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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the first series of  the Self-Access Booklets prepared to enhance 

the learning of  open students at the Consejo de Formación en Educación de Anep!

If  you are opening this booklet it is because you are on the right track to 

continue your studies with success, since these texts have been prepared by 

your teachers in order to actively accompany you in your learning paths, and 

ensure that self-access means access to pass exams.

The main idea behind these Self-Access Booklets is that knowledge does not 

belong to any institution or person in particular, but that it is open to be 

appropriated by all those who are willing to tread upon the path of  reading, 

thinking, analysing and creating their own ideas about the set syllabus which 

each discipline has designed for your professional development and growth.

The essential objective of  these Self-Access Booklets hence, is to make 

learning democratic by giving a fair chance to every and each one of  our 

students who wants to become a professional teacher of  English, whether they 

are regular or open students. 

It is for this reason that the Programa de Políticas Lingüísticas at CODICEN has 

given enthusiastic support to this endeavor. 

We sincerely hope you may enjoy your learning!

Laura Motta
Coordinadora
Programa de Políticas Lingüísticas

Gabriela Kaplan
Coordinadora Operativa
Programa de Políticas Lingüísticas
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MODULE 1: Didactics 

WHAT IS DIDACTICS?

Didactics is one of  the Sciences of  Education. In particular, it deals with the 
processes of  teaching and learning. It is different from other Education 
Sciences in that it concentrates specifically on how teachers, learners and 
knowledge interact and support one another. Because of  this reason, it is a key 
subject in the teacher education curriculum. Given its emphasis it acts as a 

hinge between the general education subjects and the subject-specific 

disciplines, which make up the core of  a teacher's knowledge.

However, this definition is quite broad and it can be interpreted from many 
different perspectives. For example, is Didactics about classroom techniques? 
Is it about planning? Is it about evaluation?

Also, the very term “Didactics” has positive and negative connotations 
depending on where it is used. For example, when you talk about Didactics in a 
North American context, it is taken to mean “traditional education” (e.g. a 
didactic approach means a teacher-centered approach). On the other side of  
the Atlantic, though, the meaning is similar to the one adopted by Spanish or 
Portuguese speakers.

Hence, given that the field and the term are complex ones, we will first explore 
the history of  Didactics and, in so doing, we will try to come to understand it as 
it is conceived nowadays.

However, at all times, keep in mind that, as with any other professional term, 
the meanings associated with it vary given the socio-historical conditions in 
which it is used. After all, any field of  human activity is but the response that 
communities of  practice can give to the problems of  their day.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF DIDACTICS

There has always been a concern with teaching and learning, since these two 
processes were first established as a form of  ascertaining the continuity of  
civilization. The first accounts of  teaching are those of  Socrates and Plato.

Socrates taught through questioning, a teaching method known as “Socratic 
questioning” even to this day. This method was made explicit by Socrates's 
pupil Plato in “The Republic.” Socrates is generally seen as the first great teacher 
and this may be because of  his tumultuous life and death but also because of  
his effort to engage students in finding answers on their own (and also because 
through Plato, we had the opportunity to read about his teaching). His ideas 
have permeated the educational field and were taken up by other educators.

One such follower was Saint Augustine (354—430) who, in his De Magistro 
adapts the questions to require an expected, dogmatic answer. This was in 
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keeping with a catechistic approach to teaching and learning. We must 
remember that in the Middle Ages, education was the task of  monks in 
monasteries, who also held the key to knowledge since they were the ones who 
copied old manuscripts by hand, since there were no printing presses.

Education in those days was a privilege of  the rich and powerful and it was 
done mainly as apprenticeship: a young man would be put in the service of  a 
wiser, older man who would teach him whatever the young person needed to 
know. The same was true for the different trades that made up commerce in 
medieval society.

However, it is not until 1613 when the term Didactics is used for the first time by 
Ratke (1571—1635), one of  Jan Amos Komensky'ì s ('Comenius' 1592 – 1670) 
teachers, in his Aphorismi Didactici Praecipui. In this particular work, Ratke 
conceptualizes Didactics as an intuitive kind of  learning about reality, stressing 
the role that induction, psychology and the absence of  pressure have on 
experience.

But it will be his pupil, Comenius, who will define the field for the first time in 
history and who will establish the basis for Didactics as a science. Comenius' 
Didactica Magna (1640) sets a series of  classical principles for the discipline, 
amongst which we may count:

· Didactics is both an art and a science.
· Teaching should have as its main aim the learning of  

everything by everyone.
· Teaching and learning should be characterized by speed and 

effectiveness, prioritizing the key role that language and 
images play in each of  the two processes.

Comenius' greatest achievement was the systematization of  the construction 
of  Didactics as a valid science and art. He sets Didactics as separate from 
Pedagogy and introduces de concept of  “method.” However, his approach to 
the matter is a very specific one. He proposes that each discipline should 
develop its own didactic methods congruent with the purposes and content of  
the discipline. This stands in stark contrast with previous proposals, which saw 
the existence of  one sole method that could be applied to any area of  
knowledge. If  one looks at Comenius' proposal one can clearly perceive a 
change from standardization to individualization. To him, each person has the 
potential to learn anything in so far as the right methods and resources are 
organized in such a way that allow for the person's intuition to come into 
contact with a specific area of  knowledge. This stands in stark contrast with 
previous elaborations of  the field which saw it as more standard.

Comenius' work will be followed by further efforts towards the 
individualization of  education as those proposed by Rousseau (1712-1778), 
Pestalozzi (1746-1827) and Froebel (1782-1852). Also, from this moment on, 
we will be able to perceive a constant swing of  a pendulum between two 
extreme positions: those who saw education as dealing with the transmission 
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of  knowledge via a sole method and those who saw it as happening via specific 
individualized means. Incredibly enough, even today, there is no agreement 
and neither should there be, because one thing is certain: there is no best 
method. Teaching should be at the service of  learning and, as Comenius said, 
teachers should look for all possible alternatives to help everyone learn.

DIDACTICS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE EDUCATION 
SCIENCES

Because Didactics relates to the processes of  teaching and learning, the 
influence of  other education sciences has been rather overwhelming. For 
example, Psychology helps teachers understand how students learn so they 
claim that Didactics is part of  Psychology. By the same token, Pedagogy is 
concerned with how people are educated and they also claim that Didactics is 
part of  Pedagogy.

It was not until the twentieth century that Didactics could ascertain its rightful 
role amongst the sciences of  education, independent from Pedagogy, Biology, 
Sociology, Anthropology or Psychology (Frabboni, 1998). During that 
century, the process of  validation of  Didactics as a self-standing and essential 
discipline in education, oscillated amongst three main perspectives: a 
traditional perspective emphasizing a technical and prescriptive view of  the 
process of  teaching (this is the era of  the method and perpetuates the tradition 
set by St Augustine), a cognitive perspective which positioned the discipline as 
a problem solving approach to the task of  turning knowledge into an object of  
teaching (this second view was more in keeping with the views of  Comenius 
and his followers), and a “new dimension” (Fiore and Leymonié, 2007) which 
focuses on the analysis of  the processes of  teaching and learning through 
specific curriculum contents in order to develop new strategies for the 
appropriation of  knowledge by students in highly situated contexts.
The constant state of  flux to which the discipline has been submitted has 
rendered it difficult to conceptualize, and has acted in detriment of  its 
epistemological identity, at best.

The advent of  the twenty-first century has seen different authors (Vadillo & 
Klinger, 2004; Camilloni, et. al., 2007; Imen, 2007; Tenti Fantini, 2009) 
advocating for a reconceptualization of  the field which positions it as a theory 
“necessarily committed to social practices which are oriented towards the 
design, implementation and evaluation of  teaching and learning programs, the 
design of  teaching and learning situations and the orientation and support of  
students' learning, while identifying and analyzing problems stemming from 
the teaching and learning processes with a view to providing the best possible 
learning opportunities for all students and in any educational institution” 
(Camilloni, 2007: 22).

In this sense, Didactics has evolved from a position of  subservience to other 
disciplines into a subject-specific field of  inquiry into teaching and learning 
serving the purpose of  developing situated theories and practices as 
potential—though tentative—solutions to the problems stemming from the 
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encounter of  individuals with two complementary drives: the drive to share 
what they know and the drive to gain new knowledge.
It can be rightly claimed that Didactics has transitioned from being a discipline 
whose sole purpose was the description and prescription of  the “art of  
teaching” to becoming a discipline, which is deeply concerned with the 
elaboration of  context and subject-specific knowledge. This elaboration—be 
it construction or transmission—results from the interplay of  situated 
cognitions (Feldman, 1999). To this author, cognition does not reside in the 
minds of  individuals, but emerges in the possibilities for their interaction. 

This new scenario, might serve as the backdrop to positioning the discipline, 
within the teacher education curriculum, as the space where theorizing 
practice and practicing theory (Bullough, 1997) will happen. In other words, in 
this context, Subject Didactics becomes the realm of  praxis, (Freire, 1972) 
action and reflection which transform the world, and by doing so, claims a 
crucial role in the development of  socially just practices.

If, as Horace Mann claimed, Education “is the great equalizer of  the condition 
of  man,” then Subject Didactics, the preeminent curriculum area dealing with 
teaching and learning, should be understood as a space where teacher capacity 
for social justice can be constructed, negotiated and developed. Giroux (2005: 
99) explains that “A social justice stance is, in part, a disposition through which 
teachers reflect upon their own actions and those presented by others. Rather 
than passively accepting information or embracing a false consciousness, 
teachers take a much more active role in leading, learning and reflecting upon 
their relationship with their practice and the social context in which the 
practice is situated.”

DIDACTICS: GENERAL OR SPECIFIC?

So, what constitutes the field of  Didactics? How do teaching and learning 
interact with knowledge? What is, in short, the structure of  Didactics? Is 
Didactics the same as Methodology? These and other related questions have 
guided developments in the field of  Didactics. For many years, it was 
considered that Didactics possessed a generality of  purpose. If, as many 
authors claimed, it had to do with teaching and learning, then it could be 
defined in terms of  things that teachers do and things that students do in the 
classroom. In fact, teaching and learning were seen as one and the same 
process, a two-way street where knowledge was transmitted from the teacher 
to the student who, in turn, returned his or her understanding of  the teacher's 
transmission as proof  of  learning. In this paradigm then, we talk of  the 
teaching and learning process (singular).

However, if  we go back to the conceptions of  Comenius, we can readily see 
that each discipline is, in fact, made up on inherently particular knowledge 
(concepts, facts, skills and dispositions), which is unique and makes the 
discipline unique as well. For example, the way in which historians approach 
the study of  history is not the same way in which a physicist approaches the 
study of  a natural phenomenon. If  we take this example, we can clearly see that 
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a historian will look for artifacts and documents, which provide accounts of  a 
certain event. They may interview witnesses, look at photos, read documents, 
and once they have collected all this information, they will provide their own 
interpretation of  the event. This interpretation can be the same that other 
historian may provide or not.

In the case of  the physicist, he or she will first of  all observe a certain natural 
phenomenon in order to develop a hypothesis. This hypothesis will guide the 
way in which the physicist will collect information and come to conclusions. If  
the conclusions are in line with the hypothesis, then what will be developed is a 
thesis, a general statement, which will hold true for all occurrences of  this kind 
of  natural phenomena. If  the hypothesis proves false, then the physicist will go 
on to reformulate the hypothesis and collect further data until a plausible, 
generalizable explanation of  the phenomenon can be given.

As you can see, the very nature of  the discipline (History or Physics), as well as 
its modes of  thinking about and perceiving reality, is inherently different and 
unique for each area of  human knowledge. Hence, in teaching, we should be 
able to account for this difference so that learners can have access to the modes 
of  thinking which are specific to each discipline in the curriculum. In this 
sense, it can be clearly seen that different approaches are needed for each 
discipline. As a result of  this realization, the concept of  General Didactics, a 
unified body of  knowledge about teaching and learning which can be applied 
in all the different disciplines, ceases to make sense. What is needed, then is a 
Specific Didactics, which allows teachers of  a certain discipline or subject to 
help their learners learn it with rigor and efficacy.

DIDACTIC INTERACTIONS

Didactics is the science of  education concerned with the processes of  teaching 
and learning. These are two different processes even though, to some authors, 
they are two sides of  the same process.

For our intents and purposes, we will conceptualize them as two separate 
although interrelated processes: one dealing with the transformation of  
knowledge into teachable objects (teaching), and the other dealing with the 
construction of  knowledge via interaction with knowledge but also with 
teachers and peers (learners). Teaching is concerned with how the teacher 
adapts his or her knowledge of  the subject matter in order to transform it into 
an object of  learning. Teachers generally know much more than their students 
and their knowledge is both complex and diverse.

For example, back in 1990, Grossman provided a characterization of  teacher's 
knowledge, based on the work of  Elbaz and Shulman, which clearly depicts 
this complexity and diversity. To this author, teacher's knowledge evolves out 
of  the interaction of  four interrelated and mutually inclusive areas:

a. Subject matter knowledge: which includes the various 
paradigms within a field which affect both how the field is 
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organized and the questions that guide further inquiry 
together with an understanding of  the canons of  evidence 
and proof  within a discipline which help members of  the 
discipline evaluate the knowledge claims made. If  a teacher 
only possesses this kind of  knowledge, we cannot claim that 
person is a teacher, but a subject expert.

b. Pedagogical knowledge: to include knowledge about 
learners and learning, classroom management, curriculum 
and instruction. Again, this kind of  knowledge is not 
sufficient to make a teacher. Those who possess strong 
pedagogical knowledge but lack the necessary content 
knowledge cannot be called teachers but a pedagogues or 
activity designers.

c. Knowledge of  context: encompassing students' 
backgrounds and identity configurations, knowledge of  the 
educational institution and the community within which it 
develops its social role and last, but not least, knowledge of  
the requirements of  the school system and the purposes of  
education in society. If  teachers only possess this kind of  
knowledge then they cannot be called teachers either, but 
social workers.

What sort of  knowledge makes a teacher, then? To Grossman (op. cit), besides 
a strong grounding on all the previously mentioned kinds of  knowledge, 
teachers need to possess a fourth kind of  knowledge unique to the profession

d. Pedagogical Content Knowledge: the kind of  knowledge 
that distinguishes between the subject matter expert, the 
activity designer, the social worker and the experienced 
teacher. It includes a multitude of  facets and is, in itself, an 
integral part of  a teacher's professional landscape. 
Pedagogical Content Knowledge encompasses: knowledge 
and beliefs about the purposes for teaching a subject at 
different grade levels; knowledge of  students' 
understanding, conceptions and misconceptions of  
particular topics in the subject matter; knowledge of  
curriculum materials available for teaching the subject 
matter; knowledge of  both horizontal and vertical 
curriculum alignments for the subject and, knowledge of 
istructional strategies and representations for teaching 
particular topics, etc.
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The following diagram summarizes these points

Teachers are also influenced by other factors. One such factor is what we can 
call Teaching Style. A teacher's teaching style is their preferred way of  teaching, 
or, in other words, the teacher's own “method.” One basic and classic 
depiction of  teaching styles is the one distinguishing between traditional 
teachers and progressive teachers. One word of  caution about this kind of  
classifications: Reality is seldom dichotomous, so we cannot claim that only 
these two styles exist.

