to and 

influenced each other, which later on might influence the interviews.63 According to 

Kvale and Brinkmann, the objectivity of interviews could disappear if we were to 

conduct identical interviews several times. Furthermore, they state that the subjective 

experiences are the focus when using interviews as a method of collecting data.64 

 

To use surveys could have been an alternative method for our study. However, we 

argue that surveys would not have provided us with as extensive data, as individual 

interviews would, since surveys usually have pre-constructed optional answers. 

Furthermore, we argue that the result of the individual interviews gave us more 

personal and explicit answers.65 

3.5 Our teaching at PDO 

We taught different subjects during our stay at PDO. These were English, geography, 

foreign texts, general knowledge, non-formal and Bridging. We taught three lessons 

each, from Monday to Friday. The lessons were scheduled for 45 minutes or an hour. 

The time between our lessons was used for making lesson plans, assessing and giving 

feedback.  

 

In section 5.3 are examples of how we taught different subjects during our lessons. 

The focus was to activate the pupils’ communicative skills regardless of what subject 

we taught.  

  

                                                 
63Kvale, S. 1997:19-20 
64Kvale, S. & Brinkmann, S. 2009:259-260 
65Patel, R. & Davidsson, B. 2003:72-73,78-79 
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4. PDO in context 

Phaung Daow Oo Monastic Education High School was founded by the principal 

U.Nayaka and his brother U.Zawtika in 1993. Their aim was to establish a free 

educational platform for poor children.The school is predominantly for pupils that for 

some reason are unable to attend governmental schools. The school started off as a 

primary school with ten local volunteer teachers and over 300 pupils. Currently, the 

school runs from preschool up to high school level with over 8,000 pupils and 400 

employees.66 

 

The school has a long history of teaching English to its pupils, stemming from the 

time Myanmar was a British colony. The school runs programs where all subjects are 

taught in English, as well as being conducted in Burmese. The interest in teaching in 

English at PDO is rooted in U.Nayaka’s own interest in communicating with people 

from other countries. Furthermore, PDO wants to provide children, regardless of their 

social background, with opportunities to learn the English language.  

 

PDO is non-governmental, self-sufficient and is mainly funded by donations and 

small-scale income generation. 1,300 out of the 8,000 pupils live in the school 

compound and comefrom a variety of backgrounds: street children, ethnic minorities, 

novice monks, children from poor families, and victims from natural disasters.67 

4.1 Organization of the school and physical environment 

Below follows a presentation of the departments where we undertook our work at 

PDO. Our research was conducted through an ethnographical approach, which 

requires thick descriptions. Thus, the following sections contain descriptions of the 

departments where our research and work were carried out.  

4.1.1 New teacher training center (NTTC) 

NTTC works closely with its founders, a German organization which supplies them 

with volunteers and development projects, but is locally run by the local head of 

department. The teachers who work in NTTC are all former pupils of PDO, who after 

graduating from high school asked the principal to become teachers. The principal 

                                                 
66Myint, K. S. &Wisdom, G. 2013:2 
67Ibid. 
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accepts the new staff member in almost every case. The idea of NTTC is that mentors, 

the more experienced teachers, should train the newer teachers how to teach.68 

 

The pupils in NTTC are divided into grades according to their knowledge level, and 

are in a range of ages in the different grades. The class sizes are between 20 and 30 

pupils. Out of the seven subjects taught in NTTC, six subjects are taught in English: 

foreign text, general knowledge, history, science, mathematics and geography. The 

Myanmar subject is taught in Burmese. 

 

NTTC is located in a four-story-high light green building facing the playground and 

the football field. It was donated to PDO by the German and Australian governments. 

On the ground floor are six classrooms where grade six, seven and eight all have their 

lessons. Grade nine, ten and eleven have their lessons in the five classrooms on the 

first floor. The study room, or the teachers’ office, is located on the third floor. The 

study room is a small room with three desks and a big table for meetings and 

planning. Next to the study room is a smaller meeting room, which is accessible via a 

door. This is where the printer and office computer are located. The study room is 

where the German volunteers and the local teachers spend their time between lessons, 

but also the place where teachers bring pupils if they want to use the department’s 

television for teaching or pleasure.  

 

The NTTC classrooms have similar layouts, four light green concrete walls, grey 

concrete floor and yellow ceiling. On one of the four walls there are two windows 

without glass and the wall at the opposite side has two doors with a window in 

between. Located on the wall, close to where we usually find the teacher, is a painted 

blackboard. The pupils sit on pastel colored plastic chairs by small aluminum and 

wooden tables. The classrooms are for one class only, which in practice means that 

the pupils spend most of their time in one classroom whereas the teachers move 

between them.  

