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Language Teaching

Routledge Introductions to Applied Linguistics is a series of intro-
ductory level textbooks covering the core topics in Applied Linguistics,
primarily designed for those entering postgraduate studies and
language professionals returning to academic study. The books take
an innovative “practice to theory” approach, with a ‘back-to-front’
structure. This leads the reader from real-world problems and issues,
through a discussion of intervention and how to engage with these
concerns, before finally relating these practical issues to theoretical
foundations. Additional features include tasks with commentaries, 
a glossary of key terms, and an annotated further reading section.

Exploring English Language Teaching provides a single volume
introduction to the field of ELT from an applied linguistics perspective.
The book addresses four central themes within English language teach -
ing: ‘Classroom interaction and management’; ‘Method, Postmethod
and methodology’; ‘Learners’; and the ‘Institutional frameworks and
social contexts’ of ELT. For each, the book identifies key dilemmas
and practices, examines how teachers and other language teaching pro -
fessionals might intervene and deal with these concerns, and explores
how such issues link to and inform applied linguistic theory.

Exploring English Language Teaching is an indispensable textbook
for language teachers, and for post-graduate/graduate students and
advanced undergraduates studying in the areas of Applied Linguistics,
Language Teacher Education, and ELT/TESOL.

Graham Hall is Senior Lecturer in Applied Linguistics at Northumbria
University, UK.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 

Routledge Introductions to Applied Linguistics
Series editors: 
Ronald Carter, Professor of Modern English Language 
University of Nottingham, UK

Guy Cook, Professor of Language and Education 
Open University, UK

Routledge Introductions to Applied Linguistics is a series of intro -
ductory level textbooks covering the core topics in Applied Linguistics,
primarily designed for those entering postgraduate studies and
language professionals returning to academic study. The books take
an innovative ‘practice to theory’ approach, with a ‘back-to-front’
structure. This leads the reader from real-world problems and issues,
through a discussion of intervention and how to engage with these
concerns, before finally relating these practical issues to theoretical
foundations. Additional features include tasks with commentaries, a
glossary of key terms and an annotated further reading section.

Exploring English Language Teaching
Language in Action 
Graham Hall

Exploring Classroom Discourse
Language in Action 
Steve Walsh

‘The innovative approach devised by the series editors will make
this series very attractive to students, teacher educators, and even
to a general readership, wanting to explore and understand the field
of applied linguistics. The volumes in this series take as their starting
point the everyday professional problems and issues that applied
linguists seek to illuminate. The volumes are authoritatively written,
using an engaging “back-to-front” structure that moves from prac -
tical interests to the conceptual bases and theories that underpin
applications of practice.’

Anne Burns, Aston University, UK



 

Exploring
English
Language
Teaching
Language in Action

Graham Hall

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 
First published 2011
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
270 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2011 Graham Hall

The right of Graham Hall to be identified as author of this work 
has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 
of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or 
reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, 
or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying 
and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, 
without permission in writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Hall, Graham, 1969–.

Exploring English language teaching: language in action/
Graham Hall. – 1st ed.

p. cm. – (Routledge Introductions to applied linguistics)
1. English language – Study and teaching – Foreign speakers.
2. English teachers – Training of.  I. Title.
PE1128.A2H285 2011
428.2�4 – dc22 2010041935

ISBN 13: 978–0–415–58413–5 (hbk)
ISBN 13: 978–0–415–58415–9 (pbk)
ISBN 13: 978–0–203–82784–0 (ebk)

This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2011.

To purchase your own copy of this or any of Taylor & Francis or Routledge’s
collection of thousands of eBooks please go to www.eBookstore.tandf.co.uk.

ISBN 0-203-82784-8 Master e-book ISBN



 
To Helen, Georgia and Rosa

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 



 

Contents

Acknowledgements ix
Permissions x
Series editors’ introduction xi

P A R T  I
Classroom interaction and management 1

1. The language classroom: roles, relationships and 
interactions 3

2. Intervening in the language classroom: classroom 
management, interaction and learning opportunities 20

3. The language classroom in theory and practice: 
complex, diverse and ‘local’ 38

P A R T  I I
Method, Postmethod and methodology 57

4. Language, language learning and Method: dilemmas 
and practices 59

5. Language teaching methods: perspectives and 
possibilities 76

6. Theoretical insights for a Postmethod era 103

P A R T  I I I
Learners 121

7. Focus on the language learner: individual attributes 
and attitudes 123

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 

8. Learner diversity and development: considerations for 
the language classroom . . . and beyond 143

9. Images of language learners: from individual to social, 
and universal to specific 161

P A R T  I V
Institutional frameworks and social contexts 179

10. From global trends to local contexts: language dilemmas 
in the ELT classroom 181

11. Planning and organizing L2 learning and teaching: 
contexts and curriculum, possibilities and realities 198

12. ELT in the world: education and politics, contexts 
and goals 217

Commentary on selected tasks 235
Glossary 242
Further reading 253
References 257
Index 276

Contentsviii



 

Acknowledgements

Many people have contributed to this book, directly and indirectly.
First, many thanks to the series editors, Guy Cook and Ronald Carter,
who gave me the opportunity and the confidence to write the book,
and who provided generous encouragement and insightful advice
throughout. Their expertise and attention to detail were invaluable 
in developing my thinking and refining the manuscript. Thanks 
also to Louisa Semlyen and Sophie Jaques at Routledge for their help
and guidance in bringing the book together, and to the anonymous
reviewers whose commentaries at various stages were extremely useful.

I have worked as an English language teacher and, more recently,
as a teacher educator for twenty years, and the influence of past and
present students and colleagues on my thinking and practice has been
enormous. Among the many people whose ideas I have drawn upon
in this book and in my professional life more generally, the teaching
and research of Dick Allwright have particularly shaped my ideas about
ELT. All errors, misrepresentations and omissions in the text are,
however, my responsibility.

I cannot name everyone who has shown an interest in the progress
this book as I have written it. Suffice to say that, without the encour-
agement of family and friends, the task would have been more difficult.
Special mention is due, however, to Andrew Hall and Adam Hansen
whose consistent and enthusiastic enquiries helped me stay on track.
I would also like to thank my parents for their love and support as I
have explored ELT over the years.

Finally, thanks to Helen, not only for her unfailing support through -
out this project and for covering my absences from family life without
(much) complaint, but also for reading and discussing the manuscript,
and prompting me to clarify my ideas. This book is dedicated to her
and to our girls, Georgia and Rosa, who surprise and inspire me every
day.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 

Permissions

The publishers would like to thank the following copyright holders
for permission to reprint material:

Alexander, L. G. (1968) Look, Listen and Learn! Book 1 (Teacher’s Book),
Longman. With kind permission from Julia Alexander.

Corbridge-Pataniowska, M. (1992) Teach yourself Polish, Hodder &
Stoughton.

Extract from the Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in
English (CANCODE) “In the hair salon” in Ronald Carter, Michael
McCarthy, Exploring Spoken English, 1997, Copyright Cambridge
University Press, reprinted with permission.



 

Series editors’ introduction

The Introducing Applied Linguistics series

This series provides clear, authoritative, up-to-date overviews of the
major areas of applied linguistics. The books are designed particularly
for students embarking on masters-level or teacher-education courses,
as well as students in the closing stages of undergraduate study. The
practical focus will make the books particularly useful and relevant
to those returning to academic study after a period of professional
practice, and also to those about to leave the academic world for the
challenges of language-related work. For students who have not pre -
viously studied applied linguistics, including those who are unfamiliar
with current academic study in English-speaking universities, the books
can act as one-step introductions. For those with more academic
experience, they can also provide a way of surveying, updating and
organizing existing knowledge.

The view of applied linguistics in this series follows a famous
definition of the field by Christopher Brumfit as:

The theoretical and empirical investigation of real-world problems
in which language is a central issue.

(Brumfit, 1995: 27)

In keeping with this broad problem-oriented view, the series will cover
a range of topics of relevance to a variety of language-related profes-
sions. While language teaching and learning rightly remain prominent
and will be the central preoccupation of many readers, our conception
of the discipline is by no means limited to these areas. Our view 
is that while each reader of the series will have their own needs,
specialities and interests, there is also much to be gained from a
broader view of the discipline as a whole. We believe there is much
in common between all enquiries into language-related problems in
the real world, and much to be gained from a comparison of the
insights from one area of applied linguistics with another. Our hope
therefore is that readers and course designers will not choose only those
volumes relating to their own particular interests, but use this series
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to construct a wider knowledge and understanding of the field, and
the many crossovers and resonances between its various areas. Thus
the topics to be covered are wide in range, embracing an exciting
mixture of established and new areas of applied linguistic enquiry.

The perspective on applied linguistics in this series

In line with this problem-oriented definition of the field, and to address
the concerns of readers who are interested in how academic study can
inform their own professional practice, each book follows a structure
in marked contrast to the usual movement from theory to practice. In
this series, this usual progression is presented back to front. The
argument moves from Problems, through Intervention, and only finally
to Theory. Thus each topic begins with a survey of everyday profes -
sional problems in the area under consideration, ones that the reader
is likely to have encountered. From there it proceeds to a discussion
of intervention and engagement with these problems. Only in a final
section (either of the chapter or the book as a whole) does the author
reflect upon the implications of this engagement for a general under -
standing of language, drawing out the theoretical implications. We
believe this to be a truly applied linguistics perspective, in line with
the definition given above, and one in which engagement with real-
world problems is the distinctive feature, and in which professional
practice can both inform and draw upon academic understanding.

Support to the reader

Although it is not the intention that the text should be in any way
activity-driven, the pedagogic process is supported by measured guid-
ance to the reader in the form of suggested activities and tasks that raise
questions, prompt reflection and seek to integrate theory and practice.
Each book also contains a helpful glossary of key terms.

The series complements and reflects the Routledge Handbook of
Applied Linguistics, edited by James Simpson, which conceives and
categorizes the scope of applied linguistics in a broadly similar way. 

Ronald Carter
Guy Cook

Reference
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B. Seidlhofer (eds) Principle and Practice in Applied Linguistics. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 27–42.
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Note

There is a section of commentaries on a number of the tasks, at the back of
the book from p. 235. The symbol in the margin indicates that there is
a commentary on that task.

TC
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Part I

Classroom interaction
and management
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1 The language classroom

Roles, relationships and
interactions

The classroom is the crucible – the place where teachers and learners
come together and language learning, we hope, happens.

(Allwright and Bailey, 1991: 18, citing Gaies, 1980)

This chapter will:

• consider the social as well as pedagogic character of English lan -
guage teaching classrooms;

• explore how teachers assume a variety of roles in class, and investi -
gate how these roles may affect language learning and ‘classroom
life’;

• investigate how patterns of classroom interaction, including teacher
and learner talk, error and error treatment and teachers’ questions,
may affect opportunities for language learning;

• encourage readers to reflect on their own beliefs and classroom
practices, while acknowledging possible alternatives.

Introduction: thinking about the ‘ELT classroom’

English language classrooms are complicated places. Common sense
tells us that classrooms are places where ‘people, typically one teacher
and a number of learners, come together for a pedagogical purpose’
(Allwright, 1992: 267). However, in addition to their physical (or
virtual) location and pedagogic function, Tudor notes that classrooms
are also social environments (2001: 104), that is, language lessons can
be understood as social events based upon social relationships and
social interaction (Erikson, 1986; Allwright, 1989). The beliefs and
expectations of parents, institutional managers and governmental
agencies beyond the classroom and the relationships between the
participants in the classroom (i.e., teachers and learners) affect
classroom practices and behaviour. Thus:
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The classroom is not a world unto itself. The participants . . . arrive
at the event with certain ideas as to what is a ‘proper’ lesson, and
in their actions and interaction they will strive to implement these
ideas. In addition the society at large and the institution the class -
room is part of have certain expectations and demands which exert
influence on the way the classrooms turn out.

(van Lier, 1988a: 179)

Clearly, therefore, diversity and complexity are fundamental elements
of language teaching and learning, and of language classrooms (Tudor,
2001). Given the number of participants who in some way affect what
happens in a language classroom, and the varied local contexts in
which English language teaching (ELT) takes place, each classroom is
unique; and it is this human and contextual complexity (Tudor, 2001)
that makes classroom language teaching ‘messy’ (Freeman, 1996, in
Tudor, 2001). What goes on in a classroom is inevitably much more
than the logical and tidy application of theories and principle; it is
localized, situation-specific, and, therefore, diverse. Indeed, using the
metaphor of ‘coral gardens’ to convey their socially complex and
diverse nature, Breen (2001a) has suggested that individual language
classrooms develop their own specific character and culture. (As we
shall see in Chapter 3, where we shall examine the image of ‘coral
gardens’ in more detail, metaphor has proved a particularly useful way
in which teachers and applied linguists have characterized and
explained language classrooms and language teaching.) Recognizing
the complex and diverse nature of ELT classrooms around the world,
and the social as well as pedagogical aspects of classroom life, is the
starting point of our exploration of roles, relationships and interactions
in second language (L2) classrooms. How might teachers organize and
manage their classrooms and learners, and what practical dilemmas
do they face when doing so?