Perhaps it would be more useful to conceive of  these terms as two ends of  a 
continuum along which teachers move throughout their careers, depending on 
their needs, the context in which they teach and the challenges posed by their 
students. Further on in these materials, we will see that, in the same way that 
teachers have teaching style preferences, students have learning styles 
preferences and there can be potential conflicts between the teacher's 
preferred style and that of  the students'.

This brings us to the issue of  students and the learning process. If  we 
conceptualize the learning process as one in which learners interact with 
knowledge, their peers, teachers and other school personnel in order to 
construct new understandings, then we have to pay special attention to what is 
brought to bear in learning. For a start, learning originates in what the learner 
already knows.

Human beings are not tabula rasa, they are members of  social groups and 
participants in social activities which are meaningful to them. In participating 
in these activities, learners accrue a baggage of  knowledge, which constitutes 
what we can call background knowledge. This comprises everything that a 
human being learns inside and outside the classroom, formally or informally, 
because of  observation or as a consequence of  interaction with other human 
beings. This knowledge is neither systematic nor organized. Hence, 
background knowledge is prone to contain both mistakes and correct 
information. These are brought to bear when students begin to learn 
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something new. If  their background knowledge has a positive correlation to 
what we want to teach them, then we call this knowledge a pre-requisite. 
Otherwise, if  it does not correlate to what we want to teach, we call it a 
preconception.

Example:
The teacher is explaining something to students and she uses the word 
“international”/?nt?r'næ??n?l/. One student corrects her by saying: “It's 
/?nt?r'ne???n?l/.” To which, the teacher replies with “No, it's 
/?nt?r'næ??n?l/” Then, the student says “But I heard it on TV and on the 
radio!” which is true, in all likelihood, as this word tends to be mispronounced 
by anchors who do not know English.

Because preconceptions are generally developed outside the classroom, and 
because students have not had them questioned before, they constitute a very 
powerful construct, which is difficult to break. However, the skillful teacher 
will help the students see why their preconceptions are not correct, and also 
help them build strong pre-requisites.

Another important issue at play in the learning process is that of  learning 
strategies. Learning Strategies are thoughts or actions that we use in order to 
help ourselves learn. Examples of  strategies are planning for a task at hand, 
monitoring our performance or evaluating it. We all possess and use strategies 
all the time when we are learning. Some of  us may sing to ourselves so as to 
remember some information, others may draw or order information in a visual 
way, while others prefer to plan and think before committing to action. These 
are all ways we have developed to help us remember information, cope with 
new situations or develop an idea. However, not everyone has the correct 
strategy for the right situation or is able to apply strategies in those contexts 
where they are most needed. Hence it is important that teachers help students 
see what strategies are needed in order to accomplish certain tasks.

We can depict the interactive processes of  teaching and learning as a triangle 
where teachers, learners and knowledge constitute the angles, and the 
relationships which are established between two of  the angles are the place 
where interactions surface. The following diagram makes this explicit:
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Looking at the diagram, we can see that LEARNING is the process in which 
students interact with knowledge and with learners constructing new 
meanings from experience. That is to say, each new experience learners have, 
puts into play the learners' previous knowledge (both pre conceptions and 
pre-requisites) as well as their learning strategies. This knowledge is contrasted 
with the new experience and accommodated into what students know. 
Learning then, is about constructing new meanings from experience and 
incorporating those new meanings into our background knowledge.

TEACHING, on the other hand is a process teachers go through in their 
interaction with knowledge by which teachers transform “scientific” or 
“academic”   knowledge   into objects of  learning. However, in order to do 
this, teachers need to understand how students learn, and, more importantly, 
how these particular students learn, what learning strategies they use, which 
are the most suitable strategies to teach these students this specific content, 
etc. As we have said before, teachers need to possess high levels of  
pedagogical content knowledge in order to be able to transpose disciplinary 
knowledge in such a way that it results in positive student learning.

Finally, out of  the interaction between teachers and students, a third form of  
relating to one another is born. We will call this the “Didactic contract.” This 
refers to the unsaid but ever-present ways in which teachers relate to students.  
When we talk of  discipline in the classroom and also teacher—student 
rapport, we are talking about this contract.  In everyday terms, we say that 
students “test” how far they can go with one teacher during the first weeks of  
class, these “testing” results in implicit rules which govern classroom culture.  
One should be vigilant of   the  didactic contract implicit in one's teaching 
because, many times, it may be counter productive in terms of  students' 
learning.

CONCLUSION 

In this module we have defined Didactics as the Science of  Education, which 
most directly addresses the processes of  teaching and learning.  We 
conceptualized teaching as a process of  interaction between teachers and 
knowledge by which teachers make successive adaptations to scientific or 
academic knowledge so that it becomes an object of  learning.  Learning, on 
the other hand, is a process of  interaction between students and knowledge in 
which learners construct new meanings from experience. In order to do this, 
they resort to their background or prior knowledge to make sense of  the new 
experiences.

Read Appendices I & II in this Self-Access Booklet
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MODULE 2: Learners
We can no longer assume that our students are ‘simply’ students, nor 
that they are bundles of  discrete variables.  They are complex human 
beings who bring with them to the classroom their own individual 
personality as it is at a given point in time, and this influences how they 
interact with what we do as teachers. (Tudor, 2001:14)

LEARNERS AND THEIR CHARACTERISTICS 
AND CONTRIBUTIONS

In Module 1 we saw how teaching and learning are two complementary 
processes that  come together when two or more people with complementary 
drives meet. One has the drive to share what he or she knows, while the other 
has the drive to learn so as to better function in a complex world. Also, in 
Module 1 we looked at what constitutes teacher knowledge and how that 
knowledge comes about. It is the turn now to look at the contributions which 
learners can make to both the teaching and learning processes.

For much of  the history of  English Language Teaching (ELT), and mostly as a 
consequence of  research carried out in Psychology and Applied Linguistics, 
learners tended to be seen rather as homogenous “generic and classes entities” 
(Hall, 2011: 123). 

Research has homogenized the perception that all language learners might 
share common traits thus developing a 'universalist' approach to learner 
analysis which overlooks the inherent individuality of  each learner and the 
contributions he or she can make to their learning process and also their 
teacher's teaching endeavors.

In Module 2, we will look at how learners differ as well as to how they are 
similar. We will explore what research has informed in terms of  learner 
variation from the perspective of  the different cognitive, affective and 
sociocultural variables that influence their learning processes.

The importance of  such an approach cannot be overstated because of  a 
multitude of   reasons. First of  all, language teaching as a profession is 
experiencing enormous advances and a sustained period of  change. An 
understanding of  how students will function amidst these changes is crucial in 
ascertaining their learning success. Likewise, if  learners have contributions to 
make to the teaching process, these have to be taken into account as a way of  
guaranteeing their sustained motivation and involvement in the course. 
Thirdly, having access to this knowledge about learners' variables will allow the 
teacher to be better prepared to support learners in their quest for conquering 
the new language. Lastly, in a world where more and more people are learning 
English at progressively earlier ages, knowing what learners can contribute will 
help teachers discover new ways of  teaching the new learners.
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In reviewing the contributions learners can make to the teaching and learning  
processes, one should be wary that, oftentimes, there are popular beliefs that 
may or may not have been supported by theory. In approaching each particular 
learner contribution we will base our opinions on what research has concluded, 
even if  that conclusion is that the research is inconclusive!

LEARNER INDIVIDUALITY (ATTRIBUTES)

AGE

The issue of  age in language teaching can raise all sorts of  arguments. On 

the one hand, we have the popular belief  that young learners learn better 

than older learners as it can be clearly seen by the worldwide emphasis on 

starting English language instruction at a progressively younger age.  While 

it  might  be  true  that  younger learners  may  have  a  more  steady  and  

easier phonological development in L2, research is inconclusive as to other 

aspects. For example, research supports that adult learners generally outdo 

young learners in the learning of  vocabulary. If  we review further research, 

exceptions can always be found for all age groups.

Hence, it would be more useful to approach the influence of  age on language 
learning as a factor to help inform the methods used to teach different age 
groups instead of  as a collection of  principles on what works and what does 
not.

While popular belief  asserts that adults have a harder time learning an L2, 
research has  confirmed that in fact, they make more steady and rapid progress 
than children achieving higher levels of  language proficiency over short 
periods of  time. Whether this is a consequence of  age or of  the teaching 
approaches espoused by their teachers, cannot be ascertained. What is true is 
that adults draw on more extensive cognitive capabilities than children and 
thus they are able to learn about and understand language in more abstract 
ways, as well.

As for children, they are more likely to profit from informal and naturalistic 
methods  emphasizing hands-on concrete learning experiences through 
which they can engage in communicating in the new language.

APTITUDE

Notions of  aptitude for language learning—having a “natural” capacity for 
learning languages easily—has received support from both popular belief  and 
research. If  we interview teachers, they will certainly acknowledge that there 
are some learners who seem to possess a “flair” for languages and this is often 
provided as an explanation as to why these learners succeed.  Research is also 
supportive of  the view that language aptitude can be perhaps the best 
predictor of  success in language learning (Skehan, 1989).



18

Language aptitude is generally determined by the Modern Language Aptitude 
Test (MLAT). This is a test which originated in the field of  Applied Linguistics 
in the 1950s and which defines language aptitude in terms of  phonemic coding 
ability, awareness of  grammatical structures in sentences, the ability to infer the 
rules of  the language (i.e. the ability to learn inductively) and the ability to 
memorize lexical items. However popular this test is, it also possesses severe 
limitations. For a start, it favors a teaching method based on memorization of  a 
fixed body of  language knowledge with a heavy dependence on the analysis of  
grammar and vocabulary. Hence, it may not yield true aptitude information in 
cases where learners learn language through more holistic methods (for 
example, by being immersed in the language). In the latter case, learners do not 
memorize lists of  words or analyze the grammar of  individual sentences but 
rather engage in natural communication.

So, we know that language aptitude exists and can be measured but a serious 
dilemma  with the concept is that it is generally conceived of  as a genetic and 
stable learner endowment. If  this is the case, then it cannot be influenced 
through teaching. Hence, learners who do not have a natural ability for 
languages are doomed. What research has failed to account for is how aptitude 
works in relation with other learner factors such as motivation, or how 
language aptitude can be assessed when learners have been exposed to 
methods with reduced language analysis. It can be concluded that, while a 
useful concept to help teachers shape courses, language aptitude does not by 
itself  explain success in language learners. Other relevant factors need to be 
taken into consideration.

PERSONALITY

Personality has to do with WHO learns, and deals with issues of  identity which 
cannot stand on their own but connect to all other areas of  learner 
contribution. Larsen Freeman (2001) identifies several aspects of  learner 
variation regarding personality. Some of  these are:

Ÿ extraversion / introversion
Ÿ self-esteem anxiety
Ÿ sensitivity to rejection
Ÿ empathy inhibition
Ÿ tolerance of  ambiguity

In order to illustrate the relevance of  this area of  learner contribution, we will 
expand on two of  the above.

Introversion and extraversion
These factors will change with age, but also with motivational and learning 
styles.  However, understanding how some of  these factors impact learning 
can be a useful tool for teachers to organize learning experiences.
For example, research has explained that extravert students—who are 
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characterized by their sociability and impulsivity—will profit more from an 
approach to teaching which emphasizes communication  and  oral  language  
development  activities.  In contrast, introvert students who tend to be 
introspective, reserved and good at planning prefer an academic style of  
teaching which allows them to display their logical and precision-oriented style 
of  thinking.

ANXIETY

Anxiety has been defined as “the feeling of  tension and apprehension 
specifically associated with L2 contexts” (McIntyre and Gardner, 1994, in 
Larsen-Freeman, 2001:17).

Anxiety, like age, is an issue over which there is no agreement. For example, 
anxiety can be the root cause of  poor performance or it can be caused by it. 
Also, there exist different kinds of  anxiety, such as:

Ÿ acceptance anxiety – the fear of  not being accepted by other group 
members.

Ÿ orientation anxiety – the fear of  not being able to cope with course 
requirements. 

Ÿ performance anxiety – the fear of  not doing well in class.
Ÿ competitive anxiety – the tension of  having constantly to outdo your 

peers.

Alongside these differences, there is research supporting the fact that a certain 
degree of  anxiety is necessary for learners to be able to actually learn 
effectively. This claims points out that, when learners do not experience any 
tension while learning, their levels of  motivation tend to plummet. However, 
given that research is inconclusive as to the actual impact of  anxiety, teachers 
need to keep a vigilant eye on how high the levels of  anxiety generated in their 
classes are so as to help students avoid unhelpful forms of  anxiety that could 
have a severely negative effect on their learning.
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GENDER

Sunderland (2004: 229) defines gender as “the socially shaped (as opposed to 
biologically determined) characteristics of  women and men, boys and girls.” 
With this quote, he is emphasizing that gender identity is a socially-constructed 
personal self-concept we use to label our conception   as   being male, female, 
something in between or something different altogether. It should not be 
confused with the category sex, which refers to our biological makeup, and uses 
certain biological markers (such as our genitals or our chromosomal makeup) 
to create the distinction between males and females.

Gender is a frequently neglected area of  language teaching and learning 
research. However, in the broader field of  education, significant research has 
been carried out on gender differences particularly in relation to how girls 
perform in school and this research has been extrapolated to the ELT field. 
Popular belief  holds that girls are better than boys at academic tasks, while boys 
tend to outperform girls at oral interaction in the classroom. However, one can 
attribute these claims to social and cultural roles and expectations.

Research on gender differences in ELT is, again, inconclusive as there is 
evidence that all are equally capable of  learning. The challenge for teachers, 
though is to find ways to best support their learners.
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LEARNER CONTRIBUTIONS (ATTITUDES)

MOTIVATION
According to Dörnyei (2001:1) motivation is “an abstract, hypothetical 
concept that we use to explain why people think and behave as they do. It is 
obvious that in this sense the term subsumes a whole range of  motives—from 
financial incentives such as a raise in salary to idealistic beliefs such as the desire 
for freedom—that they have very little in common except that they all 
influence behavior. Thus, 'motivation' is  best  seen  as  an  umbrella  term  
that  covers  a  variety  of  meanings.” Williams and Burden (1997:120) argue 
that motivation is “a state of  cognitive and emotional arousal that leads to a 
conscious decision to act during a  period  of   sustained  intellectual  and/or  
physical  effort  so  that  they  can  attain  a previously set goal or (goals).”

There are as many conceptualizations of  motivation as there have been 
research projects on the issue. Again, research has failed to provide one 
clear-cut categorization of  what motivation is, how it operates and how 
teachers can best adapt their teaching so as to ascertain that learners are 
motivated. What is certain is that motivation exerts a powerful influence on 
learners and their learning process and that it is an individual trait over which 
teachers have little influence. Hence, we should be familiar with the different 
theories, which attempt to explain motivation so as to be able to provide our 
students with their best chances. The following table summarizes four of  the 
most popular theories on the subject:

Table 2.1 – Motivation Theories (adapted from Dörnyei, 2001)
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BELIEFS, PREFERENCES AND MISCONCEPTIONS

The next set of  learner contributions is inextricably linked to student's 
motivation. Beliefs exert a powerful influence on the teaching and learning 
processes since they are generally coded in childhood and through sustained 
interaction with family and other community members.   Hence, the way in 
which students perceive the target language or target language community will 
have a direct influence on students' motivation.

