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1. Introduction: Becoming interested in content-based 
instruction 

 
 
In May 1995 when I started to attend an M.A. course in Vienna, run by the City College of 
New York, I was first introduced to the idea of ”teaching language through content”. Content, 
in this interpretation, is the use of subject matter for second language teaching purposes. The 
goal of content-based second language instruction is to prepare second language students for 
the types of academic tasks they will encounter at university. As many academic books are 
written in English, content-based second language instruction provides students with 
opportunities for meaningful use of the academic language needed for study. We learned 
about the different models of content-based instruction such as 

(1) Immersion Education (Students receive the majority of their schooling through the 
medium of their second language.) 
(2) Content Enriched Foreign Language in the Elementary School (”Travelling” 
language teachers meet with elementary school children several times per week for 
instruction in the foreign language. For example terms on structures for describing 
weather are not presented in isolation but rather are coordinated with a science unit on 
metereology.) 
(3) Theme-Based Model (Selected Topics or themes provide the topic for the ESL / EFL 
class.) 
(4) Sheltered Model (Second language students are separated from native speakers of 
the target language for the purpose of content instruction.) 
(5) Adjunct Model (Students are enrolled in a language class and a content course. The 
language class becomes content-based in the sense that the students’ needs in the 
content class dictate the activities in the language class.) 

 
Teaching English and biology at a grammar school, I became very interested in the idea of 
teaching biology in English. I selected a very good class, 8th form language-orientated, for 
”my project”. We started out watching an English film about DNA and genetics I had 
recorded in the summer holidays and I didn’t have a German film. To my surprise the 
students were very keen on ”testing” and applying their English knowledge and they were 
very willing to receive some instruction in English. As it was a language-orientated class, 
most of them (apart from two girls) were much more motivated by the use of English in their 
biology lessons. When I wanted to choose content-based instruction for my thesis, I was told 
that I would have to get the permission of the superintendent and so I decided to write about a 
different topic instead. Nevertheless, I didn’t abandon the idea of content-based instruction. 
Whenever there was the chance I opted for this mode of instruction, for example in English in 
the sixth form drugs are discussed and my class got a detailed biological background covering 
the body anatomy, respiratory system, illnesses, chemicals, and a lot more. After watching the 
film Philadelphia another class had to learn about AIDS, viruses in general, bacteria and 
parasites. In the meantime most of my students from the 5th to the 8th form are used to 
getting some biology instruction in English.  
In the course of teaching biology in English I realized that the role of the teacher is 
necessarily expanded. One especially important task is the selecting of an appropriate 
(manageable, interesting) material and to facilitate the students’ difficulties with a range of 
new specific terms. For me there has been a great difficulty in making a compromise between 
my requirements and approaches as a content teacher and at the same time being sensitized to 
my students’ language needs. What followed was a systematic planning of instruction through 
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a variety of strategies and techniques. Another difficulty was the need for the development of 
appropriate materials. I realized that the teaching in content-based instruction has to be much 
more student-centred to make up for the deficit in understanding. Moreover, the fear of the 
students of getting bad marks in exams due to poor English knowledge has to be taken and the 
relationship between the teacher and the students must be a friendly one. Having been faced 
with many new challenges I gladly seized the opportunity to enrole in the PFL-Lehrgang 
”Englisch als Arbeitssprache” and I hoped to get a lot of advice and support for my future 
content-based teaching. 
 
 
 
 
2. Coming home from the first PFL-seminar 
 
 
2.1. Reactions from the teachers 
 
On the first day back at school after the PFL-seminar my headmaster and some other teachers 
showed an exceptionally great interest in what we did at the seminar and what ”projects” I 
was planning to do in my classes. Especially one female biology colleague whose children I 
taught was eager to learn about my ”projects”. I taught her daughter, who was in the sixth 
form, in biology and her son, who is not so good at English, in biology and English in my 
third form. As two of her children were concerned, she worried a lot. She told me she 
wouldn’t mind English as a medium of instruction in biology in her daughter’s class, but in a 
third form she considered it to be much too early. She went on that giving so much attention 
to the acquisition of languages was a wrong development in education as all other subjects 
would lose importance. She pointed out that a lot of facts would get lost with the use of 
English in biology, that the students wouldn’t need the specific vocabulary in their English 
lessons. She feared that the general knowledge of the students would be badly affected. In any 
case students / parents should be allowed to choose this mode of instruction and it shouldn’t 
be forced upon them. At least it should only be done in language-orientated classes. Finally, 
after explaining to her that the marks of her children wouldn’t get worse, she put up with it 
and just said ”Naja, wir werden ja sehen.” 
 