Before we proceed: teacher beliefs and classroom practice

Much has been written about the links between teachers’ beliefs (also
sometimes labelled ‘personal theories’) and their classroom behaviour
(e.g., Crookes, 2003). Borg (2001: 186) summarizes a belief as:

A proposition which may be consciously or unconsciously held, is
evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual . . . [and]
serves as a guide to thought and behaviour.

Although terms such as ‘rules of thumb’ or ‘teacher lore’ (Crookes,
2003) may appear to downplay their importance, as Crookes remarks

Part I: Classroom interaction and management4



 

(47), ‘it is impossible to act, as a teacher, without having theories
(including values) that inform teaching actions, at least to some 
degree’.

Equally notable is that teachers’ beliefs are derived from and
influenced by a range of sources including the perspectives of others
(e.g., colleagues, teacher-trainers and educators, and academic research
and researchers) and their own practical experience of what is and is
not successful. This suggests that a two-way relationship exists between
beliefs and practice, with beliefs informing (but not determining)
practice and, vice versa, practice informing what an individual may
believe.

However, even establishing what teachers (indeed, anyone) actually
believe is extremely challenging, involving, as it does, issues of con -
sciousness (e.g., have I ever consciously thought about a topic before?
do I really know what I think about it?), the ways in which peoples’
ideas change over time, how articulate a person is at expressing their
beliefs, and social pressures and expectations on speakers that cause
them to modify what they may reveal. Several researchers have also
found mismatches between what teachers say they believe and what
their classroom practices actually seem to demonstrate (e.g., Phipps
and Borg, 2009). The potential role contextual and institutional factors
might have in affecting and constraining teachers’ behaviour should
also be acknowledged (as we shall see in later chapters).

That said, at some level, teachers’ classroom practices are informed
by their personal theories in areas as broad as ‘what is teaching?’ and
‘what role should the teacher and learners take in the classroom?’,
through to the more specific ‘how should learners be organized and
seated in classroom activities?’ and ‘how should language be elicited
. . . and corrected?’. Sometimes, this is through deliberate and explicit
thought and reflection; sometimes, however, it is through implicit,
taken-for-granted assumptions, or beliefs that were previously learned
or instilled on teacher training programmes and which are now realized
through routine (and routinized) teaching practices.

Thus, teachers should not be viewed as ‘skilled technicians who
dutifully realize a given set of teaching procedures in accordance with
the directives of a more or less distant authority’ (Tudor, 2001: 17).
Instead:

Teachers are active participants in the creation of classroom realities,
and they act in the light of their own beliefs, attitudes, and percep -
tions of the relevant teaching situation . . . we need to be aware of
‘the unique contribution which each individual brings to the learning
situation’ (Williams and Burden, 1997: 95).

(Tudor, 2001: 17–18)
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Thinking about classrooms: exploring teacher roles

We can see, therefore, that how teachers manage classrooms, and the
roles that they and learners enact in class, will vary according to their
beliefs and their teaching context. For example, Harmer (2007: 107)
asks:

If you were to walk into a classroom, where would you expect to
see the teacher – standing at the front controlling affairs, or moving
around the classroom quietly helping the students only when
needed?

Although teachers (and learners) may be more comfortable with one
particular way of organizing teaching and learning compared to

Part I: Classroom interaction and management6

Task 1.1 Thinking through ‘beliefs’

• What are your beliefs about the ideas that ‘errors in the language
classroom should be corrected as soon as they are made’ and
‘getting learners to work in pairs or groups is the most effective
way of promoting learning in the ELT classroom’?

• What other beliefs do you have about how English is taught? For
example:

• What is/are the most appropriate role(s) for the teacher and
learners in the L2 classroom?

• How much should teachers and learners talk in class?

• What is the most effective way of arranging the desks and seats
in an L2 classroom?

• Have your ideas and beliefs about how to teach English changed
over time? How? Why?

• Can you think of an example where what you do in class seems
clearly related to what you think you believe about how to teach
English?

• Can you think of another example, this time where what you do
in class seems to contradict what you think you believe about
English language teaching? Why do you think this is?

TC



 

another (e.g., ‘teaching from the front’ compared to group-based
discovery activities), they are likely, of course, to take on more than
one role in the classroom, switching between them as required.
Additionally, how teaching is conceptualized – as the transmission of
knowledge from teachers to learners, or as the provision of oppor -
tunities for learners to discover and construct knowledge for themselves
– will also affect the role teachers assume in the classroom. We shall
discuss differing approaches to teaching in more detail in the next
chapter, examining broader philosophies of education in Chapter 12;
now, however, we shall turn to examine the practical implications of
‘role’ in the L2 classroom.

First thoughts: teachers and students . . . teachers and
learners

Observing that role can be defined in a variety of ways, Wright (1987: 7)
suggests that it is ‘a complex grouping of factors which combine to
produce certain types of social behaviour’, while Widdowson (1987)
emphasizes the importance of social expectations and norms in pre-
scribing (or constraining) the personas and behaviour (i.e., the role)
of teachers and learners. Widdowson characterizes the classroom as
a ‘social space’, and both he and Wright recognize that teachers need
to balance both social and pedagogic purposes within their classroom
behaviour (as we have seen).

Thus, Wright highlights the job or task-related (i.e., pedagogic)
elements and the interpersonal (i.e., social) elements of the teacher’s
role. Likewise, Widdowson suggests that teachers are obliged to
function as representatives of institutions and society, leading to clear,
fixed and hierarchical relationships in the classroom between teachers
and students; but teachers also engage in more pedagogically oriented
relationships with learners.

By using different terms for the same group of classroom partici pants,
Widdowson highlights the dual nature of the teacher’s role and teacher-
student/learner relationships. Teacher authority is derived from social
and institutional position (‘do this because I tell you and I am the
teacher’ (1987: 86)) and from pedagogical knowledge and expertise (‘do
this because I am the teacher and I know what’s best for you’ (ibid.)),
and teachers can be as authoritative when guiding a learner-centred
activity as when ‘teaching from the front’, albeit in a different way.
However, teachers may face difficulties if pedagogical practice and
development runs counter to social norms and expectations (e.g., the
introduction of ‘learner-centred’ or ‘humanistic’ pedagogy in deferential
and hierarchical social and institutional contexts, or vice versa).
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Teachers in the classroom: a range of roles

Harmer (2007: 108–10) lists the key classroom roles of the L2 teacher
as controller, prompter, participant, resource and tutor and similar
frameworks are outlined by most other applied linguists (Wright
(1987), for example, lists instructor, organizer, evaluator, guide,
resource and manager). Harmer (2007) observes that the role teachers
take will depend on what they wish learners to achieve, but will 
also depend on the learners’ attitudes to teacher/learner roles and
relationships (see van Lier’s view quoted in the introduction to this
chapter).

Interestingly, Harmer (2007: 108) avoids identifying teachers as
‘facilitators’, suggesting that this term is usually used to describe
teachers who are ‘democratic’ rather than ‘autocratic’, and who favour
knowledge construction rather than knowledge transmission (see
Chapter 12 for further discussion of these concepts). He argues that,
as all committed teachers aim to facilitate learning, labelling those who
adopt a particular classroom role as particularly effective ‘facilitators’

Part I: Classroom interaction and management8

Task 1.2 Teacher and learner roles in the ELT
classroom

Think of your own English language teaching context.

• What do learners expect of teachers? For example:

• How are teachers expected to dress?

• How do teachers refer to learners? e.g., given name, family
name . . . and as students or as learners?

• How do learners refer to their teachers? e.g., given name, sir,
Mr/Miss/Ms . . .

• Are teachers and learners socially ‘distant’ from each other?

• To what extent do learners expect teachers to be controllers and
managers or prompters and guides? Why might this be so?

• To what extent do you as a teacher share learners’ perceptions
and beliefs about what are and are not appropriate teacher and
learner roles in the ELT classroom?

• Have you ever experienced difficulties in the classroom or adjusted
your teaching ‘style’ and the roles you enact to accommodate the
beliefs of others (e.g., learners, managers, parents)?



 

and others less so is a value-judgement that does many teachers a
disservice.

Notwithstanding Harmer’s argument, the notion of ‘facilitation’
(rather than ‘facilitators’) retains a key place in many ELT training
courses and reference books (Thornbury, 2006: xi, 79), as it recognizes
that teachers do not cause learning directly; instead they provide the
conditions for learning to take place. As Thornbury comments, ‘the
learner should not be seen as the object of the verb to teach, but 
the subject of the verb to learn’ (ibid.: 79). Thus whether or not
‘facilitation’ is the most appropriate terminology, teachers who
facilitate learning may be required to act as a prompt for learners,
take account of interpersonal relationships within the classroom and
provide language resources when appropriate; the ways in which
teachers achieve this will depend, of course, on factors such as the
learners’ age, L2 level, preferred learning styles and motivation, which
we shall examine in more detail in Part III. (The idea that teachers do
not ‘directly cause’ learning has major implications for classroom
language learning and teaching, of course, summarized by two
questions, both of which acted as titles for two articles published in
the 1980s – ‘Does second language instruction make a difference?’ and
‘Why don’t learners learn what teachers teach?’ (Long (1983a) and
Allwright (1984) respectively.) We shall return to these questions in
later chapters.

From teacher role to teacher talk . . .

We have already noted the diversity and complexity of ELT classrooms
around the world: cultural contexts, institutional curricula, teacher and
teaching styles and beliefs, and learner needs and expectations differ
from country to country (Mercer, 2001). Yet despite this variation,
the way language is used in the classroom remains broadly similar
because:

Wherever they are and whatever they are teaching, teachers in
schools and other educational facilities are likely to face some
similar practical tasks. They have to organize activities to occupy
classes of disparate individuals. . . . They have to control unruly
behaviour. They are expected to teach a specific curriculum. . . .
And they have to monitor and assess the educational progress the
students make. All aspects of teachers’ responsibilities are reflected
in their use of language as the principal tool of their responsibilities.

(Mercer, 2001: 243)

Thus how teachers talk and how teachers talk to learners is a key
element in organizing and facilitating learning. This is particularly
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important in an L2 classroom where the medium of instruction is also
the lesson content, that is, language is both ‘the vehicle and object of
instruction’ (Long, 1983b: 9). This contrasts with other subjects such
as physics or geography where the content (or message) is separate
from the language (or medium). And, despite the emergence and
theoretical dominance of Communicative Language Teaching, Task-
based approaches and learner-centredness within ELT (outlined in
Chapter 5), teacher talk still takes up a great deal of time in many
classes (for example, Chaudron (1988) summarizes evidence suggesting
that in some bilingual education and immersion classes, over 60 per
cent of class time is typically given over to teacher talk).

Teacher talk, then, is the language teachers typically use in the L2
classroom. Teacher talk can be conceptualized in two ways – specific -
ally as a language that is similar to the foreigner talk L1 speakers use
when talking to L2 learners or the caretaker talk parents use with
children, slower and grammatically simplified (but not grammatically
inaccurate); or as the general term for the way teachers interact with
learners in the language classroom. As Lynch (1996) points out,
attitudes to classroom teacher talk vary widely – is it a valid concept,
should it be used in the L2 classroom, and, if so, when? Although
understandable and inevitable, especially with lower levels, many
applied linguists and teachers suggest that teacher talk should not be
over-simplified as learners require challenging language input for their
language to develop (see Chapter 6 for further discussion of this issue).

Part I: Classroom interaction and management10

Task 1.3 Teacher talk in the L2 classroom

• ‘Language is both the message and the medium’. In what ways
might listening to teachers and the language they use help learners
learn?

• When you talk to learners in class, do you modify the way you
speak? If so, what do you do?

• What do you think are the benefits, and the potential disadvan -
tages, of modifying your speech to learners?

• Chaudron (1988), Tsui (1995) and V. Cook (2008) suggest that
teacher talk might account for more than 60 percent of L2
classroom talk. Do you recognize this from your own experience?

• What do you think is an appropriate balance of teacher talk and
student talking time in the classroom, and why?

TC



 

The balance of teacher talk and student talk (or teacher talking time
(TTT) and student talking time (STT)) is also a matter of some debate.
Typically, communicative and interaction-based approaches to ELT
have suggested that teacher talk should be minimized in the classroom
(as suggested above), thereby providing opportunities for learners to
talk, and to practise and produce language. However, learners also
require language input and opportunities for language comprehension,
both of which teachers can provide. Clearly, the roles teachers adopt
in the classroom, and their beliefs about how L2 learners learn, will
affect the amount of teacher talk learners are exposed to. Equally,
teachers need to consider not only the quantity of teacher and learner
talk but also its quality. We shall return to these points in Part II.

. . . and classroom interaction

It is evident that the roles teachers (and learners) take on in the
language classroom also affect not only the amount and quality of
teacher talk, but wider patterns of classroom interaction, ‘the general
term for what goes on in between the people in the classroom,
particularly when it involves language’ (Thornbury, 2006: 26), or, as
Malamah-Thomas puts it, ‘the social encounter of the classroom’
where ‘people/things have a reciprocal effect upon each other through
their actions’ (1987: 146).

What kind of questions might teachers ask?