Students bring to class different kinds of  beliefs. They have beliefs about 
themselves as people, but also as learners and, more specifically as language 
learners. Likewise they hold beliefs about language and language learning in 
general. These beliefs can help boost motivation if  students perceive 
themselves as able to learn the target language but they can also act against that 
motivation if  students have had prior experiences of  failure in learning the 
language or languages in general.

Besides these beliefs inherent to each individual, learners also bring to class the 
beliefs of  “influential others” (Larsen-Freeman, 2001). These can be family 
members, friends, the media or former teachers who have exerted their 
influence and led the individual to believe strongly in certain aspects of  
teaching and learning. Some examples of  these beliefs are: how lessons should 
the taught, the role of  translation in the language classroom, the role of  
grammar in the language classroom, or how errors should be corrected. These 
are generally based on their own prior experiences and not necessarily, the 
experiences of  the learner. However, they are brought to bear in the language 
classroom.

As we have seen in Module 1, these beliefs can also lead students to develop 
misconceptions which may stand in the way of  their progress in the target 
language. The skillful teacher will use these beliefs and misconceptions to help 
students see how they learn and what can be done to enhance their learning 
experience. This kind of  awareness-raising has the potential of  leading 
learners towards more self-directed and autonomous behavior, which is why 
teachers should grab any chance of  these beliefs surfacing to provide 
clarification.

LEARNING STYLES

Skehan (1998:237) defines learning styles as “the characteristic manner in 
which an individual chooses to approach a learning task.” To Diaz Maggioli 
(1995:5) “When it comes to learning, we tend to adhere to techniques and 
procedures to help ourselves come to grips with whatever new knowledge we 
may encounter.  This way of  handling new information by making use of  our 
habitual or preferred methods is called our learning style.

Everyone possesses various learning styles. These derive from personal 
dispositions (how I am most comfortable learning), personal choices (what 
helps me learn better), prior  learning experience (how I succeeded in learning 



23

this content before) and innate endowments (my brain is 'wired' to learn in a 
certain way). While some of  the literature tends to view learning styles as 
permanent learner characteristics, there is evidence that we all possess multiple 
learning styles that we develop as our experience in certain fields or with certain 
tasks evolves. Hence, when addressing the topic of  learning styles it is best 
approached from an inclusion rather than exclusion perspective. In other 
words, teachers should look for the individual learning style preference of  all 
their learners and differentiate their teaching accordingly but bearing in mind 
that what learners display in terms of  preferred styles is not set in stone.

Some of  the most popular depictions of  learning styles stem from cognitive 
psychology applied to teaching. Such is the case of  the field-dependence vs. 
field-independence depiction of  learning styles developped by Witkin, et al 
(1977). The table below summarizes the main characteristics of  this 
categorization of  learning styles.

During the 1980s other categories of  learning styles also appeared. One 
popular classification is based on the work of  David Kolb (1984) and his model 
of  experiential learning. This theory presents a cycle in which all humans engage 
when learning. According to Kolb, when humans are given the chance to apply 
knowledge, skills and feelings to concrete situations they engage in an 
experiential learning cycle comprising four distinct stages. While the learner 
could start the process at any of  the four given stages, the experiential cycle 
follows to the next immediate step (for example, you cannot start your learning 
process with a concrete experience stemming from a particular situation and 

1. Impersonal orientation 
i.e. reliance on internal frame of reference in 
processing information 

2. Analytic
i.e. perceives a field in terms of its 
component parts; parts are distinguished 
from background

3. Independent 
i.e. sense of separate identity 

4. Socially sensitive
i.e. greater skill in interpersonal/social 
relationships

1. Personal orientation
i.e. reliance on external frame of reference in 
processing information

2. Holistic
i.e. perceives field as a whole; parts are fused 
with background

3. Dependent
i.e. the self view is derived from others

4. Not so socially aware
i.e. less skilled in interpersonal/social 
relationships

Field independence Field dependence

Table 2.2 – Field-dependent and field-independent learning styles



jump off  to applying it without previously reflecting and deriving 
generalizations from it, if  you truly intend to learn. The experiential learning 
cycle has been generally depicted as a circle comprising the following four 
quadrants:

These four stages of  the experiential learning cycle, give rise to the notion of  
four distinct (albeit complementary) learning styles: accommodating, 
diverging, converging and assimilating.

Other categorizations of  learning styles seek to describe typical learning 
behaviors students who have particular sensory preferences use at the time of  
learning. Generally described as the VAK model, these learning styles address 
learning as stemming from the engagement of  one of  four channels: visual 
(learning by looking), auditory (learning by listening), kinesthetic (learning by 
emotion and action) and tactile (learning by concrete experiences).
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Figure 2.2 – Learning styles based on Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory.

Figure 2.3 – Kolb’s experiential learning cycle.



No matter what categorization is used, learning styles provide a useful heuristic 
teachers can resort to at the time of  planning their lessons, designing practice 
or application activities, assessing their learners and engaging them in further 
learning opportunities. While there is no agreement on which is the right 
theory, the fact remains that every individual is different and teachers should 
strive to differentiate their teaching in order to reach every single of  their 
students.

THE GOOD LANGUAGE LEARNER (ACTIONS)

At the beginning of  this module we mentioned that second language 
acquisition research has prompted a view that understands learners as 
unspecific, and the classes they are in as homogenous. This trend started 
particularly in the 1970s with the shift of  research from what teachers did in 
order to promote learning, toward what learners contributed to the process. In 
this context, it seemed relevant to study what good language learners did in 
order to enhance their learning experience.

The first groundbreaking characterization of  the good language learner was 
provided by Joan Rubin (1975) and set the tone for further research on what 
differentiates successful language learners from those who are not so. Rubin's 
research provided the following characterization of  “good language learners.” 
They:

Ÿ are willing and accurate guessers who are comfortable with 
uncertainty;

Ÿ have a strong drive to communicate, or to learn from 
communication, and are willing to do many things to get 
their message across;

Ÿ are often not inhibited and are willing to appear foolish if  
they can achieve reasonable communication results;

Ÿ are prepared to attend to form, constantly looking for 
patterns in the language;

Ÿ practice, and also seek opportunities to practise;
Ÿ monitor their own speech and the speech of  others, 

constantly attending to how well their speech is being 
received and whether their performance meets the 
standards they have learned;

Ÿ attend to meaning, knowing that in order to understand a 
message, it is not sufficient to attend only to the grammar or 
surface form of  a language.

(Adapted from Rubin, 1975: 45-46)

Further research on the topic existed throughout the 1970s and 1980s but this 
monolithic view of  learners soon encountered criticisms. To start with, critics 
claimed that the traits identified by Rubin and her followers are characteristic 
of  Western students and do not necessarily apply to other cultures. Along the 
same lines, other critics emphasized that the ability to consciously behave in a 
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certain way is contingent upon students' personality traits, learning style and 
motivation, among many other factors, and cannot be taken as a given. Hence, 
we get to see once again how the fact that research results are inconclusive 
nevertheless opens up doors for teachers to revisit their beliefs and begin to 
take student differences into consideration. Just as is the case with learning 
styles, the generalizations about this mythological “good language learner” 
remind us of  the need to examine our way of  teaching in light of  what students 
can potentially contribute to the teaching and learning processes.

LEARNING STRATEGIES

If  learning styles are students' preferred ways of  accessing new information, 
then learning strategies are the tools students use in order to process that 
information. Learning strategies have been defined as thoughts or actions 
which people use in order to help themselves learn better. The fact that the 
definition includes both thoughts and actions, indicates that learning strategies 
are one feature of  active, experiential learning as well. Research on learning 
strategies, (Oxford, 1990; Uhl Chamot, 2009) seems conclusive in terms of  the 
inherent value of  explicitly teaching students how to manage information and 
their own learning process.

This trend to explore language learning strategies surfaced as a natural 
follow-up to prior research focusing on the “good language learner.” In the 
words of  Rubin (1975: 45) “The differential success of  second/foreign 
language learners suggests a need to examine in detail what strategies successful 
language learners employ...In addition to the need for research on this topic, it is 
suggested that teachers can already begin to help their less successful students improve their 
performance by paying more attention to learner strategies already seen as productive.” 
[emphasis added]

With this assertion, the ground for research on what learners can do in order to 
learn better was set. From among the many theories on learning strategies two 
gained immediate popularity given their clarity and readiness for application to 
concrete classroom situations.

Oxford (1990: 8) defined learning strategies as “specific actions taken by the 
learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, 
more effective, and more transferable to other situations.” Oxford speaks of  
direct and indirect strategies.

Direct strategies for dealing with the new language itself:

Memory strategies to remember more effectively, e.g., 
using flashcards to remember new vocabulary;
Cognitive strategies to use all one's mental processes; e.g., 
trying to identify patterns in the L2;
Compensation strategies to compensate for missing 
knowledge; e.g., guessing the meaning when a word is 
unfamiliar.

Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ
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Ÿ Indirect strategies for the general management of  learning:

Ÿ Metacognitive strategies for organizing and evaluating 
learning; e.g., noticing mistakes and using that 
information to develop;

Ÿ Affective strategies for managing emotions; e.g., noticing 
anxiety when using English;

Ÿ Social strategies for learning with others; e.g., asking 
people to slow down or repeat themselves.

(Oxford, op.cit.: 14—16; 293—6)

At about the same time Oxford developed this model of  learning strategies, 
Uhl Chamot (2001:25), originally working with J. Michael O'Malley, presented  
an  alternative framework in which they defined learning strategies as “the 
techniques and procedures that facilitate a learning task.” Chamot and 
O'Malley's framework (2009: 58) addresses three kinds of  strategies:

Ÿ Metacognitive strategies-executive processes used in 
planning for learning, monitoring one's own comprehension 
and production, and evaluating how well one has achieved a 
learning objective;

Ÿ Cognitive strategies-manipulating the material to be learned 
mentally (as in making images or elaborating) or physically (as 
in grouping items to be learned or taking notes);  and

Ÿ Social/Affective strategies-either interacting with another 
person in order to assist learning, as in cooperative learning 
and asking questions for clarification, or using affective 
control to assist learning tasks or overcome anxiety.
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Two questions arose as a consequence of  the publication of  these frameworks. 
Is effective learning about having enough learning strategies? Is effective 
learning about using the right strategies in the right context? Further research 
on these questions seems to confirm that both are important. This opened up 
interesting pathways to begin valuing what students contribute to the class.

LEARNING AUTONOMY AND LEARNER TRAINING

The extensive and intensive work on learning strategies also gave rise to a 
multitude of  approaches and developments. Amongst the most interesting 
developments the movement towards learner autonomy needs to be 
highlighted. Spearheaded by the growing interest on learning strategies, the 
learner autonomy movement developed as a form of  essential teacher 
support. Learner training refers to providing students with explicit instruction 
on learning strategies so that they can become more self-directed and 
autonomous. Holec (1981, in Hall 2011: 154) defines learner autonomy as “the 
ability to take charge of  one's own learning”. The certainty that remains, 
though is that learners have the potential to significantly affect their learning 
process either by nature or nurture. Hence, recognising that our students need 
tools that will allow them to extend their learning both in and beyond our 
classrooms is crucial. We should instruct our learners in a range of  strategies 
that will help them learn independently; these strategies may include effective 
reading strategies, deducing meaning from context, awareness of  how 
paralinguistic features  affect communication, use of  monolingual dictionaries 
and effective recording of  vocabulary. By introducing these strategies, we hope 
to increase both learner autonomy and learner confidence. This development 
took two main forms. One, which we can call explicit, involved textbooks, 
which began incorporating elements of  learning strategies as part of  the 
coursework. In this context, learning strategies were presented alongside the 
learning materials acting as a scaffold for new learning. In contrast, the implicit 
movement dedicated specific time and materials to training students in the use 
of  strategies regardless of  the context.

Both Chamot (1990) and Oxford (1990) built a very strong case for explicit 
instruction closely tied to the context in which they should be applied. 
However, research has proved inconclusive as to the effectiveness of  
decontextualized learning strategy training. While research is again 
inconclusive as to which of  the two ways is preferable, there seems to be 
consensus that, just for the sake of  saving students' time, learner training is best 
done in the context of  language teaching and not as a separate subject.
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CONCLUSION

Learners' attributes, attitudes and actions play a fundamental role in their 
language learning success. Although these attributes, attitudes and actions have 
disparaging support from research, the fact remains that, when taken into 
consideration, they afford teachers the opportunity to frame their teaching in 
ways which best support student learning. As such, they should become one of  
the cornerstones of  any teaching approach for as Cook (2008:117) reminds us 
“students often know best. It is the learners' involvement, the learners' strategies and the 
learners' ability to go their own way that count, regardless of  what the teacher is trying to do.”

Read Appendix III
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MODULE 3: Language

WHAT IS LANGUAGE?

Throughout the history of  language teaching, there have been competing 
conceptualizations of  language. Language is a complex social phenomenon, 
which has many dimensions. Hence, it is impossible to agree on a single 
definition.

However, taking a look at different learning theories and assessing the role that 
language plays in them can shed light on this complex phenomenon. For a 
language teacher, the definition of  language plays a pivotal role. It is through 
that espoused definition that language teachers will interpret language and turn 
it into an object of  teaching. Hence, it is fundamental that we are clear as to 
what we understand by language and how that view affects our teaching.

The definitions of  language have been closely tied to learning theories 
stemming mostly from Psychology although Linguistics has also played an 
important role in shaping our understanding of  language.

Current understandings of  language claim that it should be understood in 
relation to the contexts in which language is used. This understanding has 
important ramifications. For a start, it points to the fact that language is much 
more than a linguistic code we use to label the world around us. It is a powerful 
semiotic system for the negotiation of  meanings, which evolve from 
engagement in concrete activities. This implies that the language one uses in 
one context may or may not be appropriate in other contexts. Hence, language 
learning should emphasize not just the mastery of  linguistic codes, but of  the 
social uses of  those codes in light of  the communicative needs of  the speakers 
who interact.

However, this was not the case with previous conceptualizations of  the term. 
We will now look at three relevant theories of  learning in order to be able to 
understand the relevance of  the current definition we are proposing.

BEHAVIOURISM

The first half  of  the twentieth century was dominated by a view, which saw 
learning as a matter of  habit-formation. Influenced by the work of  
theoreticians such as John B. Watson, or B.F. Skinner (who based their theory 
in experiments carried out by the Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov), 
Behaviourists saw learning as stemming from habit formation. To them, 
effective learning was a matter of  reinforcing good habits, while errors were 
seen as bad habits.