4.1.2 Fast track (FT) 

FT is the first department at PDO, which started to teach subjects that are not directly 

focused on the English language in English. The teachers working in FT are mostly 

                                                 
68Myint, K. S. & Wisdom, G. 2013:5-6 



22 
 

former pupils of PDO. The main idea is that teachers who have worked in NTTC for a 

few years and have gained teaching experience should later on continue their teaching 

in FT. The idea of having experienced teachers working as mentors teaching the 

newer teachers how to teach is similar in FT and NTTC. 

 

One big difference between FT and NTTC is how the classes are constructed. In FT 

pupils in the same grade are of the same age. The classes in FT are larger; in the lower 

grades there are about 30 pupils. In the higher grades the classes are smaller and 

consist of approximately 15 pupils. There are six subjects taught in FT: English, 

history, science, mathematics, geography and Myanmar. All the subjects are taught in 

English except Myanmar, which is taught in Burmese.69 

 

FT is located in the same building as NTTC and the classes are taught on the first and 

second floor. FT educates primary level until grade eleven, with one class in each 

grade. The teachers working in FT are usually found at the end of the first floor, in the 

teacher’s office. Inside the crowded office there are tons of books along the walls, a 

computer, a printer and a long table that is used for the teachers’ planning. There is a 

small area in one of the corners, behind a shelf where the teachers sometimes take a 

rest. On the opposite side of the corner is a baby crib, where one of the teacher’s 

babies sleeps during the day. On the first floor, the movie-room is located; it contains 

a small TV, a DVD player and a green carpet that covers the floor.  

 

The FT classrooms have a similar layout as that of the NTTC. However, some are 

smaller. The walls in FT are mostly covered with drawings, images or posters that are 

related to teaching and learning. Most of the pupils in FT sit with their knees over the 

tabletop, since they are often too tall to sit on the small wooden benches by their 

desks. Under the desks are small shelves for the pupils to tuck in their bags and 

lunchboxes. 

4.1.3 Non-formal 

The idea of Non-formal is to give newly arrived ethnic pupils at PDO a chance to 

attend classes in the different departments. To be placed, they need a basic knowledge 

of English and Burmese. Once they have reached a proper skill level, they are to be 
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moved into grades that suit their abilities. However, not all pupils will attend formal 

education. Some will move to a workplace or return to their home villages as soon as 

they get the knowledge they set out for. 

The classes in the Non-formal department are taught by PDO staff. Some are 

employed teachers while some have other duties at the school. Non-formal has no 

proper office. Therefore, the staff members who work there can be found in nearly all 

the other departments of the school. 

Non-formal is taught in classrooms all over the school. The pupils are from different 

provinces of Myanmar and live outside the school compound. They came to PDO for 

different reasons. For example, some came because of civil war in other parts of the 

country, others because their parents wanted them to get an education. The pupils’ 

ages differ, and they speak several different languages depending on where they come 

from. However, the pupils have some things in common; none of them speak fluent 

Burmese, and all of them have just recently started to learn English.  

A classroom commonly used for Non-formal is in the library on the first floor. The 

walls of the classroom are filled with shelves with different kinds of books, ranging 

from Pippi Longstocking to The Hunger Games. In one corner there is a big table with 

many chairs facing a whiteboard. 

4.1.4 Bridging 

Bridging is taught by foreign volunteers who educate staff members of PDO in order 

to improve their general English skills. The foreign teachers are required to work with 

four different skills: reading, writing, speaking and listening. The current classes in 

Bridging are assessment groups that are under evaluation; the pupils are being 

prepared for assessment exams. Depending on the results of their assessment exams, 

they will be divided into three different levels. The three new classes will continue to 

work with the English language according to the pupils’ skill level.70 

The Bridging department is placed in the building where FT and NTTC is located. 

Bridging consists of a big classroom and a smaller one. The larger classroom is 

equipped with tools such as a video-projector and computers. The walls have 
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paintings with different colours and a lot of flowers in pots by the windows. The staff 

members working in Bridging work at their desks in the bigger room while classes are 

taught. The smaller room has two small windows, a small whiteboard and a big table.  
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5. Results 
In this section, the result from our observations and interviews are presented together 

with examples from our teaching at PDO.  

5.1 Observation results 

The following section consists of examples from our observations which represent 

common lessons from each department we worked in.  