Questions, particularly questions asked by teachers and answered by
learners, tend to dominate L2 classroom interaction. Indeed, Chaudron
(1988) suggests that questions constitute 20–40 per cent of class-
room talk, while Tsui (1995) refers to a class in Hong Kong where
almost 70 per cent of classroom interaction could be accounted for
by the teacher asking a question, a learner or learners responding, 
and finally the teacher providing feedback to the response (i.e., 
the Initiation-Response-Feedback exchange (Sinclair and Coulthard
(1975), dis cussed later in this chapter). V. Cook (2008) supports this
figure. Questions help teachers elicit information, check learners’
under standing and keep learners’ attention. They also provide learners
with a language practice opportunity when they answer. Teacher
questions, therefore, fulfil a clear pedagogic purpose and also enable
teachers to exert control over learners (an issue we shall return to
shortly).

Apart from the generic functions of questions identified above,
different types of questions generally lead to qualitatively and quanti-
tatively different responses from learners, some questions thus leading
learners to ‘work harder’ with the language. Question types include:
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• ‘Closed’ and ‘open’ questions, whereby questions with only one
acceptable answer, usually factual, are ‘closed’, whereas questions
with a range of possible answers, usually ‘reasoning questions’, 
are ‘open’. Tsui (1995) suggests that closed questions are more
restrictive (and less likely to encourage continuing interaction) than
open questions.

• ‘Display’ and ‘referential’ questions refer respectively to those
questions to which teachers already know the answer as they ask
them and those to which they do not. Tsui (1995) notes that
referential questions are more likely to lead to genuine communica-
tion in the classroom, while Nunan (1987) suggests that referential
questions also result in learners using more complex language.
Display questions are also very unusual in communication outside
the classroom (Nunan and Lamb, 1996).

There are clearly good reasons to use all question types in the ELT
classroom, Walsh (2006a) suggesting that different question types will
be more or less appropriate according to a teacher’s immediate goal:

The extent to which a question produces a communicative response
is less important than the extent to which a question serves a
purpose at a particular point in a lesson. In short, the use of
appropriate questioning strategies requires an understanding of the
function of a question in relation to what is being taught.

(Walsh, 2006a: 8, citing Nunn, 1999; 
original emphasis)

We shall return to the possible linguistic and social effects of teacher
questions as a potential classroom intervention in the next chapter.

Giving explanations . . . or causing confusion?

Tsui states that ‘the role of the teacher is to make knowledge accessible
to students’ (1995: 30), that is, to provide explanations. There are of
course a number of ways this might be achieved, from teacher-led
deductive explanations to guiding learners through a process of
inductive discovery (see Chapter 4 for further discussion). However,
as Lynch (1996) suggests, from the learners’ perspective, L2 classrooms
can be confusing places and ‘“explanations” are only explanations if
they are recognized’ (32); similarly, Martin points out that explanations
are only explanations if they are understood (1970, in Tsui, 1995:
31). In terms of classroom interaction and teacher (and learner) talk
therefore, Tsui suggests that effective explanations require:

• the active engagement of learners in processing new information
and linking it to old information.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management12



 

• effective and linked stages which neither over-explain nor under-
explain the issue.

Teachers face the challenge of accommodating these concerns in
practical ways that are appropriate for their own teaching context.

Errors in the classroom: dilemmas, possibilities 
and practices

According to van Lier, ‘apart from questioning, the activity which most
characterizes language classroom is correction of errors’ (1988b: 276
in Walsh, 2006a: 10). Yet the issue of error and how errors are treated
in the classroom often provokes strong opinions from teachers and
learners alike, ranging from a ‘no correction’ stance to an ideal where
all errors are eliminated (unlikely in the real world!). Methodologically
speaking, these positions can be associated with, for example, the
Natural Approach (Krashen and Terrell, 1983), where error correction
was avoided, and the Audiolingual approach to L2 teaching, in which
correction was highly valued (see Chapters 5 and 6 for further
discussion).

At present, however, most teachers seem to be positioned some-
where in the middle of these two extremes, for, as Edge (1989: 1)
comments in a deceptively simple analysis of the dilemma teachers face:

Most people agree that making mistakes is a part of learning. Most
people also agree that correction is part of teaching. If we agree so
far, then we have a most interesting question to answer: if making
mistakes is a part of learning and correction is a part of teaching,
how do the two of them go together?

How might these questions be resolved in practice?

What is an error?
Errors are an inevitable part of L2 learning and L2 classrooms, but
as Allwright and Bailey (1991) suggest, this notion raises many further
questions. Why do learners make errors? Are errors a problem or are
they a natural and important part of L2 learning? How should teachers
react to errors, and does correction actually affect the learners’
progress? (ibid.: 83).

Corder (1967) differentiated between errors and mistakes, a
distinction that has, by and large, been subsequently maintained by
most applied linguists. If learners get something wrong because their
developing internal second language system (i.e., their interlanguage)
is not yet complete or ‘fully competent’, this is a developmental error.
Errors may also be caused by interference, that is, the influence of the
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learners’ L1 on their L2, which is said to affect the L2 in a range of
ways, including grammar, lexis and phonology. Grammatically, for
example, the English system of prepositions presents particular
challenges for learners whose L1 expresses similar concepts in different
ways (e.g., speakers of German, Russian and Arabic); L1 speakers of
several East Asian languages experience difficulty with English articles
as reference is realized differently in, for example, Japanese, Korean
and Mandarin. Likewise, lexical errors may occur where similar
sounding words carry different meanings in a learner’s L1 and the
target L2 – in Spanish, for example, sensible means ‘sensitive’ rather
than the English ‘to have good sense’. We shall examine how applied
linguists have conceptualized developmental errors in more detail in
Chapter 9.

Errors, then, are systematic representations of a learner’s L2
development and can therefore help teachers (and learners) discover
how far the learner’s knowledge the L2 has progressed. In contrast,
however, mistakes are the result of slips of the tongue (where learners
actually know the right language but fail to produce it). Mistakes are
said to occur when learners ‘fail to perform to their competence’
(Ellis, 1985 in Johnson, 2008: 335) and, in theory, can be self-corrected
by learners.

Corder (1967) suggests that mistakes ‘are of no significance to the
process of language learning’, but acknowledges that determining the
difference between an error and a mistake is extremely difficult,
especially, we should note, amid the complexity of the L2 classroom.
Indeed, Bartram and Walton (1991) go as far as to categorize the
error/mistake distinction as ‘purely academic’ and not relevant for
teachers. Allwright and Bailey (1991), meanwhile, suggest that errors
are identified in comparison to native speaker standard language
norms, which fails to recognize the sociolinguistic reality of learners’
exposure to other varieties of English, a point we shall return to in
Chapter 12.

Treating error: what might teachers do?
Hendrickson (1978) offers five key questions for teachers dealing with
errors:

• Should learner errors be corrected?

• If so, when?

• Which errors should be corrected?

• How?

• And by whom?



 

Whether an error should be treated depends, of course, on the teacher
first noticing it. Subsequently, Johnson (2008) suggests, teachers may
evaluate the seriousness or gravity of the error, Hendrickson (1978)
prioritizing those errors that affect communication and meaning 
(i.e., global errors rather than local errors); those that stigmatize
learners, for example, by not attending to politeness and appropriacy
in interaction; and those that are particularly frequent.

Whether and when to treat an error also depends upon the context
in which the error is made. Looking first at spoken errors, most teacher
training and development texts suggest a difference between accuracy
and fluency-focused, or, as Harmer puts it, ‘non-communicative’ and
‘communicative’, classroom activities (2007: 142; see also later
chapters). Typical concerns include, for example, whether to interrupt
learner talk in fluency-focused activities or whether to delay treatment
(which is assumed to be more immediate in accuracy-focused activities);
how to show that an error has been made (e.g., by asking learners to
repeat themselves or via a gesture); how to guide learners to the correct
language (e.g., through learner self-correction, help from classmates,
teacher explanation, or teacher reformulation (repeating back the
correct form)); and how to avoid learner embarrassment and maintain
classroom rapport.

The treatment of written errors similarly depends on the purpose
of the writing and the teacher’s aims when providing feedback.
Teachers might respond to written work by providing formative
suggestions for learners to consider (e.g., ‘you could . . .’; ‘why don’t
you . . .?’); show errors, and types of errors, through the use of a
marking code; or reformulate, that is, provide a correct model by
rewriting the learner’s text while attempting to preserve their original
meanings (Johnson, 2008).

From ‘error correction’ to feedback and repair
As the above discussion illustrates, error and its treatment is far from
straightforward, to the extent that, when describing teachers’ possible
responses to errors and mistakes, the term ‘correction’ is perhaps too
narrow and we can use the more general term repair. This refers to ‘the
way that the speaker or listener gets the interaction back on course when
something goes wrong’ (V. Cook, 2008: 165); in the L2 classroom, it
comprises all types of teacher and learner-instigated feedback.

Linking practice to theory – first thoughts: why treat error?
The theoretical debates that underpin correction and repair are exam -
ined in more detail in Part II, where we investigate the importance (or
otherwise!) of explicitly focusing on language forms, whether learners
can and should notice the gap between their own language and the
target language, and how learners’ struggle for meaning (i.e., self-repair)
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might assist L2 development. However, in the context of this chapter’s
more practical focus, what is the significance of repair? Why treat error?

Walsh (2006a: 10) suggests that ‘repair, like other practices which
prevail in language classrooms, is a ritual, something [teachers] “do
to learners” without really questioning their actions’. Noting that this
is understandable (and therefore not a criticism), Walsh argues that
the consequences of how, when and, implicitly, which errors are
repaired are ‘crucial to learning’:

Part I: Classroom interaction and management16

Task 1.4 In your context: making sense of repair

• We have noted the suggested difference between an ‘error’ and
a ‘mistake’. Do you recognize this difference from your own
experience (as a teacher or as a language learner)?

• How relevant is this concept to your own classroom practice?

• So, how do you define error, and how do you identify errors in
your classroom?

• English language teachers vary in their attitude to error and repair,
from providing little or no correction to providing and encouraging
a great deal of systematic repair. What is your opinion? Which kind
of teacher are you and how do you compare to other teachers you
know and work with?

• In what ways do you consider error correction and repair a useful
classroom activity? How might it lead to L2 learning?

• Do you notice more errors than you treat or encourage learners to
repair? If so, what kind of errors do you focus on? If ‘it depends’,
what does it depend on? How do you select which errors to
correct?

• How are errors treated in your classroom? What strategies and
techniques do you use/are used?

• As a teacher, have you ever been in a situation where your beliefs
about repair did not correspond to the learners’ beliefs? If so, was
the situation resolved (and how)? Consider:

• the amount of correction and the gravity of errors.

• mechanisms for repair (teacher-centred, peer-assisted, self-
correction).



 

Teachers are open to many options – their split-second decisions
in the rapid flow of a lesson may have consequences for the learning
opportunities they present to their learners.

(Walsh, 2006a: 10–11)

Similarly, although we have observed that avoiding embarrassment
and maintaining learners’ face is an important consideration for
teachers, learners generally believe that error correction is a key part
of the language teacher’s role. As Seedhouse states:

Learners appear to have grasped better than teachers and method-
ologists that, within the interactional organisation of the L2
classroom, making linguistic errors and having them corrected
directly and overtly is not an embarrassing matter.

(1997: 571, in Walsh, 2006a: 10)

We have already recognized that learners and teachers bring with them
to class a set of beliefs and expectations, and in Chapter 7 we shall
investigate the role of beliefs, and the implications of teachers and
learners holding different beliefs, in more detail. But regardless of the
pedagogic role of repair, error correction also fulfils the more ‘social’
role of meeting learner expectations of the teacher’s classroom role.

Classroom interaction – a final consideration: ‘control’

As we have seen, classroom interaction is shaped by teachers’ decisions.
For example, learners will reply in different ways using different
language when teachers ask open referential questions rather than
closed display questions. In general, teachers also direct turn-taking
and topic selection in the classroom. Thus, due to their ‘special status’,
teachers orchestrate and control classroom interaction and communica -
tion (Breen, 1998; Walsh, 2006a, 2011). (Of course, most teachers
deal with issues of disruption and discipline which are also issues of
‘control’; for a review of these and other issues of classroom
management, see Harmer, 2007; Wright, 2005.)

The Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) exchange is one of the
most typical interactions in L2 classrooms. Here, the teacher initiates
an exchange and requires a learner response. Subsequently, the teacher
provides evaluative feedback on that response (Sinclair and Coulthard,
1975). For example:

Teacher: Now, who wrote a play called Romeo and Juliet?
Learner: William Shakespeare.
Teacher: Shakespeare. Yes, that’s right. Does anyone know any

other plays that Shakespeare wrote?
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Here, the teacher leads the interaction, confirming and positively
evaluating the learner’s response before moving on to the next stage
of the interaction.

Walsh (2006a) summarizes the reasons for the prevalence of IRF
in the L2 classroom – it matches teacher and learner expectations of
what classrooms should be like; teachers often want to provide
reassuring and positive feedback to learners; asymmetrical power
relations in the classroom ensure that teachers ‘hold the floor’ more
often than learners; and it is a time-efficient way of moving classroom
interaction forward, albeit via a somewhat limited exchange.