B.F. Skinner, in particular, developed a radical form of  Behaviourism and 
posited that learning happened through a three-step reinforcement cycle. This 
cycle started with a stimulus, which triggered a response in the organism (in 
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our case, humans). If  the response was correct, it was to be reinforced 
positively. However, if  the response was incorrect, it was to be punished or 
negatively reinforced. Skinner based his theory in his study of  rats in 
laboratory conditions. He invented what is known as the Operant 
Conditioning Chamber, a maze with levers where rats and pigeons were put in 
order to study them. The procedure involved the animals in trying to get out of  
the maze by going through it. At some points, there were levers, which the 
animals were supposed to press. If  they pressed the right levers they got food 
(positive reinforcement), but if  the lever they pressed was the wrong one they 
received an electric shock (negative reinforcement). With time, animals learned 
to press the correct levers and stay away from the ones that would give them no 
food or an electric shock.

Skinner also invented a “learning machine,” an apparatus that asked learners 
questions, which could be responded by pressing the correct button. If  
learners answered the question correctly, they were rewarded by a certain 
sound. If  the answer was incorrect, learners could not progress to the next 
question and this was indicated by a different sound.

The influence of  behaviourism is still felt in many areas of  education. For 
example, the use of  the blackboard/whiteboard, the way classrooms are set up 
with chairs facing the front of  the class, the use of  questions and answers to 
review materials, multiple choice and true/false questions, and, in language 
teaching, repetition drills are all products of  Behaviorism.

Skinner understood language as a series of  habits to be acquired. He denied 
that the mind or internal cognitive processes could have any kind of  role in 
learning. To him, because internal mental processes could not be observed, 
they were rendered ineffective to analyze. Instead, he posited, we should focus 
on the overt, observable effect of  those mental states and study them as proof  
of  learning. Skinner's theory of  learning, and particularly language learning, 
was laid out in a book that became the main reference for educators around the 
world. In 1957, he published Verbal Behavior through the US-based Copley 
Publishing Group. While this book was the peak of  his research and a synthesis 
of  his life's work, it would also be his downfall. 

CHOMSKY'S CONTRIBUTIONS

In 1959, Noam Chomsky, a linguist at the Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology (MIT) published a review of  Skinner's Verbal Behavior in which he 
discredits behaviourist theory and advances a new understanding of  how 
language is learned.

According to Chomsky, behaviorism cannot account for the fact that children 
produce original sentences they have never heard before or above and beyond 
any language they have been exposed to before. If, as Skinner proposed, 
stimuli are the reason why responses are given, how is it possible for children to 
produce new language formations without ever having received that stimulus?
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To Chomsky, there should be something else, beyond overt behaviour that 
accounts for the capacity to learn and use language. In his view, we are born 
with a predisposition to learn and use language. Hence, his view of  language 
and language learning is termed “innatism.” We are innately endowed with the 
power of  language learning. However, it should be noted that we are not born 
with a language. Instead, our mind has the innate capacity to hypothesize and 
discover rules based on the language we have received. This ability to create 
new language depends on an intuitive knowledge of  rules. Given that children 
are exposed to “messy” language in use, it is notable that with some trial and 
error and, in a relatively short period of  time, children are able to discover rules 
of  language, which are inevitably correct. This realization led Chomsky to 
hypothesise about the existence of  an innate Language Acquisition Device 
(L.A.D.) responsible for supporting the existence of  a Universal Grammar 
(U.G.). This UG shapes all human languages in much the same way as we are 
born with the ability to learn to run.

Alongside these concepts, Chomsky also marked a clear difference between 
knowledge of  the language (which he calls “competence”) and the actual use 
of  that knowledge for communication (which he calls “performance”). To 
Chomsky, UG is primarily concerned with competence; hence the deep 
structure of  any language is made up of  very few elements that can be 
combined in various forms to express different meanings at the performance 
level. By putting the intentional element in his theory, Chomsky managed to 
override behaviorist theory completely. Our linguistic competence allows us to 
create completely original sentences we have never heard before such as “The 
small pink elephant spread its wing and dove into the heights of  the ocean.” 
While the sentence is completely grammatical, it is totally meaningless. Unless 
we are intentionally using these words to create poetical images, it is clear that 
language use is much more than just responding to outside stimuli.

Chomsky's ideas took the world of  language learning by storm, and although 
he based his research only on L1 acquisition and explicitly claimed that he was 
“frankly, rather skeptical about the significance, for teaching languages, of  
such insights and understandings, as have been attained in linguistics” 
(Chomsky, 1966: 152), his ideas also had an impact on L2 learning and 
teaching.

Accepting the theory of  UG implies, for L2 learning, that learners have their 
own transitional form of  their language, which is internally developing and 
follows an in-built learning path. This is called “interlanguage.” Interlanguage 
is a theory created by S.P. Corder (1967), which regards the learner's L2 as a 
system in its own right – a system with its own grammar, lexis and 
pronunciation. One difference is that the learner's system has a much smaller 
lexicon (vocabulary) than the native speaker's – not only of  words, but 
crucially of  multi-word lexical items such as collocations and fixed 
expressions. Perhaps more interesting and complex are the differences in 
grammatical systems. The learner's system has simpler and fewer rules. For 
example, the grammatical system of  a beginner student of  English may 
contain the rule 'all verbs for all persons and all time references use the base 
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form'. Of  course this rule is never explicitly expressed but can be inferred from 
the student's output. 

The learner's grammatical system may also be influenced by rules from their 
L1, a theory generally known as “L1 interference” and which affects all 
language systems: syntax, lexis, phonology and pragmatics. 

One way of  looking at Interlanguage is as a kind of  learner dialect. At lower 
levels this dialect is simple, with a restricted lexicon, few grammatical rules and 
a pronunciation system borrowed from their L1. At higher levels, this dialect is 
more similar to the target language with a large lexicon, a grammatical system 
similar to that of  native speakers and native-like pronunciation. Interlanguage 
is therefore a continuum with the learners' language gradually moving towards 
that of  a native speaker. 

Chomsky's ideas have given rise to many pervasive influences felt today in 
language teaching. One such influence is the marked emphasis on the explicit 
teaching of  grammar present in many textbooks and classes. Also, the whole 
area of  feedback to students has been affected, with many proponents 
suggesting that indirect correction is better than direct correction since we are 
dealing with students' interlanguage.

CONSTRUCTIVISM 

Chomsky's ideas need to be understood within the frame of  a theory of  
learning, which challenged Behaviorism and proposed a radically different 
view of  learning and teaching. This theory is called Constructivism and it 
originated in the work of  epistemologist Jean Piaget. Piaget was interested in 
discovering the origin of  knowledge or, in other words, how we come to know 
the world.

Piaget's theory relies heavily on a cognitive view of  the processes involved in 
learning. He posited that the development of  cognitive structures is a matter 
of  biological regulation. He carried out his studies with children and 
adolescents and concluded that learning is a matter of  two interrelated 
processes: assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is the taking of  new 
information or experiences and incorporating them into our existing 
“knowledge bank” or schemata. Encountering this new information causes an 
imbalance in our schemata. Hence, through an experiential process we 
progressively accommodate this new knowledge or experience so as to 
reestablish balance in our cognition through a process called accommodation. 
This process entails changing our existing schemata or ideas, as a consequence 
of  new knowledge or experience.

Piaget views these processes as occurring throughout an individual's lives with 
individuals being in a constant search for equilibration. However, he considers 
that there needs to exist a certain biological predisposition for an individual to 
be able to engage in the process of  assimilation. 
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However, the best-known part of  Piaget's theory is that of  the stages of  
development. He distinguished the following stages with their respective 
characteristics:

Sensorimotor stage (birth to 2 years of  age)
Children experience the world through their five senses. 
During this stage children are very egocentric, i.e. they 
cannot perceive the world through others' points of  
view. During this stage, children move from simple 
reflexes to progressively developing control over their 
senses. 

Preoperational stage (2 to 7 years of  age)
During this stage, motor skills are developed. Children 
are still egocentric, but this tendency decreases as they 
become older and begin to take perspective. Children's 
imagination is at its peak during this period but they 
cannot think logically, yet.

Concrete operational stage (7 to 11 years of  age)
During this stage, children begin to think logically if  
presented with practical, concrete aids. They are also able 
to “decenter,” that is to say, to perceive the world from 
others' point of  view. The egocentric phase disappears. 

Formal operational stage (11 to 16 years of  age and onwards)
It is during this stage that children develop their abstract 
thinking and are fully capable of  using logical thinking. 
Egocentrism has disappeared and is replaced by a feeling 
of  belonging to groups.

Piaget's ideas about learning and development have left an important imprint 
in education. Methodologies, such as Active Learning and Discovery 
Learning, stem from his conceptualization of  development as a precursor of  
learning. His ideas became really potent during the second half  of  the 
twentieth century and spurred the “student centered” movement in Pedagogy. 

We should bear in mind that Piaget's education came mostly from the natural 
sciences. Hence, his thinking is highly typological. The description of  human 
development in stages is a clear example of  this. Although he did not directly 
address the process of  language acquisition, he did consider it a fundamental 
cognitive process, which aids both development and learning. In the field of  
linguistics, his ideas were used as the basis for models of  language acquisition 
such as Krashen's Input Hypothesis.

STEPHEN KRASHEN

Stephen Krashen is a linguist and researcher based in California. During the 
late 1970s and early 1980s he developed a model of  language acquisition, 
which borrows heavily from the work of  Chomsky and Piaget and is also 
influenced by the work of  the Russian psychologist Lev S. Vygotsky. 
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Krashen's work posits that language is acquired in a natural way. He makes a 
parallelism between the learning of  the first language and the learning of  the 
second language. His theory of  language acquisition is built around a series of  
hypotheses. These hypotheses speculate about the process of  language 
development taking examples from the interaction between children and their 
caretakers and how this interaction affects the way in which children develop 
their language. His five hypotheses are the following:

Acquisition/Learning Hypothesis
Krashen sustains that there are two ways in which we 
develop language skills. We can do it in a natural way, 
through sustained exposure to the language and an 
emphasis on comprehension or through conscious 
focus on language features. He calls the first process 
“language acquisition” and in his theory, it is the 
stronger of  the two in that it has supposedly more 
lasting effect than the second process. The second 
process involves the learner consciously working, 
studying the different systems and committing that 
information to memory. Krashen calls this process 
“language learning” and he claims that it is less effective 
than language acquisition.

Monitor hypothesis
When we acquire language we are able to do so because 
we possess an internal mechanism, which allows us, as 
our process of  acquisition develops, to identify correct 
and incorrect statements. This can be equated with 
Chomsky's L.A.D. in that it is an innate capacity 
inherent to all humans. However, there are different 
kinds of  “monitor users.” Krashen describes monitor 
overusers as those speakers who are constantly 
assessing and planning what they are going to say. In 
this scenario, their expression is slow and cumbersome. 
In contrast, there can be monitor underusers, who are 
very fluent but who are very inaccurate in their use of  
the language. Krashen assumes that both these 
situations can be remedied if  we focus on acquisition 
more than learning, sincev acquisition is supposed to 
foster optimal monitor use: subconscious intuitive 
knowledge of  correctness.

Input hypothesis
According to Krashen, we understand input, which is 
comprehensible, that is to say, input which is only 
slightly above our current level of  understanding. He 
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posits the formula i+1 to represent comprehensible 
input. In this formula, “i” stands for input, or language 
the learner is exposed to. The “+1” element in the 
formula refers to the difference between what learners 
actually know and what they can understand but do not 
yet know. This relates heavily to the next hypothesis: 
Natural Order. Many people see a connection between 
this framework and Vygotsky's Zone of  Proximal 
Development construct. However, this is not the case. 
Vygotsky's theory presupposes that learning precedes 
development whereas in Krashen's model acquisition 
(i.e. language development) precedes and even 
supersedes learning. 

Natural Order hypothesis
In Krashen's model, language acquisition occurs 
through predictable stages and following a predictable 
path, which is not affected by direct instruction. In 
other words, teachers may teach students a new 
grammar item but, if  it is not the one specified in the 
sequence of  acquisition, it will not be learned. In this 
sense, he considers that all humans go through the 
same predictable path in acquiring new syntactic 
features of  the target language and he offers a list of  
these features for English. In his elaboration of  the 
“i+1” formula, the “+1” refers to the next syntactic 
feature in his  path to acquis i t ion.  This  
conceptualization borrows heavily from Piaget's idea 
of  readiness for learning.

Affective filter hypothesis
In this final hypothesis, Krashen attempts to explain 
why different learners exposed to the same 
comprehensible input show different levels of  
acquisition of  that input. The affective filter is a kind of  
barrier to acquisition, which goes up when the student 
is tense, angry, threatened, over-faced or just has a 
negative attitude to the language. The filter stays down 
when the learner is relaxed and well motivated. When 
the filter is “up” the learner cannot pay attention to the 
learning because he or she is uncomfortable. However, 
when the filter is “down” the learner is able to focus on 
meaning and the language learning experience at hand.
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LEV S. VYGOTSKY

No analysis of  learning theory or language learning would be complete 
without addressing the contributions of  Lev S. Vygotsky. Working at the same 
time as Piaget, and also adopting the view that language acquisition was driven 
by external factors rather than being led by an innate acquisition device, Lev 
Vygotsky believed both first and second languages are learned via social 
interaction. Learning a language requires mediation by a more able party (such as 
a parent, teacher or more knowledgeable peer) who provides a supportive 
framework (or 'a mediated learning experience') for the learner until the new 
knowledge is appropriated, at which point learning has occurred and the 
mediation can be removed. 

Learning is therefore seen as a 'joint enterprise' involving two or more people, 
so that whereas learners are unable to function independently, they can 
function successfully if  given assistance. In devising this 'sociocultural 
learning' theory, Vygotsky referred to a learner's Zone of  Proximal Development 
(ZPD), this being the difference between what learners can do by themselves 
and what they can do with the help of  others.

Vygotsky's theory of  learning has also other important ramifications. He 
explained that all forms of  human cognition happen first as external forms of  
social mediation and become internalized through interaction with others and 
the use of  psychological tools. To him, language is one of  the most important 
of  these tools. To him, language and thought start as two separate processes in 
the child. However, through socialization, the child progressively acquires 
control over the language (through interaction with parents, caretakers and 
other speakers) so that it becomes a tool for thinking. Once the child is able to 
“think in words” his thinking develops in such a way that the more he thinks, 
the more his language also develops. So, language is both a tool for and a 
product of  thinking.
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Contrary to Piaget's view, Vygotsky emphasized that in order for development 
to occur, learning must precede it. He cites examples of  children of  different 
ages playing together in which a child who is not supposedly “organically 
ready” to do something learns how to do it through the mediation of  a play 
partner who can.

Unfortunately, Vygotsky died very young in 1936 and left few writings (mostly 
transcripts from his lectures). Also, his ideas were not brought to the Western 
world until the late 1970s and that is why we have only recently begun 
exploring his theory and its influence for language learning. 

The table in the following page summarizes the main tenets of  the learning 
theories we have discussed so far:
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WHY ARE THESE THEORIES IMPORTANT?

As we have said before, the different learning theories can be correlated to 
various linguistic theories that tried to explain language as a human 
phenomenon. 