5.1.1 NTTC observation 

We arrived in the classroom five minutes before the lesson started. The pupils were 

alone in the classroom; some read or wrote while others played football loudly. The 

teacher arrived five minutes late and began to calm the class down. The topic of the 

lesson was plural and singular. The teacher read from the “English curriculum” while 

she wrote on the board, and started to explain the differences between the plural and 

singular form, very quietly in English and caught a few pupils’ attention. She then 

switched to Burmese, and got the attention of the rest of the class. While the teacher 

wrote sentences on the blackboard, most of the pupils read the written words aloud 

together, which created a loud noise. The teacher gave examples of when to put an “s” 

at the end of a word, and when not to, together with irregular nouns and making sure 

that the “is” and “are” forms were correct. The pupils copied everything written on 

the board in their notebooks. The teacher asked one pupil to erase the sentences on the 

board, while she wrote up the aim of the lesson, which consisted of working on 

singular and plural sentences. Meanwhile, the pupils read the sentences together aloud 

and wrote in their notebooks. The teacher told the pupils in English that they had to 

turn the sentences into the opposite form, plural to singular or the other way around. 

She spoke in Burmese and the pupils immediately started to talk to each other and 

began to write. Some pupils finished very quickly and she started to mark their work. 

The bell rang, but no one noticed. Some pupils were still working with the exercise 

given, when the teacher came to us and informed us that the class was over.71 

5.1.2 FT observation 

When the teacher arrived, the pupils were standing by their desks. The pupils greeted 

the teacher with memorized phrases. The topic of the lesson was how to create easy 

sentences with words given by the teacher. The teacher started to read sentences from 

a book and the pupils automatically repeated them together aloud. Then she continued 
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to read the sentences several times. She wrote sentences on the board for the pupils to 

copy, and the pupils began to spell each word aloud one letter at a time until the 

words were completed. The pupils repeated the sentences written on the blackboard 

aloud together with the teacher approximately 15 times. The teacher spoke in 

Burmese for a while. One of the sentences described a girl who combs her hair. The 

teacher showed how to comb her hair and the pupils imitated her while saying the 

sentence aloud. She asked the pupils to repeat the sentences she had written on the 

board, one at the time. While each pupil  read their sentences out aloud, the rest of the 

pupils mumbled their sentences in preparation for their presentation. Between each 

presentation, the teacher encouraged the classmates to applaud. The teacher asked the 

pupils, who were not presenting at the time, if the pronunciation and spelling were 

correct. When all pupils had finished their presentations, the teacher moved to her 

desk. Immediately, the pupils ran after her to fall in line. The teacher started to mark 

the sentences written by the pupils. The marking process took about 15 minutes. The 

lesson ended with a similar greeting phrase as in the beginning of the lesson.72 

5.1.3 Non-formal observation 

We arrived at the library, where the class was patiently awaiting their teachers. When 

the local teacher arrived together with her foreign assistant, we all walked to the 

classroom. The pupils took a plastic chair each from piles and sat down by the table 

close to the whiteboard. The teacher’s assistant connected a speaker system to a 

laptop, while the local teacher greeted the class in English and Burmese. She told the 

pupils they were to listen to a short audio file where a British woman talks about her 

garden work. While listening to the woman, the pupils were to follow her speech in 

writing. The assistant teacher handed the text to the pupils. When this was done, the 

assistant teacher sat down and looked at her phone. A voice started to slowly talk 

about tending roses, watering plants and trimming hedges. The pupils followed the 

woman’s voice along in the text. The audio file was played five times. The teacher 

asked the pupils if there was anything that was difficult. The class started to talk, 

some spoke in English. The local teacher told the assistant teacher, who still stared at 

her phone, to go downstairs to fetch dictionaries. She came back with five. The 30 

pupils rearranged places to sit close by the dictionaries, and started to find words they 

did not understand. The pupils asked each other, the local teacher and us about the 
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words they had difficulties in understanding. The local teacher explained with 

illustrations on the board and explanations in Burmese and English. The lesson ended 

with the audio file about the woman’s garden work. 73 

5.2 Summary of interviews 

As a complement to the data we collected through our experiences and observations at 

PDO, we have conducted four interviews with three local English teachers and a head 

of department. The interviewees work in NTTC and FT, and have worked as teachers 

for more than four years. The answers from the three teachers will be presented 

together. To simplify our analysis and to answer our main questions, the answers will 

be presented in two categories: strategies used and future development. 

5.2.1 The local teachers 

The three local English teachers are between 20 and 22 years old, and have been 

former pupils of PDO prior to their employment as teachers. They have attended a 

total of two to three months of teacher training at PDO during their years of teaching. 

They were taught by senior teachers and experienced foreign volunteers in lesson 

planning, classroom management and child psychology.74 

Strategies 

The main strategies used by the three teachers to activate their pupils in speaking 

English are group work, (such as presentations and discussions) and playing games. 

