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Ken Taylor: What do you teach?
Kristin Dunn: I teach both business Eng-
lish and German as a second language. 

Taylor: Who are your students?
Dunn: Adults who work in companies or 
organizations in and around Mannheim 
and Heidelberg. One of the issues I’ve had 
to face is getting acceptance from my stu-
dents — for a few reasons.

Taylor: For example?
Dunn: There seems to be a prejudice that 
native speakers always make the best 
teachers. This affects my students’ initial 
attitude towards me, as I’m not a native 
speaker. I’m a German teacher of English.  

Taylor: How have you overcome this in-
itial prejudice?
Dunn: By showing that I fully under-
stand the problems German speakers face 
when learning English — the difficulties 
we have with sentence structure, auxilia-
ry verbs, false friends, etc. I can empathize 
with my students because I have shared 
their struggles.

Taylor: That’s very true. I’ve been lucky 
to work in partnership with teachers like 
you on courses. Having both a native 
speaker of the language being learned and 
someone who has the target language as 
their mother tongue was a great combi-
nation. It allowed us to concentrate on 

those areas of language that cause people 
the most problems. 
Dunn: I know where my students’ main 
problems lie — the false friends they use 
most frequently, for example.

Taylor: False friends can be fun! My stu-
dents often have funny stories to tell 
about their misuse of false friends.
Dunn: One very common mistake I hear 
is the use of “beamer” instead of “projec-
tor” when talking about presentations. 
I’m married to an Englishman, and for 
him, a “beamer” is a BMW car!

Taylor: Most of my students use their 
English to communicate with other  
second-language speakers. They are more 
focused on communicating clearly than 
being perfect. 
Dunn: That’s what my students tell me 
as well. They say that they feel native 
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speakers are more critical of their lan-
guage. They feel more comfortable with 
other second-language speakers, who 
understand what it is like to be a second- 
language speaker.

Taylor: I train groups in Scandinavia, and 
they all prefer communicating in English 
with partners in Germany to communi-
cating with native speakers of English. 
They feel they’re on the same wavelength, 
and they feel that their German partners 
will be more tolerant of any mistakes they 
may make when using English.
Dunn: Besides being a German teacher of 
English, I’m also a younger woman who 
is not very tall and has 
a rather high-pitched 
voice. I often teach 
classes of male techni-
cians who are over 50 
years old. I sometimes 
have the feeling that 
they are questioning 
my professional credi-
bility.

Taylor: I imagine that’s 
an unpleasant feeling. 
How do you deal with it?
Dunn: At first, I spent time deciding on 
which clothes would make me look pro-
fessional and on how I should do my 
make-up. But although appearance is 
important, I soon realized that my cred-
ibility depends on my expertise. I needed 
to demonstrate that I knew what I was 
doing.

Taylor: That’s right. And you also have 
to be authentic — to be yourself. You 
shouldn’t try to act a role as a teacher. Peo-
ple will soon see that is not the real you. It 
destroys their trust in you.
Dunn: Yes. I also try to make my classes 
as relevant as possible to my students’ 
situation and to create an open, secure 
atmosphere.

Taylor: When you are learning a lan-
guage, you have to take risks and make 
mistakes. That’s an important part of the 
learning process. So, a secure environ-
ment is vital. 

Dunn: I believe that a teacher needs to 
be a good listener and to look for every 
opportunity to give positive feedback. In 
fact, I sometimes feel a bit like a therapist!

Taylor: I know the feeling. What you are 
looking for is self-correction.
Dunn: When your student starts a sen-
tence and then stops and says, “No, what 
I meant was…”, it’s very satisfying as a 
teacher.

Taylor: Do you have any colleagues you 
can discuss things with? It can help to 
talk to other teachers and even to sit in 
on each other’s classes and discuss what 

happened afterwards.
Dunn: Unfortunately, 
I do not. But I can im-
agine it would be very 
useful to get feedback 
from another profes-
sional — not just from 
your students.

Taylor: You said earlier 
there were a few issues 
you faced as a teacher. 
Is there anything else 

you’d like to take up?
Dunn: Another challenge is dealing with 
conscious or unconscious sexist behav-
iour from course participants. It’s usually 
not overt but rather in the form of slightly 
sexist remarks.

Taylor: That’s not an easy situation to deal 
with. How do you approach the issue? 
Dunn: I find a good way is to take up 
these issues in a general class discussion. 
Then it is easier to be calm and rational. 

Taylor: And by bringing in others in the 
class, you can agree on acceptable and un-
acceptable class behaviour.
Dunn: And sometimes, you need to 
choose your battles!

Taylor: Right. But you should never ac-
cept open harassment, of course. If I have 
a student who is, in some way, disruptive 
in a group, I take them aside after a class 
for a one-to-one talk. Usually, that works 
as a last resort.

➻ 
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Dunn: It requires confidence to do that. 
At the moment, I feel more confident 
getting my opinion across in open class 
discussions.

Taylor: Fair enough. I suppose that’s why 
teaching never gets dull — we meet a mix-
ture of people with all sorts of different 
opinions.
Dunn: Opinions we encourage them to 
share — and from which we, the teachers, 
can learn, too.