However, in an IRF sequence, the teacher makes two ‘moves’ for
every one made by a learner, thereby contributing to the high level of
teacher talk found by Chaudron and Tsui that we noted earlier. IRF
sequences have also been criticized for limiting learners’ oppor tunities
for interaction, in terms of both quantity and quality, and can be seen
as a way in which both turn-taking and topic are nominated and/or
dominated by teachers. Thus while potentially meeting both teachers’
and learners’ social expectations of role and classroom behav iour, IRF
sequences reduce learners’ opportunities to lead and participate in
classroom interaction.

Similarly, the ways in which teachers manage questioning, explan -
ations and repair raise similar issues concerning the relationship
between patterns of interaction, language use and control within the
L2 classroom. These issues are not solely ‘pedagogic’ but also concern
the nature and distribution of power in the classroom and education
more generally, for, as Allwright and Hanks (2009: 65) suggest:

Attractive to most people . . . control can certainly make life easier
for the controllers, but it can create problems for the controlled,
and for the health of the system as a whole.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management18

Task 1.5 Interaction, control and class size

English language classes vary considerably in size, from one-to-one
teaching and small group classes to classes that contain fifty (and
more) learners.

• In what ways might teacher and learner roles, classroom interaction
and issues of control vary and differ according to class size?

• Although class size is often linked to other contextual factors such
as availability of resources and local educational traditions, do you
think there are any aspects of role, interaction and control which
might not alter according to the size of class?

TC



 

We shall explore these issues in more detail in the next chapter, in
which we shall also revisit the IRF sequence, examining how teachers
might intervene and adapt their approach to classroom interaction.

Summary . . . and moving on

At the end of this, the first chapter, it is necessary to both draw together
its key themes and to map their place in the wider debates of English
language teaching (and the other themes and parts of this book).

The chapter has both investigated some of the key practices and
dilemmas teachers experience in the L2 classroom and touched on a
wide range of issues that will require further exploration. First, the
discussion highlighted the diverse, complex and essentially pedagogic
and social nature of ELT classrooms. Fundamentally:

A popular notion is that education is something carried out by one
person, a teacher, standing in front of a class and transmitting
information to a group of learners who are all willing and able to
absorb it. This view, however, simplifies what is a highly complex
process involving an intricate interplay between the learning process
itself, the teacher’s intentions and actions, the individual
personalities of the learners, their culture and background, the
learning environment and a host of other variables.

(Williams and Burden, 1997: 5)

The chapter then explored teacher roles and classroom interaction,
and it is worth emphasizing that the focus was explicitly on how
teacher behaviour may affect classroom discourse, control and, in due
course, L2 learning. In later chapters, we will attend to the management
of the social dimensions of learning such as motivation and group
dynamics.

But, as we have seen, teacher decision-making and behaviour 
is constrained by personal philosophy, space, time and available
resources, interpersonal and institutional factors, community con-
siderations, syllabus and assessment, and classroom routine (Lynch,
1996). Thus finding potential ‘interventions’ to the classroom dilemmas
outlined here is not straightforward, and it is to possible ways ahead
that we now turn.
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2 Intervening in the
language classroom

Classroom management,
interaction and learning
opportunities

Since teachers’ lives are different one from another, so their expertise
will differ, with no model emerging as an obvious template. What
is right is what works in a given context in terms of all the various
cultures which operate there.

(Sowden, 2007: 309–10)

This chapter will:

• problematize notions of ‘the good language teacher’;

• examine differing patterns of classroom management and control,
and the possible implications of these teacher interventions for
classroom interaction and L2 learning;

• consider the impact and role of new computer and web-based
technologies in (and beyond) the ELT classroom;

• consider the management of L2 interaction and learning
opportunities in ‘large class’ contexts;

• relate these discussions to an ‘ecological’ perspective on language
teaching.

Introduction: the good teacher?

Almost everyone has an opinion as to what makes a ‘good’ teacher.
In most countries, we spend thousands of hours as schoolchildren
experiencing and evaluating teachers in action (Borg, 2004). Although
these experiences of teaching are necessarily partial as learners do not
see what goes on ‘behind the scenes’ in terms of, for example, pre-
class preparation and decision-making or post-class analyses and
marking, they inform our beliefs as adults about what a ‘good teacher’
does and what ‘good teaching’ is (Lortie, 1975; Borg, 2004). Indeed,



 

one of the aims of teacher training and education is to challenge
teachers to move beyond the limited and unanalysed understandings
of teaching that this apprenticeship of observation provides (Lortie,
1975).

Moving beyond these partial understandings, several surveys have
attempted to collate the characteristics and actions of teachers that
are most likely to lead to effective teaching (Williams and Burden,
1997). Sometimes termed process-product studies (i.e., they aim to
identify what teaching processes lead to satisfactory products,
outcomes and results), they tend to outline the personal characteristics
of ‘good’ teachers or list desirable teacher behaviour. For example:

An outstanding teacher should be an inspiring instructor who is
concerned about students, an active scholar who is respected 
by discipline peers, and an efficient organised professional who is
accessible to students and colleagues.

(Ericksen, 1984: 3, in Williams and 
Burden, 1997: 47)

And

Nine key factors contributing to effective teaching:

• clarity of presentation;
• teacher enthusiasm;
• variety of activities during lessons;
• achievement-oriented behaviour in classrooms;
• opportunity to learn criterion material;
• acknowledgement and stimulation of student ideas;
• (lack of) criticism;
• use of structuring comments at the beginning and during lessons;
• guiding of student answers.

(Rosenshine and Furst, 1973, in 
Williams and Burden, 1997: 47)

While it might seem difficult to disagree with these findings, they
are problematic in a number of ways. They offer less than expected
in terms of actual classroom practice as they are open to a variety of
interpretations (Williams and Burden, 1997); for example, how should
learner answers be ‘guided’ in practice? How much ‘variety’ should a
lesson include? What is ‘enthusiasm’? Additionally, we noted in the
previous chapter that each classroom is unique and complex. Thus
what ‘good’ teachers do will vary according to their personality and
beliefs, cultural and contextual background, and the aims and needs
of learners (discussed further in later chapters); searching for a
generalizable model of ‘good teaching’ is unrealistic in a profession
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that is so diverse. Finally, it is worth noting that teachers, already busy
with their daily professional and home lives, can find models such as
Ericksen’s outline of an ‘outstanding teacher’ (p. 21) overwhelming
and potentially demoralizing. Whether such models are helpful or in
fact encourage teacher ‘burnout’ is open to question.

Thus, modelling and characterizing a ‘good teacher’ is problematic.
And yet, for teachers hoping to develop their professional practice,
exploration of and reflection upon classroom life and their role within
it is necessary.

As we observed in Chapter 1, teachers provide or contribute to the
conditions for L2 learning to take place, which includes, among other
things, organizing, motivating and guiding learners. Thus, noting 
that there is more than one ‘right’ way to teach and that ‘language
teaching can be seen as a principled problem solving activity: a kind
of operational research which works out solutions to its own local
problems’ (Widdowson, 1990: 7), in the rest of this chapter, we will
investigate further how teachers might intervene in and manage
classroom life and classroom interaction, and explore how this can
affect opportunities for L2 learning.

In the ELT classroom: classroom management, 
control and interaction

Classroom management, that is, how teachers organize and direct
learners and learning to make the most effective use of available time
and resources (Thornbury, 2006), is ‘the central element of every
teacher’s daily professional experience’ (Wright, 2005: 1). However,
Wright (ibid.) remarks upon a tendency for applied linguists to
overlook the importance of classroom management, reducing it to a
series of techniques for controlling lesson flow and pacing or organizing
seating and grouping learners, for example. Clearly, however, how
classrooms are managed affects opportunities for L2 learning.

Order, opportunity and high and low structure
classrooms

It seems unrealistic to think that what learners do and say in the
classroom can be completely planned and controlled by the teacher.
Unplanned and uncontrolled learner discourse is an inevitable element
of most L2 classrooms and actually contributes to language learning
(we shall examine how language teaching methodologies take account
of this and how applied linguists conceptualize this learning in
Chapters 5 and 6). Thus, as Wright (2005) observes, any action in the
classroom, by teachers or learners, can elicit a variety of possible
responses, ranging from the expected to the unexpected, and these
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elements of classroom interaction provide learning opportunities that
teachers and learners can exploit. Learning opportunities are those
occasions, from brief moments to longer-term opportunities, when
learners may learn. They may result from conscious and imposed
encounters with language, or they may be an unconscious consequence
of ‘natural’ language use. Encountering an opportunity to learn does
not mean that learning necessarily takes place (Allwright, 2005;
Wright, 2005). Given that language is the medium and the message
of an L2 classroom (see Chapter 1), it is possible to regard all elements
of L2 language use in class as a learning opportunity.

Wright (2005) suggests that teachers who acknowledge the com -
plexity inherent in classrooms and hold an opportunity view of
classroom management may seek to create uncertain conditions that can
be exploited as learning opportunities. This contrasts with an order 
view that claims learning to be a consequence of teacher control and
the simplification of classroom complexity. According to order per -
spectives, teachers instruct while learners successfully follow teachers’
instructions and do as they are told. According to Wright, teachers and
learners ‘intuitively know that this is not true’ (123)).

Within an opportunity perspective of classroom management, there -
fore, learners may be encouraged to take ‘risks’ with language and to
negotiate meanings in classroom discourse (see Part II). More broadly,
as we shall explore in subsequent chapters, we may see links with
Communicative Language Teaching and Task-based Learning, with
Dogme approaches to ELT, and with moves towards learner autonomy.

Task 2.1 Managing the ELT classroom

• To what extent are your lessons a combination of planned and
unplanned activities and opportunities for L2 learning?

• How often do you ‘abandon’ your plans in class and provide
opportunities for the learners to shape the lesson(s)?

• How is ‘control’ maintained in your classroom? Consider:

• explicit rewards and discipline;

• patterns of classroom interaction, questioning techniques, the
IRF exchange and topic control;

• other classroom routines and behaviour of both teachers and
learners.

• How far do learners participate in decisions related to these
aspects of classroom life?



 

Briggs and Moore (1993, in Wright, 2005) frame this discussion 
in terms of ‘high’ and ‘low’ structure classrooms. As Wright (ibid.)
summarizes, high structure classrooms, which draw upon the order
view of classroom management, emphasize the teacher’s role in
organizing learning with little learner involvement in decision-making
about lessons. Meanwhile, more opportunity-based low structure
approaches to classroom management encourage learner involvement
in decisions about what and how to learn as they adopt a more
autonomous approach to their own learning. High and low structure
approaches are summarized in Table 2.1.

Thus, high and low structure approaches to classroom management
differ in the amount of control teachers and learners have over
classroom practices. Where management focuses on high structure and
order, classrooms and classroom discourse are more likely to be
teacher-centred thereby affecting the way teachers ask questions, give
explana tions, correct errors and control topics. Low structure
opportunity classrooms will change the practices and behaviour of
teachers and learners alike, providing more opportunities for learner
participation and interaction, and inevitably making classrooms more
unpredictable places. High and low structure approaches to classroom
management are not only issues of control and power, therefore; they
affect the quantity and quality of classroom interaction and, hence,
opportunities for L2 learning. We shall now explore the relationship
between interaction and learning in more detail.

The interaction continuum

As we shall see in later chapters, much applied linguistics research now
places interaction of one sort or another at the centre of language
teaching and learning, interaction being the:
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Table 2.1 High and low structure in classroom decision-making

Management decisions High structure Low structure

PLANNING Teacher-centred and Grouping around 
teacher-controlled activities, learner choice

CLASSROOM Imposed routines Participative decision-
PROCEDURES making and consultation

QUESTIONING Display, closed Referential, open, i.e., 
Assertive, IRF exchanges ‘authentic’

REWARD/PUNISHMENT To modify behaviour To encourage pupil self-
discipline

Source: After Briggs and Moore, 1993: 496–7; adapted from Wright, 2005: 125.



 

The social behaviour that occurs when one person communicates
with another. Interaction in this sense is interpersonal. It can occur
face-to-face, in which case it usually takes place through the oral
medium, or it can occur as displaced activity, in which case it
generally involves the written medium.

(Ellis, 1999: 1; original emphasis)

Rivers (1987: 4–5) observes that interaction is the key to teaching
language for communication, noting that, through interaction:

. . . students can increase their language store as they listen or read
authentic linguistic material, or even the output of their fellow
students . . . In interaction, students can use all they possess of the
language – all they have learned or casually absorbed – in real-life
exchanges where expressing their real meaning is important to
them. . . The brain is dynamic, constantly interrelating what we have
learned with what we are learning, and the give-and-take of message
exchanges enables students to retrieve and interrelate a great deal
of what they have encountered – material that . . . might otherwise
lie dormant until the teacher thought to reintroduce it.

(original emphasis)

We shall return to examine how these key learning processes might
operate in Chapter 6; for now, however, let us return to the relation-
ship between classroom management and interaction.