2.2. Attitudes of the students: The questionnaire 
 
A little bit discouraged, but still strongly determined to go ahead with my project, I asked all 
my classes to describe their attitudes to biology instruction in English. I told them to write: 
Wenn ich Biologieunterricht in Englisch hätte, dann ........... . They should list the advantages, 
disadvantages, their worries, suggestions, topics they would like to deal with in English, 
whether they would like to do the project or not. Moreover, I wanted to know whether it 
would be different for them if their English teacher would teach them in biology or just an 
English teacher or a biology teacher. They answered the questions in German and didn’t have 
to write down their names. The students’ comments to the questionnaire were rather detailed 
and a great help for me to plan my future lessons. Here is a summary of the comments of class 
6A. 19 questionnaires were handed in. 
 
Wenn ich Biologie-Unterricht auf Englisch hätte, dann .... (Vorteile / Nachteile / gewünschte 
Themengebiete / Fach- versus Englischlehrer / Interesse ja/nein). 
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Advantages:  
· Bereicherung für unsere Englischkenntnisse (13) 
· Erweiterung des Wortschatzes (9) 
· Unterricht wird lustiger, interessanter (8) 
· Interessantere Stunden (6) 
· Mehr Gelegenheit zum Englischsprechen (5) 
· Viel Abwechslung (4) 
· Man lernt ”nebenbei” Fachvokabular (1) 
· Vielleicht entsteht dann auch noch ein innigeres Verhältnis zur englischen Sprache (1) 
· Mehr Spiele (1) 
· Biologie lebt dann erst richtig auf, da Englisch eine besonders blumige Sprache ist (1) 
· Praktischerer Unterricht (1) 
· Heutzutage sicher nützlich, weil überall internationale Kontakte, sei es im Bereich 

Wirtschaft, Politik, Bildung (Auslandsaufenthalte von Studenten) und Kultur, geknüpft 
werden (1) 

· Bessere Zusammenarbeit von Lehrern und Schülern (1) 
 
Disadvantages:
· Weniger Verständnis (viele neue Vokabel) (9) 
· Weniger Mitarbeit (4) 
· Angst vor Fehlern (2) 
· Angst vor Blamage (1) 
· Prüfungen schwerer (1) 
· Schüler, die Englisch nicht mögen, verlieren das Interesse an Biologie (1) 
· Arbeitsaufwand für Lehrer und Schüler höher (1) 
· Weiß nicht, ob das für die Sprachkenntnisse effektiv wäre (1) 
· Mehr Vorteile für Englisch als für Biologie (1) 
 
Comments:
· Möglichst einfache Vokabel, bitte!!! (4) 
· Fachausdrücke auf deutsch übersetzen/erklären (3) 
· Mehr Vorteile als Nachteile (3) 
· Wäre aufregend, in manch’ anderen Fächern auch so ein Projekt zu starten (3) 
· Langsames Erlernen der Vokabel (Spiele) (1) 
· Generell wäre es einen Versuch wert (1) 
· Klassen sollten gefragt werden ---- gemeinsame Lösung finden (1) 
· Schüler, die Probleme im Unterrichtsfach Englisch haben, sollten vorwiegend mit guten 

Englischschülern zusammenarbeiten - vor allem bei Gruppenarbeiten (1) 
· Nicht ganzjährig (1) 
· Stoff muß ”fast genauso” wie auf deutsch verstanden werden können (1) 
· Gemeinsame Einigung - Stoff/Prüfungen (1) 
· Hilfe/Geduld bei Prüfungen (1) 
· Thank you - we’ve got an English teacher (other class) 
· Great! Let’s start tomorrow! (1) 
 
 
Suggested Topics:
  Ethology (15) 
  The Sea (1) 
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  Wolves (1) 
  Hormones (2) 
 
The same teacher in English and Biology:
· Anderer Lehrer, da man sich sonst bemüht, ”gutes” Englisch zu sprechen -  

Vernachlässigung von BIU (9) 
· Der weiß wenigstens, was wir in Englisch wissen (2) 
· BIU-Unterricht kann durch E-Unterricht unterstützt werden (2) 
· Hängt vom Lehrer ab (2) 
· Englischlehrer macht weniger Fehler als der Biologielehrer (1) 
· Bessere Erklärungen möglich (1) 
· Kennen seinen Unterrichtsstil - mehr Vertrauen (1) 
 
I was greatly relieved that the students were much less sceptical than I had feared. When I 
looked at the students’ questionnaires I only found three really negative remarks (”Thank you 
we’ve got an English teacher”) in altogether 142 questionnaires, completed in seven classes. 
The other students were willing to try out something new. 
 