LANGUAGE AS STRUCTURE

A contemporary of  Behaviourism, Structuralism posits that language is a 
bottom-up system in which syntax (e.g. grammar) is built “up” from the 
smallest unit of  sound (phonemes) to the broader unit (discourse). 
Structuralists break language down into its component parts and analyze it in 
terms of  phonemes, morphemes (the smallest unit of  sound with meaning) 
and then words, phrases, clauses, sentences, paragraphs, passages and last of  all 
discourse. 

This view of  language originated in the work of  anthropologist Franz Boaz 
who developed it to study Native American dialects, which were about to 
become extinct. In a structuralist approach, meaning takes second stage to 
grammar and syntax. Correctness is emphasised over the communicative 
function of  words and the unit of  analysis is the sentence.

Influences of  structuralism in teaching are, for example, syllabi that describe 
language learning as a series of  grammatical “points” to be learned in a 
sequential fashion. This is a characteristic of  many language teaching 
textbooks which organize their contents around grammar items, even calling 
the different units in the textbook by the grammatical category they teach in 
that unit (e.g. Simple Present: affirmative, negative and interrogative)

LANGUAGE AS A SYSTEM OF SYSTEMS

Chomsky's work reinforced, up to a certain extent, the key role of  grammar in 
language learning. However, by adding the element of  intentionality and 
context, and describing language learning as comprising both competence and 
performance, it opened up the door to other forms of  conceptualizing 
grammar.

The focus on performance and on the social purposes for which language is 
used gave rise to the Functional movement in linguistics. Thanks to Chomsky's 
work and that of  his followers, we realized that while grammatical competence 
is important, there are also other dimensions which impact directly on how 
language functions in communicative settings. 

In 1981 Canale and Swain proposed that being competent in a language 
entailed competence in four distinct domains:

Grammatical competence – the knowledge of  the rules of  language.
Sociolinguistic competence – the knowledge of  how language is used 
in particular settings.
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Discourse competence – the knowledge of  how to structure 
messages beyond the level of  the sentence.
Strategic competence – the knowledge of  strategies, which allow 
language users to compensate for their deficiencies in the other three 
competences.

This describes what has been termed “Communicative Competence” and it 
gave rise to a number of  innovations in language teaching. One such 
innovation was the promotion of  meaning-based descriptions of  language. 
For example, during the 1970's the idea of  functions (specific purposes for 
which language is used, e.g. asking for advice) became the preferred mode of  
describing language and organizing it for language teaching purposes.

While beneficial in this respect, the move away from structuralism failed to 
truly innovate our understanding of  language since, instead of  breaking it 
down in discrete syntactic unit, it still broke it down into similar units: 
functions. Hence, language continued to be seen as a “system of  independent 
systems” (syntax, lexis, morphology, phonology, etc.).

LANGUAGE AS A SEMIOTIC SYSTEM FOR THE EXPRESSION 

OF MEANING

Over the course of  50 years, M.A.K. Halliday developed an alternative 
approach to language descriptions, which sought to truly capture the complex 
dynamics of  language use. His approach to language description is called 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). 

Contrary to previous approaches to language description that placed the 
syntagmatic element first, Halliday's approach places the act of  
communication at the centre. To him, any communicative act involves choices 
and these choices are mapped using networks of  meaning-making systems. 
The term functional added to the theory developed by Halliday stresses the 
fact that language has evolved under the pressure of  the particular functions 
that the language system has to serve. In other words, the point of  departure 
for a systemic functional analysis is not the syntactic structure of  the language 
but the context in which the language is used and how relationships between 
language users, media through which meaning is conveyed and purpose for 
communication are structured. Language is thus seen as a semiotic system for 
the generation of  meaning.

Since Chomsky developed his theory of  universal grammar, there is a sense in 
which theories of  language learning and teaching have been absorbed into the 
more general approach to education and sociology which can be described as 
'humanism.' In terms of  language theory, this is perhaps reflected in the clear 
change of  emphasis from form to meaning. 

Language itself  is increasingly seen as a complex living system which can be 
described in almost ecological terms, and this has accordingly fed classroom 
teaching. For example, the theory of  affordances, lifted directly from ecology, 
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provides theoretical backing for adopting a 'multiple intelligences' approach in 
the classroom, employing 'neuro-linguistic programming' techniques to help 
ensure all learners are afforded equal learning opportunities, whatever their 
preferred learning style. Michael Halliday's model of  systemic functional 
linguistics also sees language in ecological terms, as a huge network of  systems, 
the function of  which is to 'make meanings'. In this model, grammar is not so 
much part of  the language as a description of  it, determined by its functions in 
society, and the model has had significant practical implications in 
communities where language knowledge, and in particular genre knowledge, is 
viewed as a way to access and become part of  a society or sub-culture. 

CONCLUSIONS

At the confluence of  these many notions of  language and the psychological 
views that attempt to explain learning, we can also find a series of  theories 
which attempt to explain how language learning or acquisition (depending on 
the theory) happens.

For practical purposes, we can break these theories down into three main 
trends:

BEHAVIOURISM
Language learning is a matter of  habit formation. These habits consist of  
being able to use the different systems that make up the language in a correct 
way. Errors should be avoided at any cost, since they are “bad habits.” 
Language itself  is the result of  the combination of  phonemes into phonemes, 
these into words, words into phrases and so on, until we reach the discourse 
level.

INNATISM

Language is a uniquely genetic human capacity. We come to the world “wired” 
for language. We learn language by discovering its underlying rules on our own. 
This is possible thanks to a blueprint for language which Chomsky called 
Universal Grammar. The innatist view sustains that language learning is the 
building up of  knowledge systems that can eventually be called on 
automatically for speaking and understanding. Non-native speakers develop a 
transitional system of  systems called interlanguage.

INTERACTIONISM

Proponents agree with Krashen that i+1 is necessary for language acquisition. 
However, they are more concerned with how input is made comprehensible. 
They see interactional modifications as the necessary mechanism for this to 
happen. Interactional modifications make input comprehensible. If  we take as 
a working premise that comprehensible input promotes acquisition, then we 
have to admit that interactional modification promotes acquisition in the same 
way that L1 speakers consistently modify their speech to make their meaning 
clear.
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MODULE 4: Teaching 

DIDACTICS, METHODS AND METHODOLOGY

All professions have specialized terminology they use in order to name and 
organize the activities that distinguish them from other human endeavors, as 
well as to provide shared reference points and key concepts. In our profession, 
when teachers talk about the “methods” they tend to use the term in a variety 
of  ways. 

Methodology is a term used to refer to pedagogical practices in general 
irrespective of  the particular method the teacher is using. This is an important 
distinction in that it allows teachers to focus both on the insights into the 
theories behind particular methods, as well as how they are enacted in the 
actual classroom. When one looks at the history of  language teaching, from 
Roman times until today one cannot help but wonder why there have been so 
many methods. Nunan (1991:3) explains that is so because all methods “have 
one thing in common. They all assume that there is a single set of  principles, 
which will determine whether or not learning will take place. Thus, they all 
propose a single set of  precepts for teacher and learner classroom behaviour, 
and asset that if  these principles are faithfully followed, they will result in 
learning for all.”

This tendency has led some authors in recent times to become skeptical about 
the usefulness of  studying Methodology in teacher preparation. For example, 
Alwright (1998:128) claims that “Methods are relatively unhelpful…The 
concept of  method may inhibit the development of  a valuable, internally-
derived sense of  coherence on the part of  the classroom teacher.”
 
Other authors such as Kumaravadivelu address methods as a myth. He claims 
that the myth of  method implies that there is, in fact, a best method ready and 
wanting to be discovered and that this is the organizing principle for language 
learning having a universal and ahistorical value thus rendering teachers as 
consumers of  knowledge generated by theorists, with total disregard of  
teacher expertise. 

Kumaravadivelu (2006) bases his claims on four simple, common-sense facts:
Ÿ Teachers who claim to follow a particular method do not 

conform to its theoretical principles in classroom procedures 
at all.

Ÿ Teachers who claim to follow different methods often use 
the same classroom procedures.

Ÿ Teachers who claim to follow the same method often use 
different procedures.

Ÿ Teachers develop and follow in their classrooms a carefully 
crafted sequence of  activities not necessarily associated with 
any particular method.
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He goes on to propose a “Post-method condition” which replaces the notion 
of  method for three parameters that can serve as the organizing principles of  a 
study of  language teaching:

a) The parameter of  Particularity
Any postmethod pedagogy must be sensitive to a particular 
group of  teachers teaching a particular group of  learners 
pursuing a particular set of  goals within a particular 
institutional context embedded in a particular sociocultural 
milieu.

b) The parameter of  Practicality
Professional theories are generated by experts, personal 
theories are those that are developed by teachers by 
interpreting and applying professional theories in practical 
situations while they do their job. Hence, a theory of  
practice is conceived when there is a union of  action and 
thought.

c) The parameter of  Possibility
Pedagogy is closely linked to power and dominance, and is 
aimed at creating and sustaining social inequalities. It is 
important to acknowledge and highlight teachers' and 
students' individual identities. “..develop theories, forms of  
knowledge and social practices which work with the 
experiences that people bring to the pedagogical setting” 
(Giroux, 1988:134)

This view is more empowering than the concept of  “method” as traditionally 
understood. However, methods still have the potential to inform teaching, 
particularly for beginning teachers. As Johnson (2008) remarks, the further 
back in time we start a review of  methods, the more sense of  direction it will 
give us.

Finally, it would be useful to review some key terms before proceeding any 
further. Brown (1994: 15-16) defines the following terms thus:

Methodology: pedagogical practices in general (including theoretical 
underpinnings and related research). Whatever considerations are involved in 
“how to teach” are methodological.

Approach: Theoretically well-informed positions and beliefs about the nature 
of  language, the nature of  language learning, and the applicability of  both to 
pedagogical settings.

Method: A generalized set of  classroom specifications for accomplishing 
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linguistics objectives. Methods tend to be concerned primarily with teacher 
and student roles and behaviors and secondarily with such features as linguistic 
and subject-matter objectives, sequencing and materials. They are almost 
always thought of  as being broadly applicable to a variety of  audiences in a 
variety of  contexts.

Technique (also commonly referred to by other terms): Any of  a wide variety 
of  exercises, activities, or tasks used in the language classroom for realizing 
lesson objectives.

WHY STUDY LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODS?

More recently, Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011) provide a case for the 
study of  methods in teacher education, claiming that such study may prove 
invaluable in at least five ways:

i. Methods serve as fodder for reflection that can help 
teachers become conscious about their thinking behind 
their own actions. As we saw in Module 1, we all come to 
teaching with deeply held beliefs about teaching and 
learning. The study of  Methodology can help us make those 
tacit assumptions explicit thus becoming clearer about what 
we do and why we do it.

ii. If  we are clear about where we stand, we open up the doors 
to being able to teach in a different way from the way in 
which we were taught. In this sense, the knowledge about 
methods liberates us instead of  conditioning us by allowing 
us to break away with traditional patterns of  thought by 
experimenting with new alternatives to what we think and 
do.

iii. Knowledge of  methods is an important part of  the 
knowledge base of  teaching particularly in that they provide 
the language that helped create our community of  practice. 
Having access to that language allows us to become full 
members of  the community.

iv. By becoming full-fledged members of  our professional 
community of  practice, we are afforded the opportunity to 
interact with others and their own conceptions of  practice, 
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thus keeping our teaching fresh and preventing it from 
becoming stale and routinary.

v. Finally, a knowledge of  methods is instrumental in allowing 
teachers to gain access to a varied repertoire of  teaching 
techniques that has the potential of  enhancing their 
teaching and also their students' learning. More importantly, 
the selection of  these techniques will not be arbitrary or 
uncritical, but properly informed by theory and practice.

We agree with Larsen Freeman and Anderson about the usefulness of  
methods in this sense. However, we are also mindful of  Kumaravadivelu's 
understanding of  the post-method condition and wary of  a conception of  
“method” that binds teachers to concrete theories and practices thus curtailing 
their freedom to adapt their teaching to the needs of  their students. As Larsen-
Freeman and Freeman (2008: 168) concur: “It is clear that universal solutions 
that are transposed acritically, and often accompanied by calls for increased 
standardization, and which ignore indigenous conditions, the diversity of  
learners, and the agency of  teachers are immanent in a modernism that no 
longer applies, if  it ever did”
Hence, in the remainder of  this module, we will engage in a detailed analysis of  
some of  the methods which have populated our profession in the belief  that 
learning about them will help future teachers become better teachers.

WHAT IS A METHOD?

But what is a method? How have 
methods been described over the 
years? The concept of  method is 
definitely connected to positivism 
and science, and particularly with the 
scientific method. In 1963, Edward 
Anthony was the first linguist to 
attempt a description of  the term 
with specific reference to language 
teaching. He developed a hierarchical 
tri-partite model composed of  
approach, method and technique. 

In this model, as we have said before, 
the arrangement is hierarchical and 
the organizational key is that the techniques carry out a method which is 
consistent with an approach. He defines the term approach as a set of  
correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of  language teaching and 
learning. In this sense, the approach is axiomatic in that it describes the nature 
of  the subject matter to be taught and prescribes a specific way in which this 
should be done. 

A method, then, is an overall plan for the presentation of  the subject matter, 
which is consistent with the approach that guides the implementation of  
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classroom activities. In this sense, while approach is axiomatic, method is 
procedural and this understanding allows for different methods to be part of  
the same approach. Finally, techniques are implementational or, in other 
words, what actually takes place in the classroom. Techniques are procedures 
used to accomplish the immediate objective proposed by the method, which in 
turn is guided by the principles prescribed by the approach. Techniques have to 
be consistent with the method, which, in turn, makes them consistent with the 
approach.

In contrast to Anthony's position, Richards and Rodgers (2001) take the unit 
of  Method, instead that of  approach, as the organizing principle for their 
analysis of  trends in teaching. They suggest that behind every method, there is 
an approach comprising a theory of  language and a theory of  language 
learning. These will determine much of  the design of  the method, as well as the 
procedures. 

The design elements specify various levels of  classroom activity. There are, 
first of  all, the objectives of  the method, or what this method is supposed to 
achieve when implemented. There may be competing purposes for different 
methods. For example, currently, we have methods aimed at developing 
communicative competence through the use of  a variety of  texts, whereas 
others attempt to achieve the same purposes via the study of  subject matter 
content found in the learners' curriculum. These objectives help map out the 
content of  the courses or syllabus. 

The syllabus is also congruent with the concept of  language and language 
learning espoused in the approach. We may have structural syllabi, functional 
syllabi or even task-based syllabi. The first has as its main objectives the 
learning of  the syntactic structures of  the language, whereas the second one 
attempts to teach how the language is enacted in real life and the third focuses 
on particular social activities, which can be carried out via the language. Both 
the objectives and the syllabus will also determine the kind of  teaching and 
learning activities which are supposed to help the teacher achieve the 
objectives of  the method and which are also based on the approach. These 
teaching and learning activities or techniques will give different prominence to 
the roles that students, teachers and materials play in the enactment of  the 
syllabus and consequently on the achievement of  the objectives of  the method 
which are guided by the approach.