The ‘interaction continuum’ characterizes the tension already noted
between teacher-controlled and learner-managed classrooms (Kramsch,
1987). At one end of the continuum, teacher control is maintained via
‘instructional discourse’, where teacher and learner roles and statuses
are fixed and predictable; tasks are teacher-focused and involve the
conveying and receiving of information; and linguistic accuracy is
important. At the other end of the continuum, ‘natural discourse’ 
is sustained through flexible and negotiated teacher and learner roles;
tasks are group-oriented and meaning-focused; and the interaction
itself is the focus of learning (i.e., the learning opportunity). Kramsch’s
model suggests that ‘natural discourse’ creates or allows for more
uncertainty in all aspects of classroom practice. Thus, classroom
discourse and interaction is less predictable in more learner-centred
and meaning-focused L2 classrooms, as summarized in Table 2.2.

Of course, while specific classrooms might draw upon one discourse
more than another, most L2 teaching and learning draws upon both
as teachers and learners establish ‘convivial discourse’ somewhere in
the middle of the continuum (Kramsch, 1987). Indeed, instructional
and natural discourse are ‘neither mutually dependent nor mutually
exclusive, though they interrelate and interact in complex ways to
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provide organizational structure [to the lesson]’ (van Lier, 1988a:
155), with the balance of classroom discourses, interaction and control
changing between and within lessons according to the particular aims
and needs of the class at that time. However, we should remember,
as noted in Chapter 1 (and explored further in the final part of this
book), that teachers are rarely ‘free agents’ in guiding this process,
constrained as they are by social and institutional factors.

Summarizing classroom interaction: the story so far

Inside two language classrooms
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Table 2.2 The interaction continuum

Instructional ‘Convivial discourse’ Natural discourse
discourse

Roles Fixed statuses Negotiated roles

Tasks Teacher-oriented Group-oriented

Types of Focus on accuracy Focus on meaning 
knowledge and fluency of

interaction

Source: Adapted from Kramsch, 1987: 18.

Task 2.2 Classroom roles, interactions and
interventions in practice

Look at the extracts from two different English language classrooms
below, and consider the differences between the two sequences.

• What role(s) does the teacher take in each, for example instructor,
evaluator, guide, resource? (More than one role may be possible
in each case.)

• How much does the teacher talk? How much do the learners talk?

• What classroom interaction features can you identify in terms of:

• IRF exchanges.

• Giving instructions and explanations.

• Eliciting learner language.
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• Question types.

• Repair.

• Where would you position the two extracts on the interaction
continuum?

• How would you assess them in terms of ‘control’?

• Do they focus on language forms or meaning?

• What L2 learning opportunities arise during each exchange?

Extract 1: from a Norwegian primary school, focusing on the language
point ‘have got’:

1. T: Now I want everybody to listen to me, and when I
say ‘you are going to say after me’, you are going to
say what I say. We can try . . .

2. T: I’ve got a lamp – a lamp. Say after me ‘I’ve got a
lamp’

3. LL: I’ve got a lamp
4. T: I’ve got a glass, a glass. Say after me ‘I’ve got a glass’
5. LL: I’ve got a glass
6. T: I’ve got a vase, a vase. Say after me ‘I’ve got a vase’
7. LL: I’ve got a vase

. . .
8. T: I’ve got a hammer. What have you got, Tjartan?
9. L1: I have a hammer
10. T: Can everybody say ‘I’ve got’?
11. L1: I’ve got
12. T: Fine. I’ve got a belt. What have you got? Kjersti?
13. L2: Hmm – I’ve got a telephone

. . .
14. T: And listen to me again – and look what I’ve written.

I’ve got a hammer – just listen now – have you got
a hammer?

15. L: Yes
16. T: Raise your hand up now Bjorn
17. L3: Yes
18. T: I’ve . . .
19. L3: I’ve got a hammer
20. T: You’ve got a hammer and then you answer ‘yes, I

have’ – ‘Yes, I have’. I’ve got a belt. Have you got a
belt, Vegard?

21. L4: Er . . . no
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22. T: You only answer with ‘yes’
23. L4: Yes
24. T: Yes . . .
25. L4: I . . . have
26. T: I have . . . fine . . . I’ve got a trumpet. Have you got

a trumpet, Anna?
27. L5: Ah . . . er . . . erm . . . yes, I have

(adapted from Seedhouse, 2004: 102–3)

Extract 2: From a primary school in Abu Dhabi, in which a learner
comes to the front of the class to share his experiences with the rest
of the class:

1. L1: Before on Wednesday I went to a trip in Dubai
because my father’s work they gave him a paper that
we could go to a free trip to Dubai

2. T: Ah . . .
3. L1: Ya, and on the paper it said we could stay in a hotel

for any days you want so I said to my father for two
days and when I was going to Dubai Mark called me

4. T: He called you?
5. L1: Ya, and we were talking and then when we finished

talking . . . er . . . on Thursday my father took me to
Burjuman, ya, there was something like this big just
twenty dirhams, ya, I bought it and it . . .

6. T: . . . What is this . . . something like this . . . it’s big?
7. L1: It’s like a penguin but not a penguin. It’s a bear, ya,

not very big like this
8. T: Uhu . . .
9. L1: Like me, ya. I press a button, it moves like this, and

it carries me up like this and puts me down
10. T: Are you serious?
11. L1: And also in the hotel I saw the tallest man in the world

and the shortest man in the world
12. T: Really? Ha! Where do they come from?
13. L1: Er . . . I don’t know. One is from China, I don’t know,

Japan and one is from here. The tall man, he’s like
this [extending his right hand up] bigger than the short
man

14. T: Is he the same one that came to school?
15. L1: No, bigger than that one
16. T: Oh really? Even taller?
17. L1: [nods]
18. T: Jeez! OK, thank you Arash for sharing

(Yazigi, 2001: 42, in Seedhouse, 2004: 115–16)
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The transcripts in Task 2.2 illustrate two very different types of
classroom interaction. In Extract 1, the focus is clearly on a specific form
(i.e., ‘have got’) with an emphasis on linguistic accuracy rather than the
communication of real-world meanings, and there is no real ‘topic’ or
content focus within the interaction. The teacher controls and, indeed,
dominates turn-taking through the use of closed display questions and,
on occasion, IRF exchanges (e.g., lines 10–12, with the teacher feedback
‘fine’). Often, however, positive teacher feedback is more implicit, the
learners presumably understanding they have completed the exchange
appropriately if the teacher moves straight on to the next example as
illustrated by the adjacency pairs in lines 2–3, 4–5 and 6–7 (Seedhouse,
2004). Additionally, when learners deviate from the language outputs
the teacher expects, repair occurs. For example, in a scenario familiar
to most classrooms, the repair initiated on in line 18 acts as a prompt
when the learner hesitates. In contrast, however, the repair in line 10
‘corrects’ a learner who has produced a linguistically accurate form,
which also communicates the appropriate meaning (i.e., ‘I have a
hammer’). Again, this kind of exchange takes place in many L2
classrooms, although teachers might be less aware of it.

In Extract 2, however, meaning is paramount. Although any use of
language, of course, employs linguistic form, the focus of the exchange
is a real-world topic that carries personal relevance for the classroom
participants. Fluency, rather than accuracy, is encouraged. In this
particular exchange, although the majority of the classroom talk is
undertaken by the learner, the teacher has a clear role in setting up
the activity, prompting further talk and clarifying meanings for other
listeners. Thus questions are generally more open and referential, and
repair does occur (e.g., through the use of ‘taller’ in line 16). However,
although meaningful interaction is central, as Meerholz-Härle and
Tschirner observe, the exact relationship between learner interaction
and actual language acquisition remains unclear (2004: 111). We shall
focus on this relationship in more detail in Part II, Chapter 6.

Teacher decision-making: ‘making the right choice at
the right time’?

Clearly, when deciding how to facilitate the construction of learning
opportunities, teachers aspire to ‘make the right choice at the right
time’ (van Lier, 2000). However, clarifying what this might mean in
terms of actual classroom decision-making and practice across the
range of complex and diverse ELT learning environments is more
difficult.

For example, we have already seen that error treatment is a complex
process and that repair can be approached in a variety of ways. Thus
although Lynch (1997) sensibly recommends that teacher intervention
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and correction of error (as opposed to learner self- and peer-repair)
should be left ‘as late as possible’ (324), ‘the right choice at the right
time’ will vary from context to context and classroom to classroom.

There is similar ambiguity as to how teachers might approach
‘teacher talk’ in the L2 classroom. Van Lier (2001: 92) observes that:

Teacher talk has been lauded for being comprehensible and
criticized for being authentic and not attuned to student needs.
Learner talk has been lauded for providing opportunities for
negotiating meaning and criticized for being a defective model,
riddled with inaccuracies.

Hence, although research generally suggests that learner talk facilitates
L2 learning more effectively than teacher talk, the extent to which the
type of interaction matters is unclear; maybe it is enough that learners
simply talk (van Lier, 2001). Teachers may be able to gain their 
own localized insights into these dilemmas by understanding and
rationalizing the interactional decisions they take in the classroom
(Walsh, 2006b: 139), but their insights as to what kind of talk is both
appropriate and best facilitates L2 learning will vary according to their
context.

Cullen (2002) suggests teachers may also wish to re-evaluate 
the IRF exchange, which, as we have seen, is generally associated 
with teacher control and teacher-centred interaction. Cullen notes that
teachers use the IRF exchange as a ‘powerful pedagogic device’ in the
interaction-based and communicative L2 classroom if the third part
of the exchange, ‘F’, includes discoursal follow-up as well as evaluative

Box 2.1 The IRF exchange revisited: initiation –
response – follow-up 

I T: What would you do if you saw a robbery?
R L: I’d shout
F T: You’d shout . . . Aaargh! . . . Laughter . . . I don’t

know if the police would hear you . . . laughter 
. . .

Analysis of F-move

You’d shout Repetition
Aaargh! Elaboration
I don’t know if the police would hear you Comment

Source: Adapted from Cullen, 2002: 123.



 

feedback. Learners’ meanings can be clarified and contribute to
emerging class discussion and discourse through follow-up mechanisms
such as repetition, elaboration, comment, or responding meaningfully
to learner responses (Cullen, 2002) as shown, for example, in Box
2.1. Thus, even in a communicative or meaning-focused setting, IRF
exchanges can be employed to intervene in and facilitate meaning-
based learning opportunities when appropriate.

To summarize, there is an array of possible interaction-focused
interventions open to teachers who have to make immediate decisions
about what is appropriate when responding to individual learners’
contributions, and balance competing forms of intervention in almost
every lesson they teach (Cullen, 2002).
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Task 2.3 The L2 classroom in practice: thinking
about your context

What elements of classroom management and interaction that we have
examined do you recognize from your own teaching? For example:

• What features of teacher and learner talk, interaction and control
typify ‘convivial discourse’ in your professional context? How far
do your classes draw upon ‘natural discourse’ or ‘instructional
discourse’?

• Can you think of occasions when interaction in your classroom
has resembled Extract 1 in Task 2.2? When and why might you
(as a teacher with your learners) manage interaction in this way?

• Similarly, can you think of occasions when interaction in your
classroom has resembled Extract 2? When and why might you (as
a teacher with your learners) manage interaction in this way?

Routine in the L2 classroom

Louden writes ‘teaching is a struggle to discover and maintain a
settled practice, a set of routines and patterns of action which resolve
the problems posed by particular subjects and groups of [learners]’
(1991: xi in Williams and Burden, 1995: 52) while Appel (1995: 124)
supports van Lier’s (1988a: 227) assertion that:

There may be several valid arguments for the maintenance of a
ritual element in the language classroom, quite apart from any
direct language-learning benefits . . . Throwing out chorus work,

TC
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Contrasting contexts for classroom decision-making:
from new technologies to large classes

As we noted in the introduction to this chapter, there is no single 
‘right way’ to teach, although, as Williams and Burden (1997) observe,
some attitudes and procedures are likely to be more productive than
others. ‘Considerable diversity’ exists among English language teachers
and learners (Tudor, 2001: 136), and ELT is conducted in contexts
ranging from well-equipped, small-class private language schools 
to low-resource, large-class environments. How, then, might the
management of classroom interaction, and the associated decisions and
interventions teachers may make, differ from context to context? We
will focus on the potential implications of two contrasting factors in
English language teaching and learning – new technologies and large
class sizes, as both ‘are part of the landscape of language teaching
worldwide, and both therefore need to be accommodated inclusively
in our understanding of what language teaching is and how it is lived
out’ (Tudor, ibid.).

New technologies in ELT: managing learning in the
classroom . . . and beyond

This chapter has so far has focused on classroom life, that is, where
the teacher and learners are together in the same physical location 
(see Chapter 1). In some ELT contexts, however, computer and
internet-based technologies have led to the development of virtual (or

display questions, repetition, and so on, since they are not
‘authentic’ communication . . . may constitute premature surgery.

Yet as we have seen, teachers may try to create uncertain conditions
in the L2 classroom to facilitate learning opportunities (Wright, 2005):

• How far do you identify with each perspective? How far is routine
desirable in the L2 classroom? And uncertainty?

• Is it possible for an L2 classroom to accommodate both routine
and uncertain conditions? If so, how?