 
 
 
3. The classes 
 
 
The questionnaires helped me to select two classes for my project. One class was 6A, a small 
language-orientated class. 17 girls and 3 boys attended this class. The students in this class 
were exceptionally diligent and had proven to be ideal for my projects. (I had done a feedback 
study with them, so they were familiar with questionnaires and ”experiments”.) Other 
teachers had chosen this class for other projects in Latin and maths. Moreover, I had taught 13 
students out of 20 in their third and fourth forms in English and when I had had to give them 
up in the fifth form, I was not the only one who was very sad. 
The other class was a third form. There were 27 students, 21 girls and 6 boys. This class was 
a weaker class and I chose them because it was the only class I taught in English and biology.  
So the results aren’t completely comparable as the classes were rather different, but I hoped to 
get some guidelines anyway.  
 
3.1. The ethology project in 6A and a visit of the headmaster 
 
Over the Christmas holidays I took a lot of time to prepare a unit (15 lessons) on ethology, as 
the class preferred ethology to all other topics. Luckily, I had some English material at home 
and so I embarked on that endeavour. My efforts were greatly enhanced by the headmaster’s 
wish to join a lesson in this class. (I was allowed to choose the class and the lesson!) 
 
 
 
3.1.1. The preparation of my lessons (see appendix) 
 
I started out with the students writing a mindmap on animal behaviour while I showed them 
10 different overhead transparencies (OHTs), which illustrated different fields/aspects of 



 

 5

animal behaviour such as imprinting (Lorenz), feeding, mating, bonding, territories, 
aggression, social status, animal training (Sea World), cartoons (genes are being used as an 
excuse for bad behaviour) (see appendix). I wrote some words on the blackboard and gave 
them my simplified and advanced versions of mindmaps to introduce them to the topic. Then 
we discussed the different OHTs together in class and I handed out a lot of sheets. I 
concentrated on the photo of the feeding of young birds and asked what would happen if the 
birds didn’t have enough food for their young and introduced the concepts of the survival of 
the fittest (Darwin), siblicide and altruism. We also read an article from Science World to the 
topic. Later we differentiated between learned and innate behaviour. The final stage of the 
introductory lesson should be a kind of game. Each pair of students got one envelope in which 
were 15 different definitions of animal behaviour. Three were wrong and the students should 
find out which ones. The following lessons dealt with Fixed Action Patterns (FAPs) (bird 
songs, mating behaviour of stickleback fish, feeding, babies grasp strongly with their hands, 
women-men schemata, egg retrieving (graylag goose), brood parasitism). Learning was 
contrasted with FAPs. The following concepts were discussed: maturation, habituation, 
imprinting, critical period, classical conditioning, operant conditioning, observational 
learning, play, insight and animal cognition. Rhythmic behaviours, animal movement 
(migrations - piloting, navigation, orientation) were dealt with. The lessons covered a variety 
of topics in sociobiology such as dominance hierarchies, territoriality, communication and 
mating systems. 
Students had to answer multiple choice questions (see appendix), had to do matching 
exercises (see appendix), a crossword puzzle (see appendix). They had the chance to see two 
English videos. The animal behaviour rally (see appendix), a kind of game/quiz, proved to be 
very successful. In human sociobiology we discussed the concepts of beauty and symmetry 
and the students had to measure the photos of faces of women and men. A lot of activities 
should help the students to understand the topic. 
 