Finally, the procedure specifies how time, resources and interaction are played 
out in the actual classroom in order to achieve the goals of  the method while 
covering the contents of  the syllabus. Richards and Rodgers' description of  
method is more pedagogical than Anthony's and provides clearer direction for 
teachers, learners and curriculum developers alike, while providing a useful 
framework for understanding what actually goes on in the language classroom 
when a particular method is used.
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These authors represent their model thus:

By including the element of  “design” Richards and Rodgers'model departs 
from Anthony's conceptualization and bring the concept of  “method” from 
one of  theory to one of  classroom practice. 

WHERE WE'VE BEEN
There is a long and distinguished history of  language teaching that dates back 
centuries and centuries. Every approach, method or attempt at teaching 
foreign languages that has been implemented has left a “residue” of  theories, 
practices and techniques, which inform the way we teach even today. What 
follows is a description of  how this process evolved in what we can call 
classical times, that is, before the concept of  method was systematized.

INSTRUCTION IN ROMAN TIMES
Languages were taught as early as the second century B.C. When Roman 
children were very young, their parents had them study Greek starting at a very 
young age and with tutors at home. Greek nurses, slaves or tutors provided 
years of  immersion in the target language so that when children entered 
school, they were fluent in both Greek and Latin. Boys attended school from 
age 7 to 12 and they learnt to read, write and count. Children read about their 
daily life as well as mythology, fables, simple narratives, and conversations. 
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After this literacy training, boys who could afford it, moved into rigorous 
grammatical and rhetorical instruction. The ultimate aim of  this kind of  
instruction was to prepare the young for service in the Forum. Marcus Fabius 
Quintilian lived between A.D. 35 – 95 and set the first principles of  second 
language instruction. He advocated for an immersion concept, which would 
start with learners listening to a fable read to them by the teacher. Learners 
would then give the fable in their own words, followed by writing a simple 
paraphrase. The complexity of  texts was increased to include poems and other 
forms of  polished literature. He advised teachers to teach the usage of  the 
educated majority. In short, this master teacher promoted practical, 
contextualized instruction underpinned with valid usage principles.

THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD
Greek instruction decreased during the Middle Ages and Latin progressively 
took over its place as the medium of  instruction. What is more, Latin was 
perceived to be “the logically normal form of  human speech” (Bloomfield 
1933:6). While Latin instruction matched the classical methods used to teach 
Greek, a number of  modifications arose as time went by. First, and more 
importantly, the clergy took it as their responsibility to teach the language in 
the upper (higher monastic and cathedral) levels. Oral classroom activity took 
various forms and to the extent they were available, Latin classics were read. 
Grammatical analysis became prominent, with mastery of  rules becoming as 
significant as communication skills. It is at this time that the first grammars 
appeared. As time went by, adaptations to the Roman classical method for 
teaching languages were implemented: the initial oral phase was dropped, 
exposure at home was non-existent and children were introduced to the 
language mainly through grammar. However, the purpose for which languages 
were to be used influenced the approach and the cultural content of  the 
lessons. There was a practical need for argumentation and written expression 
in both theology and philosophy hence, grammar appeared appropriate for the 
precision and analysis inherent in logical argument.

THE RENAISSANCE
During this time, Latin became firmly established as the language of  school 
and of  virtually all educated men in the West. Grammar reemerged as the 
central focus of  instruction. Some modifications were made to the method, 
mainly the separation of  Grammar from Literature and advocates for a more 
inductive approach to grammar appeared. One such advocate was the eminent 
Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536). With the expansion of  trade 
and travel, and the consolidation of  the vernacular languages, there was a need 
for educated men to learn a foreign language besides Latin. This instruction 
was generally provided privately by native-speaking immigrants and also by the 
troubadours of  southern France and northern Italy. Translation from the L2 
into L1 became a popular practice. With regards to the focus of  instruction 
and regardless of  the language taught, grammar still held a very prestigious 
position. Erasmus contended, “a true ability to speak correctly is best fostered 
both by conversing and consorting with those who speak correctly and by the 
habitual reading of  the best stylists.” (Erasmus [1978]. 24; 669). Based on this 
principle, he proposed a method which started with conversation, naming and 
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describing, followed by talking about stories based on history or mythology, 
dialogues on domestic subjects, and descriptions using pictures to increase 
vocabulary without translation. In the third stage grammar received increased 
emphasis but it was explained and practiced in the context of  the 
conversational materials. Other scholars such as John Amos Comenius (1592 – 
1670) also made their contributions. Comenius' approach to language teaching 
started with a contextualized presentation of  syntax, inductive instruction in 
grammar and lexical mastery through controlled vocabulary and visual 
association. He also suggested that grammatical structures be organized from 
the simplest to the most complex.

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
thThe 18  century witnessed the demise of  Latin as the medium of  instruction, 

although it was still considered an important subject because of  the supposed 
mental discipline it provided. This same century also witnessed the birth of  
English grammar and the enthronement of  reason and prescription in 
grammar. Along with the emphasis on grammar, the translation techniques 
developed in the 1600 continued to be popular. However, many reformers in 
France and Germany strove for revision of  language teaching methods. A 
typical example of  the methods used at the time is provided by the German 
scholar Johann Valentin Meidinger (1756 – 1820) who wanted to speed up 
instruction by starting with grammar rules and using these as the means for 
translation into the foreign language. It was Johann Bernard Basedow (1723 – 
1790) who came up with a better alternative. He stressed that languages should 
be learnt first by speaking and later by reading and that grammar study was to 
be delayed until later. Learning was facilitated through an impressive variety of  
involvement activities: conversations, games, pictures, drawing, acting plays, 
and reading on interesting subjects. But the power of  the grammarians, who 
were shaping the first comprehensive grammars of  the vernaculars, out ruled 
these innovative attempts.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY:
GRAMMAR TRANSLATION METHOD
Meidinger's approach contributed to the formalization of  the Grammar 
Translation Method and this method has been with us ever since he proposed 
it. Grammar Translation instruction consisted of  the memorization of  
grammatical rules and vocabulary lists which would later be used to translate 
sentences into and from the foreign language. Teachers did not need to be 
fluent in the L2 since it was easily translated in the textbooks. Oral interaction 
consisted solely of  repetition exercises (where learners were asked to repeat 
grammatical rules or verb conjugations) and learners took a very passive role. 
Foreign language instruction consisted merely of  “committing words to 
memory, translating sentences, drilling irregular verbs, later memorizing, 
repeating and applying grammatical rules with their exceptions – that was and 
remained our main occupation; for not until the last year of  the higher schools 
with the nine-year curriculum did [L2] reading come to anything like 
prominence, and that was the time when free compositions in the L2 were to 
be written” (Bahlsen in Titone, 1968: 28) As can be imagined, the main 
limitations of  this method were tedium, inefficiency of  instruction and limited 
results in terms of  communication – notably, limited oral proficiency.
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THE NATURAL METHOD
The excesses of  Grammar-Translation began to spark reactions, which 
collectively became known as the Natural Method Movement. Proponents of  
this method tended to avoid the use of  textbooks in class. Like the child at 
home the learner was to be immersed in the language and allowed to make his 
own generalizations. Activity, games and demonstrations were advocated to 
enhance motivation and understanding. Rules were not given to learners but 
they were to be induced by the learners through the involvement in those 
activities. Highlights of  this method were the ideas of  George Ticknor (1791-
1871) who emphasized the spoken language and stressed the fact that no single 
method for teaching languages would ever exist that would suit all learners. He 
suggested that while an inductive, oral presentation might be useful fro 
children, other approaches would better suit adults and persons of  varying 
language background. Another proponent of  this method, the French 
Francois Gouin, provided a more systematic approach than had previously 
been apparent. Gouin involved students actively in doing what they spoke 
about, first in their L1 and then in the L2. Familiar subjects and connected 
conversational discourse characterized the language that his learners acted out. 
However, these innovators faced criticism themselves: lack of  systematicity, 
heavy demands on teachers to create their own teaching procedure, extensive 
linguistic proficiency required from teachers, and the fact that many of  those 
who taught L2 were only native speakers and had no teacher training 
whatsoever.

LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODS POPULAR IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY (2).
The twentieth century saw a plethora of  methods come to life. This was due 
mostly to the fact that there was widespread dissatisfaction with the result of  
the methods that had been previously implemented and mostly to the fact that 
with education becoming more democratic and reaching more people, there 
was a need for an improvement in language education that would give all 
students the same linguistic rights. At the same time, technological 
developments brought the world closer and made it necessary for people to 
become proficient in languages other than their own if  they wanted to be able 
to communicate with people abroad for educational, cultural or economic 
reasons. One such example, the conformation of  the European Union, made 
it imperative for people in that area of  the world to become multilingual. Lastly, 
with the technological revolution under way and the onset of  the information 
age in the last decades of  the twentieth century, English became the preferred 
language for international communication, thus propelling many of  the 
developments in English Language Teaching pedagogy.

GRAMMAR-TRANSLATION (GT)
Context and background
Grammar Translation was the most popular method used to teach Latin and 
Greek and our profession inherited it from the classical times. In this method, 
the main goal was not to learn the language to communicate, but to develop 
mentally by the exercise of  reason and deduction so as to be able to read 
literature in that language. We begin to see the demise of  this method when 
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developments in transport and world trade made it necessary for people to 
learn modern languages, something which these methods failed to provide.

Theory of  Language

In Grammar Translation language was seen as a body of  knowledge to be 
understood and learned, not as a skill to be practised and developed. Grammar 
and vocabulary, particularly those found in examples of  classical literature 
were regarded as the superior and purest form of  the language. Correctness 
was therefore highly valued, especially grammatical correctness, so grammar 
was the main pillar of  the syllabus and seen as 'the building blocks' of  the 
language. 

Theory of  learning

In Grammar-Translation, learning was equated with a conscious 
understanding of  how the language is formed, purely at the syntactic level. 
Meaning was therefore not taken much into consideration. In order to access 
meaning, the analysis of  grammar was combined with the memorisation of  
word for word translations of  vocabulary but always in the context of  the 
memorization of  the patterns of  the language (verb forms, conjugation tables, 
etc.). Hence, in Grammar Translation, learning was a matter of  memorization 
of  the expert knowledge of  the teacher, which had to be passed unchanged to 
the students. 

Techniques

The teacher would give students vocabulary lists in L2 with their counterpart in 
L1 to memorize, so that they could read literary texts. The texts were selected 
because of  the grammar they contained and were introduced after students 
had memorized the vocabulary. In a typical grammar-translation class, the 
teacher would choose a student, who had to read a sentence in the text and 
translate it. The teacher corrected any mistakes and chose a new student for the 
next sentence until the text was done. Correction techniques varied from 
simple correction, to asking another student to make the correction, to 
eliciting self-correction. Explanations of  mistakes were all done in the 
students' L1. Following the reading, there was often a set of  comprehension 
questions, written and answered in the students' L1. New language was then 
'practised' in the form of  grammar exercises and fill-the-gap exercises for new 
vocabulary. Homework often involved memorisation of  the new language, 
which was formally tested in the next lesson. For vocabulary tests, this often 
involved the teacher reading a list of  words in the students' L1, for which the 
students had to write down the L2 equivalents. 

Criticism
From today's perspective, where people learn languages for practical purposes, 
many aspects of  grammar-translation are not suitable. 

Nowadays students need to learn to actually communicate 
in a foreign language rather than just read its literature. For 

Ÿ
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modern students, knowledge of  grammar is just a part of  
the more important goal of  language skills, not the final aim 
in itself.

Ÿ The emphasis on the memorization of  language patterns in 
Grammar-Translation meant a conscious understanding of  
rules and knowledge of  the L2 equivalents for L1 
vocabulary items as the key to language production. 
However, this conscious knowledge generally detracts from 
the ability to communicate more spontaneously and freely. 
Different studies show that conscious knowledge and 
understanding of  form and meaning are not only 
unnecessary for speech production, but sometimes even 
hinder it, thus reducing their importance in modern 
language teaching. 

Ÿ We now have a wide array of  information on how students 
best come to understand new language. In Grammar-
Translation, the preferred technique was explanation of  
rules followed by exemplification – a deductive approach. 
Nowadays, an inductive approach, where students are given 
the examples and then helped to work out or discover the 
rules for themselves is generally seen as more effective. 

Ÿ At a more practical level, and leaving theoretical 
considerations aside, there is one detail that makes 
Grammar Translation unsuitable for many foreign language 
classrooms: the teacher must be fluent in the students' L1.

Grammar-translation today
Although our teaching context and general approach are completely different 
to Grammar-Translation, some aspects of  the approach still remain:

the present-practise shape, which still dominates language 
teaching.
some exercise types we use today (filling in the blanks 
exercises, finding synonyms or antonyms in texts, and 
comprehension questions).
the organization of  courses and materials around 
grammatical categories.
the general disregard for the teaching of  vocabulary as an 
important learning element independent of  the texts and 
grammar in which it appears.
the organization of  tests into segments that test only 
control over grammatical or vocabulary features of  the 
language.

Unfortunately, Grammar Translation is still the method of  choice in many 
high school systems around the world, which means that not few students who 
cannot afford private language education, fail to learn the languages they are 
intended to learn.

Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ
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THE DIRECT METHOD (DM)
Context and background

The Direct Method developed as a response to the growing importance of  
being able to communicate spontaneously in a foreign language and as a 
consequence of  the widespread failure of  the Grammar Translation method 
to achieve that. The basic assumption behind the method was that to be able to 
speak in L2, you had to think in L2 and that thinking in L1 hindered this 
process. The method grew mostly out of  the experiences in the Natural 
Method (not to be confused with the Natural Approach) proposed by François 
Gouin in the nineteenth century.

Theory of  Language

In the Direct Method, language is considered a tool for communication and as 
something produced spontaneously with little or no conscious thought, 
especially L1 thought. It was assumed that a learner could make a direct 
association between L2 and its meaning, without the need to translate into L1. 
As a practical tool, language was divided into functional or topical areas with 
everyday spoken language being emphasised.

Theory of  learning

Language learning was equated with the development of  a skill. So, the 
teacher's role was to help students develop this skill and not just to pass his 
knowledge of  the language off  to them, as was the case with the Grammar 
Translation method. The role of  the teacher was that of  a model (that is why so 
many teachers in this method had to be native speakers of  the language) and a 
coach. As a skill, language was seen as something to be learned consciously and 
through association. For example, vocabulary was learned in the context of  a 
full sentence – never by translation – and grammar was learned inductively 
with the students working out the rules for themselves from examples, but 
without ever formulating them as explanations. The Direct Method was the 
first of  many methods that tried to make L2 learning reproduce the processes 
of  L1 acquisition. 