• What would happen if you were to change or challenge established
patterns of interaction in your classroom? How would your learners,
colleagues, school managers, and, if appropriate, parents react?
How would you feel teaching in a different way?



 

online) environments. Thus although the use of technology in language
teaching is not new (e.g., language laboratories based around at first
audio and more recently multimedia systems have been in use since
the 1950s, and tapes, video, CDs and DVDs are used in many class -
rooms), the potential physical (and temporal) separation of learners
from each other and from the teacher is a potentially significant
addition to the discussion of L2 interaction and learning.

Setting the scene: new technology terms and types
An array of acronyms have been used to describe the application of
computers in language teaching and learning (e.g., CAI – Computer
Assisted Instruction; TELL – Technology Enhanced Language
Learning; WELL – Web-Enhanced Language Learning). Gruba (2004)
suggests CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning) is the now
the most established term, CALL being broadly defined by Egbert as
‘learners learning language in any context with, through, and around
computer technologies’ (2005: 5). Chapelle (2010: 66) provides further
detail:

CALL refers to a variety of technology uses for language learning
including CD-ROMs containing interactive multimedia and other
language exercises, electronic reference materials such as online
dictionaries and grammar checkers, and electronic communication
in the target language through email, blogs, and wikis.

However, in a rapidly developing field, it is perhaps easiest to
follow Lewis (2009) and refer simply to ‘new technologies’, which can
be broadly sub-divided into those that are offline or ‘dedicated’
(Richmond, 1999 in Gruba, 2004), for example, stand-alone computer-
based language exercises such as gap-fills and word-processing 
or writing development programmes; and those which are online or
‘integrated’ (ibid.) via networked computers, enabling the development
of, for example, web logs (blogs), the creation of virtual classrooms
and online tutoring (perhaps in Second Life environments or through
web-cameras), and the use of email and social networking sites as
teaching and learning tools. In ‘technology rich’ ELT environments,
there has generally been a move towards integrated practices over 
the course of the last ten years and we shall continue by exploring the
implications of online communication for L2 classrooms, both virtual
and ‘real’.

Computer-mediated communication (CMC): implications 
and interventions
There seems to be an increasing recognition that, in contexts where
the use of new technologies is seen as an expected and necessary part
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of learning, most ELT professionals now see computers as subservient
to the wider aims and contexts of language teachers and learners,
simply acknowledging ‘their integrated use in classroom management,
materials presentation, and learner interactions’ (Gruba, 2004: 630).
Hence, Harmer (2007) remarks upon similarities between virtual and
real learning environments, highlighting that non-technological issues
such as learner motivation still require attention (we shall discuss
learner motivation further in Chapter 7). Meanwhile Lewis observes
that ‘technology is nothing without a teacher and a plan’ (2009: 9).
From this perspective, new technologies leave the various roles of
teachers and learners relatively unaltered, although clearly how
teachers perform these roles (e.g., resource, prompt and organizer) does
potentially change. Kern (2006: 200–1) comments:

Because the dynamics of interaction (and feedback-uptake relation -
ships) in online environments differ from those in face-to-face
interaction, teachers must be prepared for new ways of structuring
tasks, establishing exchanges, guiding and monitoring interaction,
and evaluating performance, not to mention mastering the relevant
computer applications.

Clearly, however, control of some elements of the learning process
does pass to learners. Online or computer-mediated communication
(CMC) allows for synchronous (real-time) or asynchronous (delayed)
communication. Learners can participate in learning opportunities
when and where they choose. Additionally, learners may be empowered
to become independent decision-makers through the development 
of online English-using communities that lie beyond their teachers’
management and, indeed, knowledge (Chapelle, 2001; Allwright and
Hanks, 2009). We shall return to the debates surrounding learner
autonomy in more detail in Chapter 8.

Ultimately, however, decisions about the use of new technologies
in L2 teaching and learning depend upon two fundamental issues:
‘what kind of language does the learner engage in during a CALL
activity?’ and ‘how good is the language experience in CALL for L2
learning?’ (Chapelle, 1997: 22), i.e., what is the relationship between
new technologies and L2 interaction, and how might this affect
language learning? Kern (2006) observes that the nature of CMC 
will vary according to the medium (the language of blogs being
different from, for example, text chat). That said, although it might 
appear ‘speech-like’ at times, most CMC will be written, which may
be significant in L2 learning contexts where all interaction is computer-
mediated. Kern also notes that, compared with face-to-face interaction,
written forms of CMC also provide learners with increased oppor -
tunities to focus on form and content. At the very least, therefore,
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CMC has ‘complexified and problematized notions of interaction, 
. . . negotiation of meaning, and uptake’ (2006: 195).

Some final comments are necessary before we move on. First, of
course, the current pace of technological development means that
accounts of CALL tend to date quickly. For example, facilities for speech
online have developed rapidly since Kern emphasized the written
nature of much online discourse in 2006. Thus, the terms of reference
surrounding new technologies in ELT are constantly evolving.
Additionally, the role of new technology in L2 learning is not an ‘all or
nothing’ debate. In many contexts, online teaching and learning is
blended with face-to-face interaction. And finally, we should again
acknowledge that a ‘digital divide’ exists within ELT and that for many
English language teachers and learners, the management and nature 
of online interaction is not a practical concern. It is to these contexts
that we now turn as we examine the management of L2 learning in 
large classes.

The dynamics of large classes

It is difficult to define what is meant by a ‘large class’. Hayes (1997)
focuses on classes of fifty or more, while Coleman (2006) identifies
classes in which the number of learners ranges from sixty to 300, 500
and even 5,000 (in an open-access university in Thailand). Addition -
ally, as Coleman (2006) points out, not only does class size vary, so
also do teachers’ perceptions of the point at which a class becomes
large. Moreover, large classes can be found in a wide range of ELT

Task 2.4 New technologies and ELT

• What role do new technologies play in your teaching context?

• In what ways do you feel computers facilitate L2 learning?

• Cuban (2001) claims that computers in education are ‘oversold and
underused’. How far do you agree that this is true of ELT and your
own professional environment?

• In what ways might computer-mediated interaction differ from
face-to-face interaction? Consider both the language that is used
and how it is used.

• Given that interaction has a central place in the creation of learning
opportunities, what might these differences mean for language
learning and the language that might be learned?

TC



 

contexts, class size being just one of a range of contextual factors in
any learning environment (Tudor, 2001). Clearly, ‘large classes’ are
not a homogenous phenomenon (Coleman, 2006)).

That said, large classes are often perceived as being problematic
and are given explicit attention in many teacher training and develop -
ment texts (e.g., Brown, 2001; Johnson, 2008). Brown, for example,
notes that L2 ability varies more widely within larger classes, and that
individual teacher-learner attention is limited (196); Johnson (2008)
asks how class size may affect teacher control and the activities learners
engage in; and Harmer (2007) suggests effective large-class teaching
depends upon teacher organization and the establishment of clear
routines, the use of individual, pair and group-work, and engaging
the learners themselves in class management tasks.

Interestingly, these concerns and suggestions are not, in theory, so
different from those facing all L2 teachers. Indeed, Kumar (1992: 29),
investigating whether ‘class size really makes a difference’, argues that:

it is the nature of the teaching-learning activities and the teacher’s
role and attitude which influences the nature of learner participation
and the patterns of interaction rather than class size per se.

However, in practical terms, the physical constraints of large-class
teaching, such as the difficulties teachers experience trying to move
around overcrowded classrooms to promote learner interaction or
provide learners with enough individual attention, do create specific
challenges for establishing and maintaining L2 learning opportunities
(Shamin, 1996; Hayes, 1997). Indeed, in a study of large classes in
Pakistan, Shamin (1996) documents the emergence of two ‘classes’ or
‘zones’ within the same classrooms, learners at the front participating
in more ‘learning-oriented’ patterns of interaction, while those towards
the back and out of the teacher’s ‘range’ engage in non-productive
activities (such as chatting or doing other work). While a possible
solution might be to devolve control and responsibility for learning
to learners at the back of the classroom (i.e., move towards low-
structure classroom management), in the context that Shamin investi-
gated, learners expected, and appeared to learn most effectively, within
high-structure, teacher-centred classes.

Shamin’s study suggests that a complex relationship exists between
class size, classroom management and interaction, learner and teacher
beliefs and behavioural norms and the classroom’s broader socio-
cultural context. And if large class sizes do not actually limit or
determine the management of L2 interaction and opportunities for
learning, it seems that class size makes this relationship more complex
for teachers and learners to negotiate.
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Summary: classroom management and interaction . . . 
‘it depends’

This chapter has focused on the management of classroom interaction
and learning opportunities in English language classrooms. While
highlighting the role of interaction in L2 learning, the discussion has
also emphasized the complexity and diversity of L2 classrooms, which,
Tudor (2001) maintains, is an inherent, not incidental, feature of
language teaching. As Tudor puts it, learners are not ‘simply’ learners,
teachers are not ‘simply’ teachers, and language classrooms are not
all the same. Rather, learning environments are complex systems built
upon human relationships and located in specific, real-world contexts.
Thus, ‘in order to understand precisely what takes place in our
classrooms, we have to look at these classrooms as entities in their
own right and explore the meaning they have for those who are
involved in them’ (ibid.: 9).

This ‘ecological perspective’ (van Lier, 1997) suggests that what
happens in the ELT classroom is not straightforward and predictable;
instead, what happens in learning environments, and how teachers
teach, in practice depends on:

. . . who you are, what you know and believe, and what you want
your students to be able to know and do. It depends on what you
are expected to teach, how you teach it, and what your students are
expected to do with what you have taught them . . . it depends on
how your students are viewed within the school where you teach
and within the community where your school is located. . . The list
goes on and on.

(Johnson, 1999: 1)

In terms of this chapter, although classroom management and inter -
action are key elements in the creation of L2 learning opportunities,
teacher and learners will approach them in different ways in different
classrooms and contexts.

In the next chapter, we will examine differing frameworks through
which applied linguists have theorized this complexity, investigating
in more detail conceptions of the L2 classroom and examining the
relationship between teachers’ values and understandings of classroom
life and their teaching practices.
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3 The language classroom
in theory and practice

Complex, diverse and ‘local’

Classroom life is what teachers and learners make it. At the same
time, classroom life is what they make of it, and what it makes
them.

(Wright, 2006: 64)

This chapter will:

• investigate differing conceptualizations of the L2 classroom and
explore the insights into classroom life which they provide;

• examine the ways in which language teaching is a ‘local activity’;

• consider how values and power relationships might affect classroom
practices;

• encourage readers to reflect on whether and how these perspectives
add to an understanding of their own English language teaching
context.

Introduction: the classroom and ‘the people in the room’

Experience tells us that no two classrooms are the same. As we have
noted in Chapters 1 and 2, what happens in L2 classrooms in different
parts of the world or in different social contexts is influenced by, for
example, differing institutional policies, resource availability and
societal goals and expectations. We shall examine these ‘global’ and
contextual differences in more detail in later chapters. However, how
might we account for variation between classes that take place in
apparently similar contexts? If we were to walk into two classrooms
in the same institution with apparently comparable groups of learners
and with teachers seemingly following a similar classroom method -
ology and using the same textbook, why might the classes look or
‘feel’ different? Indeed, as most teachers have experienced within their
own teaching, why does working with two apparently similar classes
usually work out differently?



 

Clearly, there will be variation between even the most similar
teachers and groups of learners, and we will examine, in later chapters,
how individual teachers might interpret and employ language teaching
methodologies, curricula and teaching materials in different ways.
Similarly, in Part III, we shall explore how specific learner variables
such as motivation, learning preferences and aptitude may affect how
individuals learn. In this chapter, however, in keeping with our current
focus on the management of classroom interaction and learning
opportunities, we shall focus on the L2 classroom itself. How have
applied linguists conceptualized the language classroom, and how
might these ideas account for differences in how teachers and learners
act and interact during lessons? The chapter will thus examine the L2
classroom as a social environment, the differing realities of classroom
life depending on what people, both teachers and learners, ‘bring to
the room’ (Williams and Burden, 1997; see also Chapter 1).

Metaphors for language teachers and teaching

A metaphor is ‘any comparison which cannot be taken literally’ (Bartel,
1983: 3, in Oxford et al., 1998: 4), or, as Holme puts it, ‘a deviant
or paradoxical use of language that is meaningful while being logically
meaningless’ (2004: 410–11); for example, ‘learning is a journey’,
‘teachers are guides’ or ‘teaching is a two-way street’. Lakoff and
Johnson (1980) suggest that metaphor is a fundamental way in which
people reason about and conceptualize the world around them. Thus,
when teachers and applied linguists draw upon these ‘significant
images’ when talking about teaching, learning and language class -
rooms, they often reveal their beliefs about, and value-based
perspectives on, classroom life (Thornbury, 1991: 193).