3.1.2. The visit of the headmaster 
 
As I was allowed to choose an English lesson I liked, I decided for the first lesson of the 
ethology project. I was able to inform the students about the headmaster’s visit one day 
before, so they were prepared (This means the students were on time, no forgotten 
books/folders, somebody sitting in the first row, ...). The students were very cooperative - 
only at the beginning a little shy and not so used to the English language in biology. Two very 
good students, however, rescued the situation at the beginning. Later on some others 
volunteered to answer some questions as well. Sometimes they only whispered correct anwers 
among themselves and I had to encourage them to repeat what they had just said. The 
headmaster was constantly writing an evaluation and closely observing my teaching and the 
participation of the class. He was interested in the lesson, liked the beginning, the mindmaps, 
the OHTs and my provocative questions to the problem whether behaviour is innate or 
learned, to get them speaking. He remarked the time lack at the end of the lesson when we 
couldn’t complete the exercise on the different definitions of animal behaviour. He wanted to 
see far more student participation in the course of the project (a fact I partly disagree with) 
and I should pay attention that everybody speaks loudly enough. Although his attitude in this 
lesson was extremely nice and he was really interested in the project, I was not so happy 
when he asked whether he could come again some other time and so I tried to talk him out of 
it. Furthermore, he referred to my project in the conference and two colleagues voiced their 
wish to attend such a lesson and finally I was asked whether I could do a kind of poster about 
this project or a kind of film (only my class was enthusiastic about the latter suggestion) for 
the opening of the new building of the Landesschulrat of Lower Austria in May.  
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Valuable information about the lesson came from my students, who had known me from the 
other lessons. They told me that I had been much too fast at the beginning of the lesson, had 
used too many pictures and explained that that had been the real reason for not participating 
more at the beginning of the lesson. They also thought that there had not been too many new 
words and they mentioned that they had had plenty of possibilities of being active in the 
lesson. Obviously they realized and appreciated that the lessons had been much better 
prepared and there had been more activities than usual. 
 
3.2. The rainforest project in 3E (see appendix) 
 
The idea of doing a rainforest project in the third form evolved in the course of our English 
lessons when we were dealing with the story ‘ALONE AGAINST THE JUNGLE’. The 
students were writing chain stories on the topic ‘A PLANE CRASHED INTO THE 
JUNGLE’. Four students were working on one paragraph, then the paragraphs were passed on 
to the next group and so on till all of the students had contributed something to the final story. 
After teacher feedback (just underlining of mistakes - that’s why I don’t want to call it 
correction) the students had to find their mistakes. They worked in the same groups again and 
when they couldn’t find any more mistakes, they handed the stories to the next group. As the 
students were so proud of their essays and worked with apparent enjoyment, we decided to 
create posters and to put them up in the classroom. The students produced posters with their 
stories, crossword puzzles, and they decorated their posters with a lot of pictures of animals 
and plants living in the jungle. Although I appreciated their collaborative effort and their 
enthusiasm, the biology side in me made me wince at the sight of some animals, lions for 
instance. I felt I had to do something to guide them to a more accurate knowledge of the 
rainforest. So the rainforest project was the logical consequence.  
In our next biology lesson we did a brainstorming exercise on creatures living in the jungle, 
wrote down on the blackboard the animals and plants the students already knew in English, 
introduced new words and did several activities (see appendix) to make them familiar with 
the new vocabulary, such as a mix and match exercise, the drawing of spidergrams and at the 
end of the lesson we developed a central idea graph. The next lesson we spent on the reading 
of different handouts and the students also had to read the book ‘Factfiles - Rainforest’ at 
home. In the third lesson we started with an animal game. A student described a jungle 
animal. Only yes / no answers were allowed. After my introducing the concept of food webs, 
the students were drawing their own food webs and were identifying the animals on the sheet 
‘How many animals can you spot?’ Then the students got different handouts and produced 
posters to given topics. They worked together in groups of four on the following tasks: apes 
and monkeys in the rainforest, rainforest people, reptiles and amphibians in the rainforest, 
rainforest plants, the rainforest at night, wild cats, birds of the rainforest, and rainforest in 
danger. This stage of the project took about three lessons. The following tasks (see appendix) 
were meant to check the students’ understanding of the subject matter. They had to complete 
sentences, put together the beginnings and endings of sentences, correct some statements and 
had to answer questions. The final activity dealt with letter writing. Each group wrote  a letter 
to two different organisations asking for information about the rainforests and finally we sent 
a letter to WWF International. My joy was great when the efforts of the students were 
rewarded before the summer holidays when they got a letter from WWF. All in all twelve 
rather interesting lessons! 
4. The Questionnaire 
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With so much time and effort directed to lesson planning, it is important, therefore, to 
understand how worthwile it is. After completing both units I handed out a German 
questionnaire (see appendix) to all the participating students to learn about their opinions and 
see whether the attitudes of the students had changed during the course of the project. 
18 students out of 20 completed the questionnaire in 6A (two girls were absent on that day) 
and 24 students out of 27 dealt with the same questionnaire in 3E (two pupils were absent, 
one had left our school). In the following chapter I just want to present the results mainly in 
the order suggested by the questionnaire. A more detailed discussion will follow in the next 
chapter.  
 