Techniques

The main premise of  a Direct Method classroom was that neither the teacher 
nor the students ever spoke in L1. Language was often presented in context 
through situations or stories, which were read aloud, always concentrating on 
meaning not form. The meaning of  new language was always conveyed as 
directly as possible by using pictures, realia, actions or gestures. The teacher 
checked understanding by asking questions in L2 and the students answering 
in L2. If  the student made a mistake in the answer, the teacher would elicit self-
correction. 
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Criticism
Although the ability to think in L2 is an admirable goal, 
there is a question of  how early this can happen. Even if  
students and teacher only use L2 in class, the students may 
still be doing a lot of  conscious processing in L1. 
L1 can be a necessary prop for certain types of  learners, 
who would feel lost without explanation. There is one piece 
of  evidence that shows there are differences in the way we 
learn our first and second languages, meaning that trying to 
mimic L1 learning does not provide everything the learner 
needs. 
The idea of  always answering in full sentences is often 
criticised as a contradiction. The Direct Method wanted to 
teach people the everyday language of  communication, but 
very often we do not communicate in full sentences. As a 
result student-student interaction was less communication-
centred and more form-focused. 

The Direct Method today
Traces of  the Direct Method remain popular to this day. Some 

of  these are:
the contextualization of  grammatical items in dialogues or 
texts popular in most textbooks.
the insistence on teaching English through English in 
many foreign language contexts.
the role of  the teacher as model and coach.
the inductive approach to learning grammar.
The valuing of  the native speaker as the optimal model to be 
emulated.

Although popular and, and to a certain extent, effective, the Direct Method 
failed to deliver its promise particularly in the teaching of  adults. While it was 
effective for the teaching of  young learners, the characteristics of  the adult 
learner (previous experiences, the capacity to deduce, etc.) were left aside in 
this method. This fact notwithstanding, the Direct Method contributed the 
first theoretical basis for language teaching in that it brought to bear a specific 
theory of  language and a specific theory of  learning.

Ÿ
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Ÿ

Ÿ

Ÿ
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THE AUDIO-LINGUAL METHOD

Context and background

Audiolingualism appeared in the United States during World War II in 
response to the need for military personnel to learn languages quickly and 
effectively and as a result of  new developments in the theories of  language and 
learning which will be described below.

Theory of  Language

As in the Direct Method, language is seen as a communicative tool, which must 
be produced spontaneously and automatically, but the form of  the language 
becomes more important. The sciences of  descriptive linguistics and 
contrastive analysis had led linguists to detailed descriptions of  the systems of  
different languages, which they compared for areas of  difference and 
similarity. The list of  forms present in a language became the syllabus and 
fluency was equated with the mastery of  these forms – the ability to use them 
spontaneously, automatically and correctly in speech. This process was seen as 
a matter of  choosing the right pattern and filling the slots correctly. For 
example, here is a simple pattern consisting of  four slots:

The slots in this pattern can be filled in a number of  ways.

Contrastive analysis was then used to identify areas of  difference between the 
L1 and L2, which were assumed to be the areas of  greatest difficulty for the 
learners and were therefore given the greatest attention in the syllabus. 
These developments coupled with the development of  structuralism made it 
very easy for linguists to create and sequence grammatical content and tailor it 
to different language learners. Also, the ability to analyse language outside its 
context of  use promoted a false illusion of  scientism and objectivity that was 
not popular in language learning.

Theory of  learning

The theory of  learning that permeated Audiolingualism was Behaviourism. 
The grammatical patterns identified by linguists were 'over-learned' using 
r e p e t i t i o n  e xe r c i s e s  c a l l e d  d r i l l s  t h a t  r e p r o d u c e d  t h e  
StimulusResponseReinforcement sequence prescribed by the operant 
conditioning school. If  the behaviour (response) was successful, students 
received positive reinforcement and continued with the behaviour until it 
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becomes a habit. If  it was unsuccessful they received negative feedback to 
eventually stop the behaviour. For language production, negative feedback 
meant correction. Positive reinforcement would either mean praise or lack of  
correction. So, in the behaviourist perspective, we learn a language by 
repeating correct language until it becomes a habit. With SLA there is the 
added complication that we have already formed the habit of  our first 
language, which interferes with the habit of  the second language. This meant 
that our new language habits had to be learned so thoroughly that they 
overruled the old habits, hence the emphasis on repetition. 

Techniques

Language was organized and sequenced into grammatical categories and then 
presented through dialogues, which were primarily designed to exemplify the 
target structure. Vocabulary played the supporting role of  creating a context 
for the dialogue. 

The purpose of  dialogues was to exemplify the new target structure, while 
reviewing previously learned structures in an incremental way, since language 
learning was supposed to be a sequential and incremental process. Dialogues 
were modelled by the teacher, then drilled for correct pronunciation, with 
errors immediately corrected, helping the student to memorise the dialogue at 
the same time. Grammatical competence was then worked on through a series 
of  drills such as substitution drills, chain drills, transformation drills and 
question and answer drills, which all involved the students in correctly filling 
one or more slots in the target pattern. Here are some examples:

Chain drill: T:  What time do you get up?
S1: I get up at 7 o'clock. What time do you get up?
S2: I get up at 8 o'clock. What time do you get up?
S3: I get up at 8 o'clock. What time do you get up?

Substitution drill: T:  I am going to the bank...... He.
Ss: He is going to the bank.
T:  They.
Ss: They are going to the bank.

Transformation drill: (for negatives)
T: He is going to the bank:
S: He isn't going to the bank
T: It is 8 o'clock in New York.
S: It isn't 8 o'clock in New York.
T: It is summer in Uruguay.
S: It isn't summer in Uruguay.Criticism

Ÿ Audiolingualism allowed mastery of  the grammar of  the language in a 
very quick and easy way. However, when put to use in real life, this 
knowledge was ineffective because of  the unpredictability of  the 
communicative situation. 

Ÿ There is also a contradiction: the method attempts to teach students to 
communicate in the target language without them ever trying to do so.
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Ÿ There is a similar contradiction in the actual language taught. In reality, 
learning through the Audiolingual approach was not different from 
memorizing a tourist phrase book. The social dimensions of  language 
(adequacy, sensitivity to other speakers, genre and register) were not 
learned by students.

Ÿ Finally there are humanistic criticisms of  the method particularly 
because of  the behaviourist orientation. Humans are not circus animals 
that can be conditioned to act in a certain way. The approach did not 
allow for students' self-expression, language was rarely personalised or 
given an affective value and most lessons follow the same pattern of  
presentation – drill – drill – drill – drill – drill...

Audiolingualism today

In mainstream language teaching, Audiolingualism survives in various forms:
Ÿ the use of  dialogues to present new language.
Ÿ the large variety of  drills, which are popular in most language learning 

textbooks.
Ÿ the over-reliance on “objective” techniques for language testing (T/T, 

multiple choice, answering questions, completing dialogues.
Ÿ the sequencing of  grammatical items in terms of  their syntactic 

similarities rather than according to their pragmatic values.

Audiolingualism in its pure form is still very popular around the world and 
particularly in the area of  self-directed language learning.

THE POST-AUDIOLINGUAL ERA
The generalised discontent with the results of  the Audiolingual approach and 
the work of  Noam Chomsky propelled a multitude of  new methods, amongst 
which we find a handful that radically departed from established procedure. 
These have been called “fringe” methods or “alternative” methods by some 
theoreticians and they all show a desire to stray away from common 
methodology by combining techniques and ideas from psycholinguistics, 
psychology, sociology and anthropology with current conceptions of  
language. However, it should be noted that, at heart, all these methods rested 
on a view of  language, which still saw it as comprising different systems that 
were organized hierarchically within a strong structural 

THE SILENT WAY
This philosophy of  teaching which aims at subordinating teaching to learning 
became popular in the early 70's although its creator, Caleb Gattegno, had been 
implementing it since the mid 50's. In this method, learners start off  by 
learning the sounds of  the language from a color-coded chart called the Fidel. 
Then the teacher, using some cultured rods, creates linguistic situations from 
which the basic structures of  the language can be taught. The instructor 
remains silent most of  the time (hence the name of  the method) while learners 
collectively produce the new structures. Charts with color-coded spelling 
reinforce the core language learners learn. Vocabulary is taught via situational 
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pictures and later on, books are added. Even though the description of  
language is structuralist the method seems to have yielded powerful results. 
However, this same fact – i.e. the overtly grammatical emphasis – was one of  
the causes of  its demise. Also, since teachers had to remain silent for almost 
90% of  the time, not many teachers felt confident about the method. Lastly, 
the costs involved in acquiring the materials were also the cause of  its lack of  
popularity. However, most of  Gattegno's ideas left a permanent imprint in the 
field of  language teaching. Some of  these ideas are: learner-centered 
instruction, the renewed emphasis on the teaching of  pronunciation, the 
teacher's facilitative role and, more importantly, the idea that learning is more 
important than teaching in the classroom. Learners come to classrooms to 
learn what teachers already know so they should be doing most of  the work, 
not the teacher.

The goals of  the Silent Way were to help learners use language for self-
expression but more importantly, to develop independence from the teacher, 
and develop inner criteria for correctness. Since teaching should be 
subordinated to learning, teachers should give students only what they 
absolutely need to promote their learning. Learners are responsible for their 
own learning. Students begin with sounds, introduced through association of  
sounds in native language to a sound-color chart. Teacher then sets up 
situations, often using Cuisenaire rods, to focus students' attention on 
structures. Students interact, as the situation requires. Teachers see students' 
errors as clues to where the target language is unclear, and they adjust in-
struction accordingly. Students are urged to take responsibility for their 
learning. 

Additional learning is thought to take place during sleep. The teacher is silent 
much of  the time, but very active setting up situations, listening to students, 
speaking only to give clues, not to model speech. Student-student interaction is 
encouraged. Teachers monitor students' feelings and actively try to prevent 
their feelings from interfering with their learning. Students express their 
feelings during feedback sessions after class. All four skill areas are worked on 
from beginning (reading, writing, speaking, listening); pronunciation 
especially, because sounds are basic and carry the melody of  the language. 
Structural patterns are practiced in meaningful interactions. Syllabus develops 
according to learning abilities and needs. Reading and writing exercises 
reinforce oral learning. Although translation is not used at all, the native 
language is considered a resource because of  the overlap that is bound to exist 
between the two languages. The teacher should take into account what the 
students already know. Assessment is continual; but only to determine 
continually changing learning needs. Teachers observe students' ability to 
transfer what they have learned to new contexts. To encourage the devel-
opment of  inner criteria, neither praise nor criticism is offered. Students are ex-
pected to learn at different rates, and to make progress, not necessarily speak 
perfectly in the beginning. Errors are inevitable, a natural, indispensable part 
of  learning.

58



SUGGESTOPEDIA  (OR, MORE RECENTLY 
DESSUGESTOPEDIA OR DESSUGESTOLOGY)

The late 60's and early 70's witnessed the birth of  other alternative language 
teaching methods. Suggestopedia created by the Bulgarian psychologist 
Georgi Lozanov taps the hidden resources of  the mind in order to aid 
subliminal learning. 

In Suggestopedia courses learners are given a new identity and they work 
through extremely long dialogues, which involve their new identities as active 
participants in the classroom action. 

The teacher is both authority and guide and takes learners through a series of  
experiences which include reading the long dialogue to the rhythm of  baroque 
music, then reading it again with music as a background but at normal speed, 
and then engaging learners in play with the new language. 
The classroom is completely atypical: soft lights, easy chairs, wall to wall 
carpeting, beautiful artwork on the walls interspersed with carefully produced 
grammar charts, and other aids to memory. The method dwells on reducing 
anxiety, empowering the brain to work at its best through relaxation and 
boosting the learners' self-esteem. Despite its appeal this method soon 
weakened its position in the field due to factors such as the high cost of  tuition, 
the need for it to operate with groups whose mother tongue was the same, the 
demands on the teacher who had to be knowledgeable about teaching, 
counseling and performing, as well as for the fact that while learners gained a 
lot of  fluency the gains in accuracy were very few. The main goal of  
Suggestopedia is to help learners learn, at an accelerated pace, a foreign 
language for everyday communication by tapping mental powers, overcoming 
psychological barriers. 

As far as teacher roles are concerned, the teacher has authority, commands 
trust and respect of  students; teacher “desuggests” negative feelings and limits 
to learning; if  the teacher succeeds in assuming this role, students assume a 
somewhat childlike role, spontaneous and uninhibited. 

To help this process, students learn in a relaxing environment. They choose a 
new identity (name, occupation) in the target language and culture. They use 
long dialogues accompanied by their translations and notes in their native 
language. Each dialogue is presented during two musical concerts; once with 
the teacher matching his or her voice to the rhythm and pitch of  the music 
while students follow along. The second time, the teacher reads normally and 
students relax and listen. At night and on waking, the students read it over. 
Then students gain facility with the new material through activities such as 
dramatizations, games, songs, and question-and-answer sessions.

At first, the teacher initiates all interaction and students respond only 
nonverbally or with a few words in the target language that they have practiced. 
Eventually, students initiate interaction. Students interact with each other 
throughout, as directed by teacher. Great importance is placed on students' 
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feelings, in making them feel confident and relaxed, in “desuggesting” their 
psychological barriers. Likewise, the use of  translation clarifies the meaning in 
the dialogues and, if  necessary, the teacher uses the learners' native language, 
more at first than later.

Students' normal in-class performance is evaluated. There are no tests, which 
would threaten relaxed environment. Errors are not immediately corrected; 
the teacher models correct forms later during class.

THE TOTAL PHYSICAL RESPONSE (TPR)

James Asher's approach begins by placing primary importance on listening 
comprehension, emulating the early stages of  mother tongue acquisition, and 
then moving to speaking, reading, and writing. Students demonstrate their 
comprehension by acting out commands issued by the teacher. The teacher 
provides novel and often-humorous variations of  the commands. 
Activities are designed to be fun and to allow students to assume active learn-
ing roles. Activities eventually include games and skits. 

Asher suggests that most of  our initial language development happens as a 
result of  responding to commands. In this method, learners start by observing 
the teacher as he or she presents a series of  commands. As a second step, the 
teacher says and demonstrates the commands, then s/he does the same but 
this time learners follow along. Then the teacher just says the commands and 
learners show understanding by responding with the right physical response 
and finally learners themselves give commands and the teacher monitors. 
Traces of  this methodology can also be found in Gouin's Series Method, one 
of  the many contributions to the Direct Method. 

Asher's TPR became an instant success with learners mostly because it was fun 
and effective. To make sure that learners did not memorize the sequence of  
actions, Asher suggests changing the order in which the commands are given, 
and creating silly commands. However fun it was, it was soon evident that 
learners could progress only up to a certain level with this method. That may be 
why it lost its original appeal and became integrated with other methods such 
as the Natural Approach. 

The main goals of  TPR are to provide an enjoyable learning experience, having 
a minimum of  the stress that typically accompanies learning a foreign 
language. This is accomplished by the teacher and students alternating in their 
traditional roles in giving commands. At first the teacher gives commands and 
students follow them. Once students are “ready to speak,” they take on 
directing roles.

The teacher interacts with individual students and with the group, starting with 
the teacher speaking and the students responding nonverbally. Later this is 
reversed; students issue commands to teacher as well as to each other. The 
method was developed principally to reduce the stress associated with lan-
guage learning; students are not forced to speak before they are ready and 
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learning is made as enjoyable as possible, stimulating feelings of  success and 
low anxiety.