Thus, metaphors can provide insights into a range of issues within
ELT. For example, discussions of the teacher’s role in the classroom
often move beyond the ideas of ‘manager’ or ‘prompt’, which we
identified in Chapter 1, to more overtly metaphorical concepts such
as teachers as entertainers, gardeners, or jugglers. Tudor (2001), for
example, draws together Briggs and Moore’s (1993) discussion of high-
and low-order learning environments and van Lier’s (1997) ‘ecological’
perspective on L2 classrooms through the music-based metaphors of
the language lesson as a classical symphony in which all participants
follow the composer through a pre-arranged plan (i.e., a high-order
environment), or as an improvised musical ‘jam’ in which the musicians
respond to one another’s ideas to create new and unpredictable realities
(i.e., a low-order and ecological perspective). Meanwhile, when 
exam ining metaphors for teacher control and the wider purposes of
education, Oxford et al. (1998) identify moulding, gate-keeping,
gardening and democratizing as key images representing education to
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maintain the existing social order, for cultural transmission, for learner-
centred growth, and for social reform respectively. We shall explore
the wider educational contexts for and potential purposes of ELT
further in Part IV.

A further example of a particularly strong metaphor drawn upon
by some English language teachers at present is the Dogme or Teaching
Unplugged view of language teaching (Thornbury, 2000; Meddings
and Thornbury, 2009). In the mid-1990s, the ‘Dogme’ group of 
Danish film-makers aimed to ‘purify’ film-making by eliminating all
‘artificiality’ from their productions via ‘ten commandments’; for
example, filming had to take place on location rather than on specially
created sets, no artificial lighting was allowed, and music could not
be used unless it occurred within the scene being filmed. Dogme
approaches to ELT aim to similarly ‘unplug’ teachers and classrooms
from a dependency on materials, teaching aids and technology, instead
drawing upon ‘raw materials’ or content provided by the people in
the room to produce learning opportunities via conversation-based
interaction.

Dogme or unplugged teaching is interesting in a number of ways.
As a metaphor, Dogme is both a way of teaching and an overt attitude
to teaching; indeed, Meddings and Thornbury argue that it is a ‘state
of mind’ (2009: 21). The beliefs and values that underpin Dogme
teaching and its associated literature seem clear – teaching should be
materials-light and conversation-driven, with language said to ‘emerge’
given the right classroom conditions. The Dogme metaphor offers a
shortcut to this set of principles and practices.

Additionally, as this brief summary suggests, there are interesting
parallels between Dogme in ELT and several of the issues that were
explored in Chapters 1 and 2; Dogme teaching holds a particular
perspective on classroom interaction, learning opportunities and the
social character of the language classroom (as well as learner autonomy
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Task 3.1 Metaphorically thinking

• What metaphors can you think of which describe language
teachers or teaching? For example:

• Language teaching is . . . an art / a science; . . . exploration; . . .
problem-solving . . .

• Language teachers . . . transmit / build / share knowledge . . .
entertain / juggle / balance . . .

• Which metaphors best reflect your own professional experience?
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and, indeed, critical pedagogy, which we shall explore further in
Chapters 8 and 12 respectively).

Thus, it is to images of the L2 classroom that we now turn in more
detail. How have applied linguists and teachers conceptualized the
language learning classroom; what metaphors have been suggested and
what insights do they provide into classroom life?

Images of the language classroom

L2 classroom interaction and learning has been conceptualized through
a variety of metaphors, for example, the classroom as control, as
communication, as discourse, as socialization, and as an ‘ecological
system’ (Breen, 2001a; Tudor, 2001; Wright, 2005). Each metaphor
differs in the way it embodies and ‘explains’ the classroom. Thus, the
‘classroom as socialization’ implies that classrooms are places where
learners learn the norms and values of society at large to which they
then conform. Additionally, it suggests that classrooms develop 
their own social rules (Tudor, 2001). Meanwhile, the ‘classroom as
discourse’ intimates that the surface ‘text’ of a class, what teachers
and learners say and do during lessons, can provide insights into L2
teaching and learning as it reveals, for example, patterns of error
treatment and repair, and patterns of classroom talk, interaction and
control (Breen, 2001a).

As these brief summaries of the classroom as ‘socialization’ and as
‘discourse’ suggest, different metaphors emphasize differing aspects of
classroom life. Thus, both the examples above provide useful ways 
of thinking about language classrooms, and many teachers may readily
accept both insights as valid and valuable.

This is not always the case, however; some metaphors offer
particularly contrasting visions of L2 classrooms. In this discussion,
we shall focus on two very different images of the L2 classroom – the
classroom as an ‘experimental laboratory’, and the classroom as
‘culture’ or ‘coral gardens’. What insights might they offer English
language teachers?

The experimental laboratory

Tudor (2001) suggests that the most traditional and perhaps wide-
spread image of the L2 classroom is that of a ‘controlled learning
environment’, or, as Breen (2001a) puts it, ‘the classroom as an
experimental laboratory’. This metaphor implies that learners follow
a clear set of pedagogical procedures under the guidance of the teacher,
and learning follows pre-set and expected patterns. Classrooms are
high structure (see Chapter 2), and teaching and learning follows a
curriculum which is, in effect a ‘statement of intent’, that is, a plan of



 

learning that leads directly to what is actually learned (Nunan, 1989a,
in Tudor, 2001).

As we have seen, this somewhat mechanistic view of the L2 class-
room has been criticized for being ‘intuitively not true’ and simplistic
(Wright, 2005; also, Breen, 2001a; Tudor, 2001); in reality, what
happens and what is learned in the classroom often differs from what
is planned. Thus Breen argues that the ‘experimental laboratory’
metaphor characterizes learners as passive and learning as ‘behav-
ioural conditioning somehow independent of the learner’s social 
reality’ (2001a: 125). We shall discuss behavioural conditioning (and
behaviourism) in more detail in Chapter 4.

However, while agreeing with Breen’s overall analysis, Tudor (2001)
points out that an element of planning, however loosely defined, is
necessary in any classroom as it offers a starting point for the develop -
ment of local classroom realities. He observes that most learners also
expect a degree of teacher or institution-led control, although this is
likely to vary from context to context. Consequently, the ‘controlled
learning environment’ is an image of classrooms that ‘few teachers
will fail to meet in their working lives, even if the reality of this vision
may be less obvious to them in the day-to-day experience of their own
classrooms’ (ibid.: 108).

The classroom as ‘culture’ and ‘coral gardens’

Breen, rejecting the ‘experimental laboratory’ as an ‘asocial’ image of
classroom life, contends that all classes develop complex social cultures,
which he metaphorically compares to ‘coral gardens’ (an image Breen
takes from the anthropological studies of Malinowski (1935/2002)).
Breen maintains that this metaphor reflects ‘the social reality of
language learning as it is experienced and created by teachers and
learners’ (2001a: 127). In other words, it recognizes the complexity
of the classroom setting itself, the complexity of interactions occurring
within the classroom, and the connections between the classroom and
its wider social context (Lima, 2010: 6).

Thus, the ‘coral garden’ suggests that teachers and learners both
shape and are shaped by their classroom context (Wright, 2006),
Breen noting that a language class:

. . . is an arena of subjective and intersubjective realities which are
worked out, changed and maintained. And these realities are not
trivial background to the tasks of teaching and learning a language.
They locate and define the new language itself as if it never existed
before, and they continually specify and mould the activities of
teaching and learning.

(Breen, 2001a: 128; original emphasis)
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In effect, lessons, classroom language and interaction, and any resulting
learning opportunities are shaped by class participants in a dynamic
process of personal engagement. The coral garden metaphor thus
suggests that every class has its own culture that ‘generates knowledge’
(ibid.). The contrast with the predetermined uniformity implied by the
‘experimental laboratory’ is evident.

Breen identifies eight key features of the complex ‘coral garden’
culture of L2 classrooms. He contends that language classrooms are:

• Interactive: interaction ranges from the ritual and predictable to
the dynamic, unpredictable and diverse.

• Differentiated: the classroom is experienced differently by each
participant, and the culture of the classroom results from the
meeting and mixing of these differing ‘social realities’.

• Collective: classes have ‘psychological realities’ which result from
the juxtaposition of personal learning experiences and communal
teaching-learning activities.

• Highly normative: individuals conform to classroom norms and
conventions to show they belong.

• Asymmetrical: the duties, rights and assumed knowledge of the
teacher and learners are different. Asymmetries also exist between
learners.

• Conservative: classroom groups seek social and emotional stability
– perhaps even an equilibrium which does not necessarily assist
learning. The conservative nature of classrooms makes innovation
difficult.

• Jointly constructed: whether or not the teacher plans a lesson in
advance, the actual working out of the lesson (and the language
within it) is a joint endeavour.

• Immediately significant: what is done in the classroom, how and
why are immediately psychologically significant to individuals, and
the individual as a group member.

(from Breen, 2001a: 129–35)

From this perspective, classroom cultures are not seen as fixed and
final but are dynamic and changing. They result from the relationship
between social and psychological processes and between individuals
and the wider group of learners in the classroom.

Several applied linguists, while acknowledging the value of the
‘classroom as culture’ metaphor, characterize classrooms as ‘commun -
ities of practice’ (Borg, 2003; Wright, 2005; Senior, 2006), emphasizing
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what teachers and learners do (or practice) to create and recreate (or
maintain) their classroom community. Teachers and learners interact
with one another ‘to develop the unique cultural environment of each
language class’ (Senior, 2006: 199). Over time, a class establishes its
ways of working and learning, newcomers to the class needing to learn
about these practices in order to fit in successfully (Wright, 2005).
Senior highlights tacit understandings over ‘who sits where’ and regular
start of class routines (ranging from taking the register to pre-class
chat) as examples of practices around which shared understandings
develop and socialization into the classroom community takes place
(ibid.).

Although there are overlaps between the characterization of the
‘classroom as culture’ and as a ‘community of practice’, the latter’s
emphasis on mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared repertoire
(Wenger, 1998) stresses how teachers’ and learners’ actions and
practices in class create each classroom’s unique social and pedagogic
environment (Wright, 2005).

To summarize, therefore, in contrast to the ‘experimental labora -
tory’ metaphor, which emphasizes the pedagogical aspects of the L2
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Figure 3.1 Metaphors and the teaching-learning relationship

Source: Both perspectives adapted from Senior, 2006: 278–9.

Teacher behaviour      Planned learning outcomes

Teacher behaviour

Learner behaviour

Class Group  Learning opportunities      Learning outcomes

a. The classroom as an ‘experimental laboratory’

b. The classroom as culture



 

classroom (e.g., the methodology, curriculum, teaching materials and
the teacher), the ‘classroom as culture’ and ‘community of practice’
conceptualizations emphasize that classroom language learning is 
not only a pedagogic experience, but also a social encounter. These
contrasting perspectives are represented in Figure 3.1.
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Task 3.2 Your context: laboratories, cultures and
communities

• To what extent do you recognize the ‘language laboratory’ image
of the L2 classroom in your own context?

• How far do you identify with the notion that each class has its own
‘culture’?

• Have you ever noticed different learners seeming to experience
the same lesson in very different ways (e.g., in terms of enjoyment,
engagement or learning)? If so, what, if anything, did you, the
teacher, try to do about it?

• Have you ever taught a group of learners who had already
established classroom norms and a classroom culture before you
met them (maybe they had been taught by another teacher before
you)? How did you (both teacher and learners) negotiate this
situation?

• Breen notes that, in addition to the asymmetrical relationship
between teacher and learners, asymmetries exist between learners,
and groups of learners, in a class. Can you think of any examples
of this phenomenon?

• In your experience, what are the implicit ‘rules of the game’ or
accepted classroom practices around which classes function?
Can you think of any occasions where ‘classroom harmony’ has
broken down? What happened and how was the situation
resolved?

• Have you ever experienced difficulty with a class when introducing
new types of material, tasks or classroom routines or procedures?
If so, why do you think this was?

• What happens when a new learner joins an established class?
What do they do to fit in? Do other learners help them? If so, how?
How do you, the teacher, help them?
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The ELT classroom revisited: social pressures 
and teaching locally

The ‘classroom as culture’ raises an interesting paradox for applied
linguists and teachers alike. As we have seen, Breen proposes that
classroom cultures are ‘inherently conservative’ and classes may seek
a ‘social and emotional equilibrium – even one which may seem to be
antithetical to learning’ (2001a: 132). Similarly, Allwright (1996: 210),
noting the potential tension between social and pedagogic pressures
within the L2 classroom, refers to:

the possibility of a ‘conspiracy’ between teachers and their learners
to give priority to social considerations, to pretend to each other
‘all must be well pedagogically if all is apparently well socially’.

Senior (2006: 282) develops this point. She suggests that, in order to
keep the class functioning, teachers constantly switch between peda-
gogically oriented and socially oriented behaviour as they try to meet
the learning and social needs of individuals and the wider group. She
contends that, as a consequence, teacher decision-making is ‘impromptu’
and ‘often without prior deliberation or conscious thought’. Thus,
teachers:

may behave in ways in which they have behaved in the past, or
they may make subtle adaptations to their tried-and-tested routines
in response to new situations never previously encountered . . .
[Thus] it is not surprising that the classroom behaviour of
experienced language teachers is virtually impossible to predict.