They stated that group activities help to ease the pressure the pupils’ experience when 

speaking English, since they all need to collaborate to express themselves. 

Furthermore, one teacher stated that group work forces the pupils to use the English 

language. They explained that playing games where the pupils are to speak in English 

is always appreciated, since having fun while learning is a great motivation for the 

pupils.75 

Development 

To develop their pupils’ communicative skills, the teachers claim that they need 

further training in teaching methodology. They want to improve the pupils’ grammar 

and vocabulary, and provide them with opportunities to use the language in 

encounters with foreigners. Furthermore, they state that PDO is currently lacking 
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clear rules and discipline which affects both the teaching and the pupils’ learning 

negatively. Finally, they want senior teachers to observe their lessons and provide 

feedback, which they hope will offer them opportunities to improve their ways of 

teaching.76 

5.2.2 Head of department 

The head of department has worked at PDO as a teacher for 15 years, but has 

primarily worked in administration for the last 11 years. However, she currently 

teaches two classes. She has received teacher training in Switzerland and from foreign 

experienced teacher trainers volunteering at PDO.77 

Strategies 

The Head of department states that grammar lessons which focus on rules and 

application are very important. Furthermore, she thinks that these lessons need to be 

followed up by lessons which allow the pupils to apply the rules learned. She explains 

that the idea she promotes in her department is a mixture of grammar, speaking and 

listening which progressively becomes more complex. Furthermore, since the classes 

usually have five or more pupils who have Burmese as a second language, she 

believes that the English language should be used as a means of communicating 

between the pupils with different mother tongues.78 

Development 

The Head of department explains that the challenge her department encounters is the 

lack of educated teachers. Furthermore, her wish is to build a teacher training center 

at PDO for the teachers of the PDO and the collaborating monastic schools in and 

around the city. She believes that a training center should teach didactics and subject 

knowledge for the teachers’ specific subjects, which is currently uncommon. Finally, 

she states that teachers themselves need to be able to confidently be creative in their 

teaching, as it will help the pupils to become creative as well.79 

5.3 Our teaching at PDO 

The following paragraphs are examples of lessons we taught when focusing on 

activating the pupils’ English communicative skills. 
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5.3.1 General knowledge 

General knowledge was taught in NTTC in grade seven and eight. The subject is a 

mixture of social science, literature, play time, art and English. Furthermore, the focus 

is to activate listening and speaking skills in English.  

 

To incorporate art during a lesson, we gave the pupils colored paper to write their 

names and draw self-portraits on. When the pupils finished drawing, they were to pass 

the papers along to their neighboring classmate. They were to write something kind 

about the person the drawing resembled. To help them, we wrote different ways of 

expressing compliments on the blackboard. When the papers had passed by all the 

pupils they were full of kind words and sentences.  

 

To activate their communicative skills, the pupils were required to orally present the 

kind words they received and how they felt about it. This was uncomfortable for some 

pupils. However, when the whole group presented one after another they became 

more confident about speaking in English. Finally, the beautiful pictures were hung 

on the wall of the classroom, making a pale light green wall turn in to a gallery of 

kindness and creativity.  

5.3.2 Foreign text 

Foreign text was taught in NTTC inthe same classes as general knowledge. The 

subject has the same structure as general knowledge, but focuses on working with 

text. 

We felt that the materials we found in the library were not suitable for our pupils’ 

interests. Therefore, we decided that music would be a more suitable topic for them to 

work with. To incorporate communicative skills, the pupils were to prepare a short 

presentation from materials we and the pupils acquired together. In groups they were 

to present their work about an artist of their choosing. The material contained words 

that were new to the pupils, which together with the use of dictionaries broadened 

their vocabulary. The group presentations turned out well, as some of the pupils who 

usually do not have the courage to speak aloud dared in a group. 

5.3.3 Non-formal 

The teaching in Non-formal differs in ways from the rest of our work at PDO. Non-

formal focuses on providing the pupils with basic English and Burmese knowledge, 



30 
 

since it is their first learning opportunity of the languages. Thus, the pupils are in an 

early stage of learning the English language.  

When we taught Non-formal, we focused on the basics such as common vocabulary 

and grammar rules. We also taught the pupils how to apply their new knowledge in 

both speaking and writing. It was difficult for us to prepare communicative exercises 

in this group, as they first needed basic vocabulary to be able to form and understand 

spoken English. For example, when working with prepositions we first talked about 

commonly used prepositions and what they meant. With prepositions written on the 

whiteboard, with their Burmese counterparts, the pupils started to make sentences that 

described the location of the items in the room. At first the pupils did not want to 

express themselves orally, due to lack of confidence. However, when they were to 

write a few sentences down they were eager to tell the rest of the group. Both the 

teachers and the pupils wrote the sentences on the whiteboard, and said the sentence 

together aloud to make sure their pronunciation was correct. After checking the 

sentence together for mistakes, one of the pupils was to find the item’s location which 

enhanced their understanding.  

