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The Glass Ceiling: Helping Advanced Learners Break Through  
 
Abstract 
Advanced learners often realise they are stuck on a plateau, the result of years of 
neglect of certain areas and the use of avoidance strategies. There are gaps in their 
knowledge of more sophisticated language, and situations that they struggle with. 
This practical workshop will look at classroom activities, including some from 
Speakout Advanced Plus, that address this area. 
 
Summary 
Advanced learners are in the privileged position of being able to function in English 
in a broad range of contexts with minimal impediments to their understanding and 
expression. However, many advanced learners find that there are areas of 
language knowledge and use where their skill is limited.  A number of 
factors—motivation, pride, time and energy—combine to keep the advanced 
learner from moving beyond this plateau in their learning. 
Research points to particular metacognitive (e.g. ‘conscious’ autonomy, daily 
memorisation) and cognitive strategies (e.g. retranslation) that advanced learners 
have found useful in dealing with the plateau (ref. Lee & Heinz and other sources), 
and also specific linguistic areas such as collocations (ref. Nesselhauf and other 
sources), where classroom activity can benefit advanced learners. 
This workshop will consider what the advanced plateau is and why it matters, and 
then explore via demonstration a number of activities that advanced learners have 
themselves reported as effective in developing their knowledge and skill where it is 
most needed. I will draw on both published research and my own research 
performed with advanced learners and mainly non-native English speaking 
teachers, who as teachers are particularly insightful in identifying the most effective 
classroom solutions. Participants will experience classroom processes such as 
self-transcribing to de-fossilize language, vocabulary mining, parsing idioms from 
authentic video, ‘genre translation’, using ‘stem-chunks’ to upgrade, and will have 
the opportunity to reflect on how these specifically help advanced learners break 
through the glass ceiling. 
 