4.1. Results - 6A 
 
4.1.1. Students’ likes and dislikes 
 
The project was well-received by the pupils. A great majority was in favour of going on with 
the project, namely 13 out of 18, four had no preference. Only one objected to the 
continuation of the project. However, we won’t have to take his wishes into account any more 
as he moved to Germany in the meantime.  
8 students out of 18 liked the difference to ”ordinary” lessons and the way the lessons were 
conducted best, one student mentioned that the whole project was a change and another 
student especially referred to the beginning of the project when everything was new. Four 
students chose the symmetry activity when we measured some photos, three thought the films 
were most interesting, two students opted for the extensive use of groupwork and one liked 
the quiz and the crossword puzzles best and commented that it was a nice way of checking the 
student’s knowledge. Asked what they liked least, ten students chose not to answer this 
question and the remaining eight mentioned too much teacher talk / lectures on the topics, 
words too difficult, too many games, the animal rally (too many difficult words), studying of 
words, wordsearch, too many handouts and that a project of 15 lessons would not suffice to 
improve their English competence. 
 
4.1.2. English / biology preference - students’ participation versus English marks 
 
11 students out of 18 preferred English to biology, two biology to English and five said that 
their preference depended on the topics studied. The marks of six students were ‘Sehr gut’ or 
‘Gut’ and they all wanted to continue with English as the medium of instruction in biology. 
Of the remaining twelve students whose marks were ‘Befriedigend’ or ‘Genügend’, seven 
said that they would like to go on with the project, four did not show a preference and only 
one student did not want to carry on. 13 thought that their amount of participation was the 
same as in the German biology lessons, two said that their participation was not so good 
because the words were too difficult and three believed that their participation had improved 
as biology in English was more interesting for them, was something different and a new 
challenge.  
 
 
 
 
4.1.3. Who should use English as a medium of instruction? 
 
13 students out of 18 expressed their preference for two different teachers, a content teacher 
and another English teacher. Moreover, they commented that special knowledge of both, the 
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content teacher and the English teacher, was necessary. Thus they did not want to have a 
content teacher teach them in English if he/she was no English teacher. The fact that it should 
be two teachers was very important to most of them. They voiced their worries that their 
marks would be worse if the content teacher taught English in the same class. They feared for 
their biology marks as well as their English marks. The students were concerned that the 
content knowledge might be less important than the use of correct English and on the other 
hand were afraid that the ‘bad impression’ of their not so good performance might be taken 
over into the English class. Some students mentioned that certain students could be favoured 
because of their ability to express themselves in a better way than other students. Only 4 out 
of 18 would prefer the same teacher for English and biology. They argued that one could 
prepare the vocabulary in the English lessons and the work in the English lessons could 
support the biology instruction. One student believed that a teacher who taught English and 
biology in one class would know the strengths and weaknesses of the pupils and would 
therefore choose appropriate materials and teaching techniques. 
 
4.1.4. Problems and profit 
 
The questionnaire revealed the pupils’ great wish for teacher correction of grammar mistakes 
although I hardly corrected them. Asked whether they wanted to have their mistakes 
corrected, they commented ”Why not?” or ”Of course. You can learn from mistakes!” 15 
students out of 18 would like to have their grammar mistakes corrected in the future whereas 
only three objected to that practice mentioning that they might participate less in the lessons. 
In regard to vocabulary 11 students admitted they had problems, seven believed that the new 
words did not matter to them. Asked whether they thought they had profited from the project, 
eight pupils said that they had, especially for English but also for biology because they had to 
concentrate much more, nine remarked they had profited in the same way as usual and one 
was sure he had profited less because he was less interested and did not participate as much. 
Although a lot of students were very pleased with the project and just wrote ”Alles OK” when 
asked to write down their own suggestions for future projects, some students tried to think of 
some improvements. Most of their suggestions dealt with a more efficient approach to the 
amount of new words. One pupil suggested that listing the new words for the next lesson at 
the end of the previous lesson would be advantageous; another pupil voiced her wish to have 
specific terms translated into German; some pupils would have liked a biology vocabulary 
book. The grouping of students according to English competence was suggested. There 
should be at least one good English student in each group. 
 