5.3.4 English 

The English subject was taught ingrade two in FT. Central topics in our teaching were 

those that the pupils are familiar with, such as parts of the body, fruits and vegetables, 

vehicles and animals. These topics were taught in different ways, since we wanted to 

use different strategies to maintain and develop the pupils’ knowledge. An example of 

this was when we worked with animals. We not only taught them how to spell and 

pronounce the word in English, we also listened to the sound the animals make, 

looked at the surroundings where they lived and what the different species looked 

like. Furthermore, the pupils got to create their own gestures to imitate the animals. 

There was a language barrier between the pupils and us because of their young age 

and their early stage of learning the English language. Not having another language in 

common forced us all to speak English to be able to communicate with each other. 

When the English language was not enough, we used body language, dictionaries and 

images. It often occurred that at least one or a few pupils understood what we tried to 

explain and were, therefore, able to explain it to their classmates. However, we 

continuously made them speak in English through songs and simple sentences.  
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5.3.5 Geography 

Geography was taught in grade 6 in FT. The subject included topics such as climate, 

animals, coordinates and maps. We used a book called “The planet Earth”, which 

contained 11 different units. The units worked as guidelines for what topics to teach. 

Furthermore, we borrowed materials such as maps, a world globe and books that were 

focused on the target topic.  

To make the pupils speak, we created a project about different countries that spanned 

several geography lessons. With the help of a big poster with pictures drawn by the 

pupils each group was required to present interesting facts about the country given to 

their classmates. By communicating in English with their classmates, the pupils 

started to collaborate, discuss and argument with each other to produce a finished 

poster. 

5.3.6 Bridging 

Bridging educates the staff members of PDO to improve their general English skills. 

The class we taught was under assessment. This means that after this term they will 

be graded and placed in three different knowledge levels. We focused on the pupils’ 

requests, since we wanted to work with areas they felt needed improving. The request 

was to develop their spoken English since they experience it as the most difficult skill. 

They explained that the English communicative skills were the most important ones 

for them to know, since most of them want to work with foreign people in different 

ways in their future careers.  

A good communicative task that focused on spoken English was “Switch place, a new 

face”. During the task the pupils were placed in two rows on one chair each, facing 

each other. They were given different questions or statements to discuss. When they 

had discussed it for a while, we said “switch”, and the left row moved one step to the 

left, which gave them a new partner to talk to. The pupils felt more comfortable when 

all the pupils were speaking at the same time, rather than speaking one by one. Since 

the pupils were all engaged in conversations, they were not exposed to the whole 

class, which made them more secure and encouraged them to speak freely.  
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6. Summary of findings 

We will present our findings in relation to our main questions in the following 

section. We divided this section in to two parts, one focusing on each question. 

 

What strategies do the local English teachers at PDO use to activate their pupils’ 

English communicative skills?  

 

We found that the local English teachers at PDO commonly use one teaching strategy 

to activate their pupils’ communicative skills. The strategy is based on memorization, 

and is a modification of the rote learning approach. The teachers we worked with and 

observed commonly used mimicking where pupils both repeated written and spoken 

English aloud. We experienced few situations where the pupils were provided with 

opportunities to improve their spoken English. However, the pupils are able and 

encouraged to communicate with foreign visitors as their main source of practicing 

their communicative skills in English. We felt the reason for the lack of 

communicative situations in the classrooms depended on the teachers’ limited 

abilities to speak English and teaching methodology. Furthermore, we found that the 

teachers had limited education in English and didactics, thus making them unable to 

work outside their comfort zone. The limited education also affects the teachers’ 

motivation, and the way the teachers motivate their pupils.  

 

What developmental areas regarding the teaching of spoken English can be 

identified, and how can they be acted upon at PDO?  

 

We found that the level of the local teachers’ English skills and teaching methodology 

is basic. The education in Myanmar has long been neglected by the government, 

where educating the population has been of low priority.80 The consequence of this is 

that the majority of the teachers, who are currently teaching the new generations, have 

limited education in teaching methodology. As a result, we felt that the local teachers 

are affected by the old ways of educating in Myanmar, which gives them no other 

option than to teach their pupils the way they were taught themselves. However, the 

local teachers at PDO are trying to leave the old rote learning methods behind, and are 

                                                 
80Myint, K. S. &Wisdom, G.2013:1 



33 
 

working towards a child-centered approach where critical thinking is central. 