Grammatical structures and vocabulary are emphasized, imbedded in impera-
tives. Understanding precedes production; spoken language precedes the writ-
ten word. In keeping with the emphasis on acquisition, the learners' L1 is 
seldom used. If  it is used, it is only at the very beginning where the method is 
explained to students on the first day of  class. After that, all interactions are 
conducted in English

In TPR teachers can evaluate students through simple observation of  their 
actions. Formal evaluation is achieved by commanding a student to perform a 
series of  actions. It should be noted that students are expected to make errors 
once they begin speaking. Teachers only correct major errors, and do this 
unobtrusively. “Fine-tuning” occurs later.

COMMUNITY LANGUAGE LEARNING

The last of  the alternative, or fringe, approaches popular in the 1970s and early 
1980s is the work of  Charles Curran, a counselor, who applied the principles 
of  humanist psychology to language learning. His method, Community 
Language Learning has students working with authentic materials that they 
themselves produce, and in small groups through communicative activities, 
during which they receive practice in negotiating meaning. 

Charles Curran, the creator of  Community Language Learning, got his ideas 
from the field of  client-centered therapy. The method consisted of  different 
sessions in which learners would sit around a table and they would initiate a 
conversation in L1. Whenever they had something to say to each other they 
would call on the teacher and whisper what they wanted to say. The teacher 
would then translate that sentence into the L2 and help learners with 
pronunciation. Once learners felt confident to say the sentence they would 
record it on a tape. Learners would take turns doing this. The teacher would 
take the tape home, script it making all necessary modifications, reproduce it 
for all learners and then bring it to class to be analyzed. The teacher would spot 
potential teaching points and provide learners with an explanation and 
opportunities for practice. It soon lost its appeal because of  the high levels of  
competence in both languages demanded from teachers, and also because the 
only innovation was in having learners create their own input, but the rest of  
the techniques responded to traditional approaches. 

This fact notwithstanding, the goal of  the method was to learn language 
communicatively, to take responsibility for learning, to approach the task non-
defensively, never separating intellect from feelings. To aid the process, the 
teacher acts as counselor, supporting students with translation and 
pronunciation practice, organizing the input they create into texts to be studied 
and by fostering progressive independence through a prescribed sequence of  
steps.
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The key concept in the method was non-defensive learning. Non-defensive 
learning requires six elements: security, aggression (students have 
opportunities to assert, involve themselves), attention, reflection (students 
think about both the language and their experience learning it), retention, and 
discrimination (sorting out differences among target language forms). This 
can be achieved through the roles that teachers and learners take. Both learners 
and teacher make decisions in the class. Sometimes the teacher directs action, 
other times the students interact independently. A spirit of  cooperation is 
encouraged.

At first, since students design the syllabus through creating the conversations 
on topics they are interested in. At later stages, the teacher may bring in 
published texts where particular grammar and pronunciation points are 
treated, as are particular vocabulary groups based on students' expressed 
needs. Understanding and speaking are emphasized, though reading and 
writing have a place.

The use of  the learners' native language is supposed to enhance their security. 
Students have conversations in their native language; target language 
translations of  these become the text around which subsequent activities 
revolve. Also, instructions and sessions for expressing feelings are in the 
learners' native language with the target language being used progressively 
more as students advance in their proficiency. However, it should be noted that 
where students do not share the same native language, the target language is 
used from the outset, though alternatives such as pantomime are also used.

THE COMMUNICATIVE REVOLUTION

As we have seen, all the methods studied so far, relied heavily on a study of  
language systems, particularly grammar. The first signs of  a move away from 
teaching language systems and towards teaching how these systems are used in 
real-life communication came with the development of  the functional-notional 
syllabus by David Wilkins. This represented a move away from the traditional 
grammar syllabus, replacing it with a syllabus organized according to 'notions' 
(e.g. shopping) and associated 'functions' (e.g. complaining about a purchase). 

Although the functional-notional syllabus did not explicitly teach 
communicative competence, it was the first attempt to list what learners 
needed to learn in order to acquire this competence. So-called 'communicative 
activities', such as 'information gap' and 'jigsaw' activities, soon became 
standard classroom practice, and together with a greater emphasis on the use 
of  authentic materials and communicative tasks, this represented the 
beginning of  what we now know as 'communicative language teaching', or 
CLT.
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As an approach to teaching a second language, CLT can be summarized in 
terms of  three key principles:

1. Learning is promoted by activities, which involve real 
communication.

2. Learning is promoted by activities, which require learners to 
perform meaningful tasks.

3. Learning is promoted by activities, which require learners to 
use meaningful language.

Any teaching that engages learners in meaningful and authentic language use 
can therefore be said to be based on CLT principles. Particularly significant is 
the move away from a direct focus on 'grammar' as an end in itself  – instead, 
grammar (along with other language systems such as vocabulary and 
phonology) became a means for communicating via one or more of  the four 
skills – listening, speaking, reading and writing. With this change in focus away 
from the accuracy of  grammatical forms came greater attention to fluency. 

In practical terms, this greater emphasis on fluency is familiar to generations 
of  teachers as the final 'P' in the PPP model. Whereas Audiolingualism had 
concentrated on the first two stages of  the model – presentation and practice – 
CLT prioritized the third – production. In so-called 'weak' (or 'shallow-end') 
CLT, which viewed language as something to be learned before it is put to use 
for communication, the production stage allowed learners to apply the 
language they had already learned and practiced in order to complete a less 
rigorously controlled communicative task. The advantages of  this approach 
are both theoretical and practical. 

PRESENTATIONPRACTICEPRODUCTION

The theoretical backing for the PPP model comes from cognitive learning 
theory, which sees the learning of  a skill as having three stages: cognitive 
(identifying the sub-skills involved), associative (working out how to perform 
these sub-skills) and autonomous (when the application of  these sub-skills 
becomes automatic). This three-part model neatly mirrors the PPP model of  
classroom practice.

The practical benefits of  PPP are particularly noticeable for less experienced 
teachers who feel the need for a clear framework around which they can 
structure a lesson. Likewise, learners are comfortable with the model as it 
makes it easy for them to see what they are learning in the lesson and it 
corresponds with the traditional 'sequential' teaching models with which they 
are familiar from their school days.

Other advocates of  communicative language teaching felt too constrained by 
the PPP model and suggested an alternative 'strong' (or 'deep-end') version of  
CLT, where the production stage came first. This evolved into the test-teach-test 
model, in which an initial communicative task (e.g. a role play) was used to 
inform the teacher about what language input was required to enable the 
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learners to carry out the task more effectively. This language would then be 
presented and practiced in an appropriate way, and the initial task would then 
be repeated.

THE NATURAL APPROACH

Further criticism of  the PPP model arrived with the revival of  the 'natural 
approach' by the linguists Tracy Terrell and Stephen Krashen in the late 1970s. 
Whereas the PPP model assumed that language learning could follow a 
syllabus of  pre-selected grammatical structures, Terrell and Krashen saw 
second language acquisition as mirroring first language acquisition in that it 
supposed that the acquisition of  language structures followed a natural order, 
which was resistant to the idealized linear model underpinning PPP. The 
Natural Approach therefore rejected direct grammar explanations, and instead 
advocated exposing learners to 'comprehensible input', not forcing them to 
speak until they felt ready to do so, and avoiding undue stress on learners as a 
result of  excessive correction. Avoiding stress, and engaging the learner 
emotionally as well as cognitively, are important elements of  the humanistic 
approach to education and learning which gained popularity in the 1970s as a 
reaction against both what some theorists saw as the 'dehumanizing' 
assumptions of  Behaviorism and the intellectual basis of  mentalism.

TASK-BASED LEARNING

While the Natural Approach was advancing the cause of  humanism from one 
side, a more holistic approach to language teaching, as opposed to the 
segmented, mechanistic approach of  PPP, was evolving out of  deep-end CLT 
and further advertising the merits of  a method in which overall meaning, 
rather than form, was the focus of  linguistic activity in the classroom. The 
approach, known as 'task-based learning' (or TBL), in its earliest and purest 
form rejected any kind of  formal grammar instruction, although nowadays it is 
generally accepted that there is a need for some focus on form at some stage of  
the process. One way of  doing this involves learners carrying out an initial task 
and then witnessing native speakers performing the same task, extracting 
appropriate language which will help them carry out the task more effectively, 
and then repeating the same task. This approach bears obvious comparison 
with the test-teach-test method described above. Alternatively, the focus on 
form might come before the task, although this then starts to look very much 
like the familiar PPP model. Although there is general agreement that 
communicative tasks have an important role to play in the classroom then, 
TBL, as a separate teaching model arguably appears to have lost something of  
its identity in recent years.

TEXT-BASED LANGUAGE LEARNING

Halliday's model of  Systemic Functional Grammar has become progressively 
more popular in recent years, particularly in Australia and the United States. To 
Halliday (1978). Language arises in the life of  the individual through an on-
going exchange of  meanings with significant others. This view of  language 
rests on the following tenets:
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Ÿ Language is a resource for making meaning
Ÿ The resource of  language consists of  a set of  interrelated systems
Ÿ Language users draw on this resource each time they use language
Ÿ Language users can create texts to make meaning
Ÿ Texts are shaped by the social context in which they are used
Ÿ The social context is shaped by people using language

In terms of  how language is organized, systemic functionalists see language as 
having three simultaneous layers when it is in use

Ÿ Meaning or discourse semantics
The layer of  meaning interacts with the register variables to achieve 
three functions of  language

Ÿ Ideational- meanings related to the field (social activity 
and topic)

Ÿ Interpersonal – meanings related to the tenor (social 
relationship among people)

Ÿ Textual – meaning related to the mode (physical and 
temporal distance)

Ÿ Words and structures or Lexicogrammar
These make the three meanings above possible. This layer gives 
language its creative power and its complexity.

Ÿ Expression or Phonology and Graphology

Once meaning becomes words or structures, it can be expressed as speech or 
writing using an economical number of  sounds and symbols. This is the layer 
of  language, which we perceive in the physical world.

Hence, within a systemic-functional model three simultaneous purposes can 
be achieved in language teaching:

Ÿ Learners learn language
Ÿ By interacting with others in purposeful social activities students 

begin to understand that the target language is a resource they can 
use to make meaning.

Ÿ Learners learn through language
Ÿ As they learn the target language, students begin to interpret and 

organize reality in terms of  that language.
Ÿ Learners learn about language

Ÿ Learning about language means building knowledge of  the target 
language and how it works. It also means developing a language to 
talk about language.

CONTENT-BASED INSTRUCTION

The systemic-functional model of  language lends itself  very well to working in 
one particular area of  language teaching, which has progressively gained 
momentum over the past three decades. Born as a result of  the Canadian 
immersion movement, a growing trend of  teaching language through contents 
stemming from the school curriculum has been gaining popularity. Basically, 
this movement has three distinguishable versions. 
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First, there is the Canadian school where the whole of  the children's schooling 
experience is taught in the target language. The second version is American 
and there are coexisting models of  content-based instruction such as the 
sheltered model, where only a few subjects are taught in L2 at initial stages 
(such as Math and Science, which lend themselves well to concrete learning 
and hence it is easy to make the language comprehensible through them) while 
others are still taught in L1. Other models, such as the pullout model, have 
students taking most subjects in L2 and students miss other classes to receive 
special ESL lessons. Third and last, there is the European Content and 
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) movement where some subjects are 
taught in L1 while others are taught in L2.

One of  the tenets of  systemic-functional linguistics is that the curriculum 
must respond to the needs of  learners within the broader social, political and 
cultural environment in which they are learning. Regardless of  the version 
applied, all models of  language learning through content share the same view 
of  language:

Ÿ Language is a functional, meaning-making system that is systematically 
linked to the contexts in which it is used.

Ÿ Language learning is the outcome of  a joint collaboration between 
teacher and learner. Language learners benefit from:

– explicit course requirements
– explicit knowledge about language
– the scaffolded support of  the teacher

In all content-based models, students learn the language, through the language 
and about the language.

HOW CAN WE ORGANIZE ALL THIS INFORMATION?

Given the plethora of  methods and perspectives we have seen it can be a 
daunting task to try to find points in common among all these competing 
views. Kumaravadivelu (2006) proposes classifying methods and trends 
according to what aspects of  the language learning process they center on: the 
language, the learner or the learning process itself. 

LANGUAGE-CENTRED METHODS
– These methods are principally concerned with linguistic 

forms. They seek to provide opportunities for learners to 
practice preselected, pre-sequenced linguistic structures 
through form-focused exercises in class, assuming that a 
preoccupation with form will ultimately lead to the mastery of  
the target language. They assume that language learners can 
draw from this formal repertoire whenever they wish to 
communicate in the target language outside the class. 
According to this view language development is more 
intentional than incidental. That is, learners are expected to 
pay continual and conscious attention to linguistic features 
through systematic planning and sustained practice in order to 
learn and to use them. Language learning is treated as a linear, 
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additive process. Examples of  this method include the 
Grammar Translation method and the Audiolingual approach, 
among others.

LEARNER-CENTRED METHODS
– These methods are principally concerned with learner needs, 

wants, and situations. These methods seek to provide 
opportunities for learners to practice preselected, pre-
sequenced linguistic structures and communicative 
functions/notions through meaning-focused activities, 
assuming that a preoccupation with form and function will 
ultimately lead to target language mastery and that the learners 
can make use of  both formal and functional repertoire to fulfil 
their communicative needs outside the class. In this view, 
language development is more intentional than incidental. 
These methods aim at making learners grammatically accurate 
and communicatively fluent and remain, basically, linear and 
additive. Examples of  this category are The Silent Way, TPR, 
Suggestopedia and Counselling Learning.

LEARNING-CENTRED METHODS
– These methods are concerned with cognitive processes of  

language learning and seek to provide opportunities for 
learners to participate in open-ended meaningful interaction 
through problem-solving tasks in class, assuming that a 
preoccupation with meaning-making will ultimately lead to 
target language mastery and that learners can deploy the still-
developing interlanguage to achieve linguistic as well as 
pragmatic knowledge/ability. In this case, language 
development is more incidental than intentional. These 
methods view language development as a cyclical, spiral 
process. Examples of  this category of  methods are, for 
example the Natural Approach, Task-based learning and 
Content-based Instruction.

CONCLUSION

The history of  language teaching has left many useful tools for teachers 
working in language classrooms nowadays. It is the teacher's responsibility to 
take this knowledge and put it to productive use in the classroom for the 
benefit of  all learners alike. Teachers have to begin to believe that all students 
can learn and that it is their responsibility to organize for that learning to 
happen. Methods and their history are one of  the many elements that can help 
them achieve this goal. As Canagarajah (2006: 29) puts it “What we have now is 
not answers or solutions but a rich array of  realizations and perspectives.” 
Failing to take advantage of  these, is failing to fulfil our moral duty as 
professionals in education.

Read Appendices IV, V, VI
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RECOMMENDED ONLINE RESOURSES

Video on the history of  Language Teaching by Dr Garza
http://coerll.utexas.edu/methods/modules/teacher/01/historical.php

Theodore S. Rodgers' CAL Digest on methods
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/rodgers.html

A definition of  Systemic Functional Linguistics
http://www.isfla.org/Systemics/definition.html

Notes on Systemic Functional Linguistics by Carol Chapelle
http://www.isfla.org/Systemics/documents/chapelle.html
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