4.2. Results - 3E 
 
4.2.1. Students’ likes and dislikes 
 
The responses to the question” Would you like to continue with the project?” revealed an 
overwhelming consensus bearing in mind the students’ English marks. I was glad about the 
great acceptance of the project, 15 out of 24 wanted to go on with the new kind of biology 
instruction even though many of the students are really bad at English. Seven students said 
they did not mind English as a medium of instruction and would be happy with English or 
German, only two boys were dissatisfied with the new way of instruction. Surprisingly, both 
boys did not have bad marks. Asked what they liked best, 23 out of 24 liked doing the jungle 
posters best, only one pupil remarked that the best thing of the project was that mistakes did 
not count. 21 students did not mention anything negative, only three wrote down too little 
time and animal games. 
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4.2.2. English / biology preference - students’ participation versus English marks 
 
10 out of 24 pupils preferred English to biology, six said that they liked both subjects in the 
same way and eight stated that they preferred biology to English. One student out of this 
group rejected the continuation of the project whereas six mentioned that they would be glad 
about further biology instruction in English. 
Their English marks did not seem to have influenced their decision for wanting to continue 
with the project or stop the project. Out of the four students who had marks ‘Sehr gut’ or 
‘Gut’, two were in favour of the project and two did not mind. 18 students had marks 
‘Befriedigend’ or ‘Genügend’. Two students did not fill in their marks, but obviously should 
have been in the second group. 10 out of 18 were happy with the project and wanted to go on 
with it, four did not voice any preference and two objected to the English instruction. 
Asked how they assessed their participation, ten students claimed that their participation had 
improved because the lessons were more interesting. Other reasons given were because it is a 
challenge, it is more exciting, it is something new, because it is not marked. One student 
believed as she was good at English, her participation in biology would automatically be 
better. Ten thought they participated in the same way as in the other biology lessons, three 
said they would participate less. One of these three, however, explicitly stated that he / she 
was in favour of the project and wanted to go on after all. 
 
4.2.3. Who should use English as a medium of instruction? 
 
The answers to this question were in sharp contrast to the ones of 6A. 19 out of 24 preferred 
one teacher (as it was the case in our class) to two different teachers. They argued they had 
got used to the teacher, had more confidence as they knew the teacher better. They also 
pointed out the possibility of continuing with some tasks of the project in the English lessons. 
Only two students expressed their preference for two different teachers. They were afraid 
their English marks could be negatively affected. Two other students would have preferred a 
content teacher (no English teacher) as they assumed that no mistakes would be corrected and 
the English teachers would be stricter according to their opinion. 
 
4.2.4. Problems and profit 
 
The wish for teacher correction was again striking. 20 students would have preferred 
correction compared to four students who were satisfied with the way it was. To my great 
surprise, 20 out of 24 claimed they did not have problems with the new words because of the 
translations, only four admitted to have encountered some difficulties. 
Nine students believed they had profited more for biology, eleven thought they had profited in 
the same way, only one student stated to have got less out of the English instruction. Five 
students explicitly mentioned they had the impression of having improved in English. One 
student chose not to answer this question. 
The suggestions made by the students of 3E were rather similar to the ones in 6A like 
watching more films, doing more posters, more competitive games like ”Vokabelkönig”. 
There was also some praise like ”Perfect lessons!” or one student wanted to have English 
instruction in biology for the rest of the year. 
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5. Discussion 
 