Therefore, we suggest implementing a teacher-training program, where the teachers at 

PDO continuously improve their teaching methodology and their subject knowledge. 

However, such a program should be sustainably constructed and should not only rely 

on foreign support, as we believe foreign ways of teaching might not be suitable for 

the current situation in Myanmar. We argue that PDO needs to find its own way of 

educational development to adapt to the rapid changes the country is experiencing. 

Furthermore, we believe that further educating the teachers will enhance all the areas 

we identified in need of improvement. The improvement areas we found revolve 

around motivational problems, lack of feedback, little opportunities to creatively use 

the English language and few learning situations that involve the pupils’ English 

communicative skills. 
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7. Analysis & discussion 

We are now to problematize our findings and reflections in relation to the literature 

review. The purpose of our study was to carry out a three-stage analysis of the 

learning and teaching of English at PDO. Firstly we carried out a general needs 

analysis, with focus on the teaching of English. Secondly, while in the field we chose 

to focus on improving English communicative skills. The final stage included actively 

working with teacher development and suggestions for future projects at PDO. 

 

Our main question to answer was: What strategies do the local English teachers at 

PDO use to activate their pupils’ English communicative skills?  

 

We found the main strategy used by the local teachers at PDO is a modification of the 

rote learning method. The rote learning method revolves around memorization, and is 

effective in developing learners’ memory skills, such as remembering facts and labels. 

Balsiger81 believes that this strategy is suitable for early stages of learning English as 

it provides the learner with basic vocabulary, which is needed to be able to continue 

developing language skills.82 Furthermore, Harmer states that when learners repeat 

information, it is easier for them to remember what they are learning. However, these 

repetitions need to occur in similar situations with time in between to be useful.83 We 

argue that rote-learning strategies are useful in early stages of language learning to 

develop a broad vocabulary, basic language structure and grammatical rules. 

However, we agree with Harmer’s statement that repetition is often not useful. Instead 

the repetition needs to be contextualized to develop language skills. Furthermore, we 

believe the target language needs to be approached with different strategies to further 

develop the pupils’ understanding and use of the language. Like Harmer, we argue 

that repeating knowledge can improve language skills as the learners have a chance to 

reformulate and reuse forms and grammar.84 We found that some of the teachers used 

body language to help their pupils to understand. Pinter states in order to ease the 

learning process, teachers can use gestures and facial expressions to support the 

                                                 
81Balsiger, L. n.d:1  
82Ibid. 
83Harmer, J. 2007:56-57 
84Ibid. 
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pupils’ understanding of the language.85 We agree with Pinter that body language is a 

complement to the spoken language. It clarifies meanings that otherwise might not be 

understood by the learner. 

 

The placement of tables in the classrooms we observed were usually separated tables 

or horseshoe shaped. In contrast to traditional placement where tables are placed in 

rows, these table placements are favorable for activating communicative skills. 

Harmer argues that these placements are useful for communicative tasks as the 

learning experience becomes more learner-focused and allows for an environment 

where the learners hear and see their classmates and teacher.86 We argue that these 

placements involve and give attention to every pupil and allow the pupils to feel less 

pressured when they speak. Thus, the classroom environment becomes more 

comfortable and learning-friendly, which encourages pupils to speak. 

  

The local teachers stated in the interviews that they commonly use group work, such 

as presentations and discussions, and different games to activate their pupils’ 

communicative skills. Furthermore, the head of department claimed that she promotes 

a grammar-focused teaching while incorporating the communicative skills, which 

needs to get more complex as the learners improve. However, when we discussed 

what language skill to focus our study on, it was suggested we should focus on the 

speaking skill, as it was considerate to be the currently least developed skill at PDO. 

Pinter, similar to the head of department, states that learners need to learn vocabulary 

and grammatical structures in relation to each other. Vocabulary and grammatical 

rules by themselves do not give learners tools needed to use the language, but the link 

and interaction between them is fundamental 87 Pinter, Hunt and, the Head of 

department agree that it is important to consider the learners’ interests and abilities in 

order to teach at an appropriate level.88 We agree with level appropriate teaching but 

we deem that it is important to challenge the learners, bringing both the teachers and 

the learners out of their comfort zone. Hunt states that the communicative skills are 

essential for the pupils to succeed in the classroom. Moreover, Hunt and the local 

teachers express that encouraging pupils to collaborate is an advantageous strategy to 

                                                 
85Pinter, A. 2006:45-46 
86Harmer, J. 2007:163-164 
87Pinter, A. 2006:83-84 
88Hunt, S. K. 2003:134-135, Pinter A, 2006:62-63 
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make the pupils comfortably communicate in English. Furthermore, they express that 

the use of games is a strategy that activates and encourages learning while being 

enjoyable, since the learners are actively involved in the learning process.89 

 

Pinter argues that motivating learners is important when learning English, since 

motivation is a crucial factor when learning a foreign language. Stensmo and Pinter 

state that teachers are the main source of motivation for the learners.90 Additionally, 

teachers should be role models for their learners; if they are motivated it will 

encourage learners to act in similar manner. The teachers’ creativity and attitude 

towards the foreign language affects their pupils’ motivation to learn.91 We agree with 

Pinter and Stensmo that teachers are the main source of motivation for their pupils. 

However, we argue that other factors such as learners’ career dreams or families may 

affect their interest in learning the target language. Furthermore, we agree with Hunt 

that it is crucial for learners to be aware of the possibilities communicating has to 

offer.92 We encountered pupils who were unmotivated to communicate in English, 

thus tending to use their own native language. Harmer argues the reason learners use 

the language they know best, is that they want to communicate about something they 

cannot express in English.93  Furthermore, Cameron deems that if learners cannot 

make themselves understood, they tend to use their first language to communicate.94 

However, the teachers used the same strategy when they were not able to express 

themselves in English, in a way the pupils understood, which legitimized the use of 

another language during English lessons.  

 

What developmental areas regarding the teaching of spoken English can be 

identified, and how can they be acted upon at PDO?  

 

In our findings we identified two main areas for development. We believe that the 

local teachers’ limited education in teaching methodology and English is the main 

issue. This has resulted in several minor issues such as few learning opportunities for 

                                                 
89Hunt, S. K. 2003:134-135 
90Pinter, A. 2006:36-37, Stensmo, C. 2008:124-128 
91Stensmo, C. 2008:124-128 
92Hunt, S. K. 2003:136 
93Harmer, J. 1998:129-130 
94Cameron, L. 2012:36-71 
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the pupils to communicate and creatively use English, motivational issues and lack of 

feedback.  

 

Teachers and learners at PDO have limited opportunities and circumstances for 

coming into contact using English since they do not live in an English environment. 

This affects the learning and teaching process. Pinter states that the absence of 

English can make it difficult to find motivation and encounters that will involve 

learning and using the English language outside the school environment. 95 

Additionally, Pinter states that easy access to the Internet and English television 

programs spontaneously create opportunities for learners to encounter the English 

language.96 However, we deem that it is possible for the teachers and their learners to 

create situations where they encounter and explore the English language. 

Furthermore, we state that the possibilities they have at PDO are their library where 

they have a range of English literature with different levels of difficulty, computer 

classrooms, and activities where pupils and teachers from different departments and 

grades can co-learn English. 

 

To creatively use and communicate in English, the teachers need to create 

motivational environments for their learners. According to Börjesson, pupils must be 

exposed to environments, which allow them to make mistakes among their peers, 

since it will enhance their motivation and their attitude towards learning 

English. 97 Furthermore, Pinter argues that teachers should create supportive 

classrooms, find motivating strategies and techniques such as presenting positive 

attitudes to learning and to maintain the learners’ motivation by challenging them 

with inspiring activities. Additionally, Pinter states that motivating teachers turn 

feedback and assessment into experiences, which are perceived as positive by the 

learners.98 We agree that feedback would help the teachers to motivate the learners to 

further communicate in English, as the pupils will be able to take responsibility for 

developing their own English skills. Börjesson discusses common characteristics of a 

successful language learner, such as motivation, awareness of the importance of 

learning languages, the ability to take risks and make mistakes and seek opportunities 

                                                 
95Pinter, A. 2006:32 
96Pinter, A. 2011:90-92 
97Börjesson, L. 2012:1-2 
98Pinter, A. 2006:36-37 
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to improve language skills.99 We deem that motivating and enthusiastic teachers are 

able to develop their pupils into successful learners with some of these characteristics. 

 

During our observations we found that the teachers used material that was not adapted 

to the pupils’ schema. The material was suited for a western context, which resulted 

in pupils not focusing on the meaning of the material. Instead they focused on the 

meaning of words in an attempt to make the material understandable. Harmer states 

that the material should be adapted to the learners’ schema to make them fully 

engaged. Furthermore, he argues that teachers must provide pupils with time to work 

on clues, such as pictures and vocabulary to predict the content of the material.100 

Moreover, Pinter argues that if learners are to learn structured to semi-structured 

chunks in isolation without context, the meaning of the words the chunks consists of 

might be lost.101 However, we believe the material used was not suitable for the 

pupils, thus, giving them clues might not help them understand the material. We 

suggest that the teachers should create or acquire material that is suitable for their 

pupils’ schema and give them time to predict the content before engaging them in the 

material. Delaney and Kaspin state that cultural awareness is important to be able to 

understand and work in the researched culture. 102  However, we argue that an 

awareness of cultural differences is important for teachers when acquiring material 

which is suitable for the learners cultural setting, schemas and interests. 