 
The primary purpose of this questionnaire was to find out about the students’ attitudes 
towards English instruction in biology and the results should serve as a guide for my future 
teaching. The following discussion will mainly be limited to pointing out the most striking 
differences between the answers in the two classes or between the results and my 
expectations. The acceptance of the project was rather striking in 6A. 72 per cent (13 
students) wanted to continue with the project, 62 per cent in 3E (15 students) compared to 
only 5 per cent dissatisfied pupils (1 student) in 6A, and 8 per cent (2 students) in 3E. When I 
discussed the results of the questionnaire with the respective classes, it was interesting for me 
that all students who rejected the project were boys and to my surprise they were not bad at 
English. All of them had ‘Befriedigend’ in their reports and just seemed not willing (too 
lazy?) to work more than necessary. The boy in 6A and one of the boys in 3E were really 
good at biology and also might have resented that some of the other students now participated 
more and so they might have worried about their good impression on the teacher. When we 
did a final project ‘ecology’ on a rather voluntary basis in 6A at the end of the school year, 
some girls wanted him to join their English instruction group (there were German ones as 
well). Although he was easily persuaded to join them, he did not really work in a constructive 
way, on the contrary he teased the German group ”Deutschunterricht ist für Stümper.” After 
all, his attitude won’t be of any concern to me any more as he moved to Germany at the end 
of the year. On the whole the girls in both classes seemed to be more enthusiastic than the 
boys. 
At this point it seems worthwile considering the students’ marks in English , their preference 
for English or biology and their attitudes towards the project. In 6A  61 per cent (11 students) 
preferred English to biology and 11 per cent (2 students) biology to English. (The others 
could not decide for one and said that it depended on the topic.) The result of this class was 
not surprising for me because first of all, 6A is a language-orientated class and all biology 
teachers are aware that their students are very interested in biology in forms 1 to 4 when 
animals, plants and human anatomy are discussed but quickly lose interest from the 5th form 
on when there is a lot to study, the lessons become more factual and less relevant to their 
everyday life. One of the two students who preferred biology to English is an excellent 
student in all subjects, extremely interested in biology and was very much in favour of 
English as a medium of instruction. 
On the other hand, the results of 3E I had not expected at all. I simply could not imagine that 
41 per cent (10 students) of this class actually preferred English lessons to biology lessons 
opposed to 33 per cent (8 students) who favoured biology - especially when I was thinking of 
all the students having to work really hard just to pass the year (some only scraped through 
the year) and the work I had to do which was considerably more than for any form 5 to 8 I 
taught at that time. Obviously, I asked the class to give me some reasons for their choice as I 
had not indicated that on the questionnaire. Their answers made it apparent that my own 
attitude to both subjects seemed to have a bearing on their preference for English. Moreover, I 
had to admit that I was prepared to do much more work for English than for biology. 
Whenever I was short of time, it was the biology classes that ”suffered” from it, on the other 
hand I was always willing to do a lot of extra work for my English classes (even voluntary 
lessons after class before tests, extra corrections of their individual writings or in depth lesson 
planning).  
It seemed to me that my own attitude was perhaps as crucial as their own marks. One girl in 
my third form who just achieved a ‘Genügend’ in English and excelled in biology commented 
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that she preferred English to biology because it was more fun. When I asked the students 
whether their English knowledge was very good (marks Sehr gut or Gut) or good (marks 
Befriedigend or Genügend), I wanted to find out whether there is a correlation between the 
level of proficiency in English and the acceptance / rejection of the project. The students in 
6A, however, resented that question very much and pointed out that knowledge and marks do 
not necessarily correspond. A fact I am well aware of. I should have used a different wording. 
The results of the questionnaire suggested that English marks seemed to be important in some 
cases for their accepting or rejecting the project. In 6A all those who had marks ‘Sehr gut’ or 
‘Gut‘ wanted to continue with the project and for them English in biology made biology more 
interesting. Some believed that their participation had improved by the use of English and in 
some cases this was exactly what I had observed. Even in 3E 10 students out of 24 believed 
that their participation had improved as they liked the lessons better. From my own 
observations I was not able to see a marked difference in participation as 3E was a lively, 
active class anyway but their enthusiasm was promising.  
Another striking difference between the two classes was their preference for just one or two 
teachers respectively. In 3E 19 students out of 24 were in favour of just one teacher and only 
two would have liked two teachers. It was the other way round in 6A, 13 out of 18 preferred 
two teachers and only four would have favoured one. This result was rather unexpected and I 
have difficulties  trying to find an explanation. By chance both classes got what they 
preferred, 6A had a different English teacher and 3E had to put up with my teaching. Perhaps 
the students favoured the routine they had got used to over the year. Another explanation 
might be that the students of 6A having been at school three years longer had perhaps become 
more critical and aware of certain perceived cases of ”injustice”. In addition, in my two 
classes a general prejudice seemed to prevail against teachers teaching content through 
English when they are no English teachers as well - only two students in 3E would have liked 
that. One comment in 6A was rather intolerant ”Stümperhaft Vorgetragenes, so leid es mir tut, 
verdient nur Verachtung!” This attitude seems to stem from the students’ ideal image of a 
teacher who has to know simply everything. However, at our school there is a science teacher 
who tried out a few lessons in English and her fifth form was happy with her teaching and 
said that they preferred her to an English teacher, as they were convinced that an English 
teacher would be stricter. (Again another prejudice!)  
What remains to be done is to clarify my own role as an English and content teacher. At the 
beginning of my teaching biology in English I had great difficulties to define my tasks. The 
only thing I knew was that I liked it much better than teaching biology in German as it was a 
great challenge. But when my students used for example questions wrongly (dropped the ‘do’ 
or ‘does’), or used incorrect irregular verbs, I was not happy at all and corrected quite a lot. 
On the other hand, I was very proud of their vast knowledge of new words. When some other 
students did not join a skiing course and attended my third form, I was extremely satisfied 
when we played  an animal game in the course of a unit ”pets and pests” and my students 
mastered words like ”cockroach, tick, shell” without problems and our guests soon asked just 
to listen. On second thoughts, however, I doubt whether an accumulation of new words can 
be counted as an improvement in language competence. Generally, I correct very little in 
forms 5 to 8 and I correct ”bad mistakes” in the other forms, especially when I feel 
responsible being their English teacher. Usually students just watch my face and easily can 
see whether something was wrong. In the meantime I have come to correct fewer grammar 
mistakes in oral activities due to the reading of special literature, however, my practice does 
not correspond with the students’ overwhelming wish for teacher correction. Students and 
some teachers seem to take it for granted that the students do learn from teacher correction. 
The students’ wish for error correction is opposed to the view of some researchers such as 
Hillocks and Leki, who think that total correction may hinder language learning, and may 
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influence students’ attitudes in a negative way. A language teacher should provide for both 
error correction, a form of negative feedback, and positive sanctions or approval of learners’ 
production. But what about a content teacher teaching in a foreign language? There are so 
many questions that the issue of correction / feedback lies far beyond the scope of this paper. 
Questions like ”Should learner errors be corrected? Which errors should be corrected?” would 
deserve a separate treatment. As my students ask for teacher correction, I might consider the 
matter and just repeat their sentences in another way. 
What I have also learned from the questionnaire is to pay much more attention to the 
translation of specific terms. Obviously my attempt to give definitions for these terms in 6A 
rather than translations did not meet the needs of my learners, who reported to have problems 
with the specific vocabulary, compared to the students of my third form, who were happy 
with the translations. It seemed to me that the better, the more conscientious students in 6A 
were more worried about not understanding certain words than not so good or younger 
students.  
On the whole the results of the questionnaire have helped me to learn about the attitudes of 
the students. I am aware, however, that certain limitations are placed on the generalizability 
of results achieved in this study, due to the variables such as different age, different 
proficiency in English, different interests (language-orientated versus economics-orientated), 
motivation, and the differences in personality. Thus the results won’t be completely 
applicable to other classes but the students’ answers have helped me to gain some insight and 
will serve as a guide for my decisions in lesson planning. 
 