 

In our interviews we found that the local teachers requested senior teachers at PDO to 

observe their lessons and give them feedback to improve their teaching. Furthermore, 

they requested training in teaching methodology to develop their pupils’ 

communicative skills. Moreover, the head of department claimed that the local 

teachers need education in didactics and subject knowledge to become confident and 

creative teachers. As stated earlier, we deem that the main issue is that the teachers 

have limited education in English and teaching methodology. However, we claim that 

teachers at PDO have great possibilities to improve their teaching, as all interviewees’ 

states that further education is needed which indicates that they are aware of their own 

developmental needs. 

                                                 
99Börjesson, L. 2012:1-2 
100Harmer, J. 2007:270-271 
101 Pinter, A. 2006:56 
102Delaney, C. &Kaspin, D. 2011:19-20 
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Rules and discipline was another aspect that was discussed during the interviews. The 

interviewees stated that PDO needs more regulations for teachers and pupils, and that 

these rules need to be followed. Björklid103 claim that the classroom environment 

affects the learning process. Furthermore, she states that unfavorable learning 

environments affect the learners in a negative way, whereas better conditions result in 

better opportunities for learning.104 We suggest that PDO set up visible regulations 

and developmental goals that apply to the teachers and learners at the school, as it 

would give them common goals to strive towards. 

 

 

  

                                                 
103Björklid, P. 2005:169-176 
104Ibid. 
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8. Suggestions for further research at PDO 

Our suggestions for further research at PDO include a range of subjects. PDO is a 

workplace where almost everyone who wants to write a field based study in a 

developmental country can find suitable data. The staffs at PDO are trying to develop 

many areas, such as healthcare, construction work, pedagogical and IT-related areas. 

We claim that regardless of the area one wants to research, bringing a new perspective 

to the current developmental areas at PDO would be interesting and appreciated by 

the institution. Furthermore, our study could be used as a base for further research 

into teaching of English at PDO and an inspiration for future students’ field based 

studies. 

 

Our suggestions for further research at PDO related to the teachings of English are: 

What motivates the pupils to learn English? What strategies for teaching English 

writing, listening and /or reading skills are used by the local teachers at PDO? How 

are the goals in the school’s and the governmental curriculums formulated regarding 

English, and how do the local teachers teach in relation to these goals? How does the 

physical classroom environment affect the learning processes, and how can it be 

improved?  
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9. Final remark 

Our visit to PDO was very instructive and educational, with many happy moments 

and experiences. However, we believe that if we and the teachers at PDO tried to 

make our collaboration more extensively focused on knowledge exchange, both parts 

involved could have gained more knowledge from each other. 

We need to acknowledge that the writing of this essay has been done by both authors, 

since we have been taking equal responsibility for, and been involved in all parts of 

the project. Furthermore, we worked together with the project for a long time prior to 

our stay in Mandalay, thus, requiring us to collaborate in the preparation, execution 

and follow up of the work.  

 

We suggest that our result in this study is interpreted as a single example taken from 

the bigger organization that is PDO. We do not claim that every teacher at PDO uses 

the strategies mentioned, or needs to develop the areas suggested as we did not 

observe or interview all members of the teaching staff. Furthermore, we had no 

intention of insulting anyone involved in our study; rather our aim was to describe our 

perspective and experiences. Moreover, we understand that our western way of 

teaching might not be the most suitable when teaching at PDO, as cultural differences 

and traditions may collide. However, as our teaching training is based on western 

teaching methodology, this is the teaching approach we feel comfortable using. 

 

 

Finally, we would like to thank everyone who made this study possible and those who 

looked after us at PDO, making it an unforgettable experience. Best wishes to you all.  
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11. Appendix 1 

11.1 Interview guide 

 

Background 

Name:  

Age: 

Years as a teacher employee: 

Teacher training: 

Grades/department: 

1. Communicative strategies 

2. Tasks 

3. Developmental areas 

 

11.2 Explanation of the interview guide 

The background section of the interview gives us basic knowledge about the 

interviewed persons work experiences, education and which section of the school he 

or she is working in. The themes we have chosen are all constructed to shed light on 

the main questions, which are presented in the section 1, we seek to answer in this 

essay. We have been working with the themes in different ways depending on the 

interviewee’s English skills.  
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