 
 
 
6. Conclusions for the future:  
 Great Expectations – Hard Times 
 
 
I am convinced that I will definitely go on with English as a medium of instruction in my 
biology lessons. What’s more, due to the enthusiasm of my students experiencing the 
accurately planned lessons with a lot of games and activities, I have reluctantly started to 
change my biology lessons as such. We’ve produced games, quizzes, posters so far. 
Personally, I am rather pleased with the outcome of the project. Nevertheless, there are certain 
problems, rather challenges (one should think in a positive way!) for my teaching which 
worry me a lot, such as the ”most effective” way to mark the students’ participation versus 
non-participation (I haven’t so far) and the great amount of time needed for the preparation of 
the materials (e.g. 400 quiz cards for one game!), the ideal grouping and the nature of 
instruction. 
As learning is a collaborative process, it is important for me to meet my students’ needs to 
enable them to fulfil their task to make sense of instructional tasks posed, attaining a 
sociolinguistic competence to allow greater participation, and finally learning the content 
itself. The future will prove whether the great expectations will be fulfilled. Definitely the 
evaluation of the project is still far away. But I have succeeded in some small respects - 
students don’t fear for their good marks so much any more, on the contrary, some have 
improved their marks by giving talks in English, for example, though no one has actually 
been forced to do so. I am definitely glad and proud that the relationship between the classes 
and myself is working extremely well and even some (critical) parents find positive 
comments about the project. So I’m encouraged to go on agreeing with Britton who reminds 
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us that ”every lesson should be for the teacher, an inquiry, some further discovery, a quiet 
form of research.”  
Teaching is also said to be a journey. So let’s prepare for it! Bon voyage! 
At last let’s take Zora Neale Hurston’s (a parent’s) advice for teachers ”Jump at the sun. You 
might not land on the sun, but at least you’ll get off the ground.” 
Obviously great expectations ahead - and hopefully not too hard times! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mag. Martina MATZER, M.A. 
BG + BRG Bruck/Leitha 
Fischamenderstr. 21-23 
A-2460 Bruck/Leitha 
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