Task 3.3 Social and pedagogic pressures:
reflecting on practice

• How far do you agree with Allwright’s proposition that ‘getting
along’ socially sometimes seems more important than ‘getting on’
academically in the L2 classroom (Allwright and Hanks, 2009)? Can
you think of any examples from your own experience? (A simple
example, yet one which is familiar to most teachers, is when
learners could respond to a teacher’s question (i.e., they know the
answer), yet choose not to do so. Why?)

Consider occasions when you have been a learner in a class.

• Have you ever experienced an instance when you were confused
or wanted to know more about an issue, yet you did not ask the



 

Breen, Allwright and Senior’s ideas, then, exemplify van Lier’s
‘ecological approach’ to classroom life (see Chapter 2), and highlight
the complex, diverse and socially specific nature of L2 learning, where
no two classrooms are identical (although they may, of course, be
similar!). In this holistic approach, teachers and learners interact with
each other within the classroom and its (and their) wider social and
institutional context. Consequently, language teaching and learning is
a ‘dynamic process whereby teachers and students attempt to negotiate
their classroom behaviours’ (Tudor, 2001: 207).

Yet, understandably, language teaching is also often discussed in
terms of ‘general principle’ and the implementation of classroom
methodologies, curricula and policies, which, in theory (although not
necessarily in practice, as we shall see in later chapters), serve to
‘regularize’ classroom practice (ibid.). Thus, as already noted, the idea
of classrooms as wholly independent entities is unrealistic; all L2
classrooms (and teachers and learners) are inevitably subject to external
influences. As well as being both social and pedagogic in nature, the L2
classroom also is a place where the ‘local’ and ‘global’ come together.
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teacher for clarification? If so, why not? (Asking the teacher a
question when you are confused would seem to be the logical
‘pedagogic’ response!)

• Have you ever disagreed with something the teacher said? Did
you make your difference of opinion known? If so, how, and how
was the situation resolved? If not, why not?

• Consider the issues we reviewed in Chapters 1 and 2 such as
teacher questioning, turn-taking and error correction and repair.
In which ways might social pressures and the wish to ‘get along’
affect classroom management and interaction?

• If you have experience of CALL (as a teacher or as a learner), do
you think the social pressures are the same in a virtual classroom
as in face-to-face teaching?

• Senior observes that experienced teachers make ‘impromptu
decisions’ without ‘conscious thought’ (see above). What kind of
decisions do you think she is referring to?

• She also argues that experienced teachers’ behaviour is ‘virtually
impossible to predict’? How far do you agree with this suggestion?
Do you recognize it in your own teaching or in any teaching you
have observed?



 

Nonetheless, it is at the local level that the management of classroom
life and interaction is actually realized:

[While] general principle can, of course, provide insights . . . effective
teaching depends crucially on teachers’ ability to understand and
react to the particular group of students they have in front of them
in a particular classroom (chalk-dust, broken chairs, and all). In
other words, language teaching is a local activity.

(Tudor, 2001: 207–8)

For example, classroom interaction and teacher and learner roles are
significantly affected by class size; clearly, the extent to which learners
might, for instance, work in groups or engage in rote learning strategies
in a university class of 200 learners in China or a UK- or US-based
language school seminar of twenty is likely to differ (see also Shamin
(1996) in Chapter 2).

Thus, Tudor (2001) argues strongly in favour of locally based
approaches to decision-making in language teaching and in the lan-
guage classroom, suggesting that general principles within ELT need
to be evaluated critically at the local level in terms of their ‘local
meaning and appropriacy’ (ibid.: 211; see also, for example, Holliday,
1994 and 2005, and further discussion in Chapter 12 of this book).
This should take into account a range of local factors ranging from
levels of institutional support for language education through to ‘a
variety of social, economic or ideological factors and the way in which
these impact on the attitudes and behaviours of students, teachers, or
other participants’ (Tudor, 2001: 211).

This perspective brings into sharp focus the links between context,
complexity, beliefs and behaviours in English language teaching. 
In the next section, we shall investigate these links in more detail,
examining how teachers’ (and learners’) values might underpin
classroom interaction and classroom cultures.

Values in the ELT classroom

Johnston argues that language teaching and learning is ‘shot through
with values, and that language teaching is a profoundly value-laden
activity’ (2003: 1). Although Johnston often refers to ‘morality’, he
regards this term as essentially synonymous with ‘values’, which are
‘that set of a person’s beliefs which are evaluative in nature, that is,
which concern what is good and what is bad, what is right and what
is wrong’ (Johnston, 2003: 6). Values are both individual and social
in that all values are mediated through particular people who are
subject to strong social forces. Thus, as Johnston (ibid.) suggests,
‘values only become interesting when they are played out in social

Part I: Classroom interaction and management48



 

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111

The language classroom in theory and practice 49

settings – when our inner beliefs are converted into actions that 
affect others’.

Thus, for the purposes of this discussion, ‘values’ refers to that
specific subset of a person’s beliefs that focus on what is right and
wrong, rather than broader teacher theories about, for example, how
people learn languages (see Chapter 1 for further discussion of ‘teacher
theories’). Clearly, however, the concepts are closely related.

Values permeate all aspects of ELT including, for example,
curriculum design and language testing; decisions about which variety
of English might be taught (i.e., a native or a non-native speaker
variety) and about the use of the learners’ L1 in the classroom; and
the role of native speaker and non-native speaker teachers within the
ELT profession as a whole. We shall return to these debates in later
chapters. In this discussion, however, we shall focus on how values
might affect the management of classroom interaction and the culture
of the L2 classroom.

Reflecting on classroom practices

As the place where teachers and learners act and interact together within
a wider social context, the language classroom is an inherently value-
laden environment. For Johnston, abstract statements about values only
become interesting when these ‘inner beliefs are converted into actions
that affect others’ (2003: 6). Thus, although held by individuals, values
are strongly affected by social factors, teachers having to make local and
immediate decisions based upon beliefs about what is right for each
learner, for the whole class and, indeed, for themselves (ibid.: 5).

Classroom rules
Several researchers provide examples of the way values underpin and
are reflected in classroom practices. Johnston et al. (1998) examine
the explicit rules and regulations through which teachers (and institu-
tions) control classes and learners, highlighting, for example, how some
teachers might assign seats to particular learners, or deal with lateness
and cheating. Hafernik et al. (2002) highlight the ethical dilemmas
posed by poor attendance and poor study habits (including the non-
completion of homework), both of which potentially challenge teacher
and institutional authority and norms, but can also affect the learning
opportunities of other learners in the class. Similarly, Hansen (1993)
examines the values that underpin the apparently straight forward act
of raising hands in class, suggesting that hand-raising establishes order
and turn-taking, but also reinforces the values of learner patience and
teacher authority.

Consequently, when summarizing the relationship between rules,
power and values, Johnston et al. observe that ‘matters of discipline



 

and control are not merely technical, but also reflect trust or the lack
of it, and constitute judgements on those who are being controlled’
(1998: 170).

The dilemmas of classroom management and interaction
In addition to overt, rule-based structures of control, other aspects of
classroom practice are also value-laden, for instance, the way teachers
manage classroom talk, interaction and error treatment. For example,
in most classrooms, it is usual that some learners will want to talk
and contribute more than others, and will be more comfortable doing
so. In such situations, teachers might face the dilemma of balancing
the learners’ right to speak (or not speak) with the principle of relatively
equal learner turn-taking and participation in class, not only for
reasons of having an equal ‘voice’ in class, but also because partici -
pation and language production is thought to develop learners’
linguistic abilities (as we noted in Chapter 2 and shall return to in the
chapters that follow). Johnston (2003) provides an example of an
anxious ‘silent’ learner in class – should her right to be silent be
‘protected’ by the teacher (to reduce learner stress and also reinforce
the learner’s own right to make decisions about when to speak), or
should she be encouraged to speak and, if so, how? There is no
straightforward answer, as the teacher must consider the needs of the
individual and of the other learners in the class, and also the values
of ‘voluntary silence’ versus ‘enforced speech’ (ibid.: 35); values are
realized through action as teachers and learners negotiate tensions
between individuals and their social context, and between social and
pedagogic pressures in the L2 classroom.

Similar dilemmas arise concerning the use of new technologies in
L2 learning. For example, as Hafernik et al. (2002) ask, if some
learners are more familiar with and can make more effective use of
new technologies in the L2 classroom, what might this mean in terms
of interaction and participation in learning activities, and for equitable
access to language learning opportunities for all learners? How might
or should teachers respond?

‘Expressive morality’
Johnston et al. (1998) propose that an ‘expressive morality’ operates
within ELT classrooms – the subtle acts, gestures and looks through
which teachers send messages about their own values. For example,
in a class discussion about working women (see Box 3.1 on p. 51).
As Johnston (2003) observes, although responsible for eliciting the
information, the teacher in this example uses stress and intonation to
comment ironically on, and show disagreement with, the learner’s
response. Other learners laugh to show they understand the teacher’s
point. However, although gently revealing values that are at odds with
those of the learner, the teacher does not make an explicit judgement
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and continues to attend to what the learners have to say, thus ensuring
that the interaction continues. Johnston suggests that the teacher has
resolved her own value-dilemma well in this interaction. The class can
sense the teacher’s own disagreement with the learner’s perspective,
but, in not explicitly judging his comments, she has also maintained
a ‘cornerstone of the ELT profession’ (Edge, 1996, in Johnston, 2003:
32), that is, respect for learners and their views. Exchanges like this
will be familiar to many teachers and, indeed, are unavoidable. As
Johnston (ibid.) comments:

While we cannot and should not avoid [expressive morality], I
would argue that it is in our interest to become aware of the moral
meaning our words and actions may convey and to sensitize
ourselves to this usually invisible but always important dimension
of classroom interaction.

Values in practice
Clearly, teachers are not the only source of values in the L2 classroom;
learners’ values also affect classroom life. Additionally, this chapter
does not aim to guide readers towards one particular set of values or
actions. As Johnston puts it, ‘while there are better and worse courses
of action teachers can take in particular circumstances – that is, their
decisions matter – these decisions are always complex and polyvalent
[i.e., multi-valued]’ (2003: 23). Finally, as noted, although it may be
possible for teachers to state what their values might be (Edge, 1996,
for example, proposes diversity, inquiry, cooperation, and respect), it
is only through their realization in practice that we can really establish
how values inform the L2 classroom.
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Box 3.1

Teacher: Guys? Do you want your wife to work?
Learner: If she wants a job, I’ll allow her.
Teacher: You’ll allow her?

. . . (General laughter) . . .
Teacher: So how will you decide yes or no?
Learner: [???]
Teacher: Would you like her to work? What kind of job?

Business jobs?
Learner: No, business is too hard and she would have to

work too many hours.

Source: Johnston et al., 1998: 176; Johnston, 2003: 31.
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The values of teaching and teaching values

Although values inform classroom behaviour, many English language
teachers would not consider that they explicitly teach values or
‘morality’, nor, quite reasonably, would they see it as their role to do
so. However:

Even when morals are not being taught explicitly, schools and
teachers are generally trying to do the right thing by their students,
and thus they have (in a technical sense) a moral life, and may, like
it or not, be seen as exemplifying one.

(Crookes, 2003: 88)

In other words, teachers teach values as much by what they do as
what they say (Dewey, 1909).

Furthermore, language teachers may be engaged in a potentially
more complex value-based enterprise than teachers of other subjects,
as L2 classrooms cut across linguistic and cultural boundaries with
learners learning new ways of communicating with people from
different backgrounds to their own (Crookes, 2003; Johnston, 2003).
The subject matter, language, is a means by which people express their
identity and culture. Thus, language teaching potentially provides
learners with new ways of expressing who they are and, perhaps, even
new identities (or new aspects of their identity). Additionally, Johnston
argues that cultural values and related cultural practices may differ
between native speaker teachers and English language learners, that
native speaker teachers may become ‘unwitting representatives’ for
their own ‘national cultures’ in the eyes of learners, and that non-native
speaker teachers are often ‘called on to act as representatives of the
[language and cultures] they teach’ (ibid.: 19).

In essence, therefore, teachers’ (and learners’) actions infuse
classroom interaction and classroom cultures with values, that is, ‘the
values of teaching’. And, whether teachers intend it or not, learners
identify the value-based messages that teachers impart (Johnston et al.,
1998) so that they are, in some way, ‘teaching values’ although this is
‘usually unconscious and often ambiguous’ (ibid.: 162).

Values, power and society

Throughout these early chapters of the book, we have consistently
returned to one particular issue within our discussion of classroom
management and interaction – that of ‘control’. For example, we 
have seen how issues of control are embedded in classroom talk 
and interaction (Chapter 1), examined the relationship between control
and learning opportunities (Chapter 2) and, in this chapter, have
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Task 3.4 Exploring values

• What ‘norms, rules and regulations’ are typical of classrooms in
your teaching context? How do you deal with issues such as
learner lateness, non-attendance, cheating, chatting or not paying
attention and interrupting?

• Are the ways in which you might deal with these issues the same
for every learner and for every class? If not, why not?

• What values underpin your classroom norms and rules? Are there
any other ways the classroom could be organized and managed?
How might the learners and your institution react?

• To what extent do you agree with Johnston et al.’s comment that
‘matters of discipline and control are not merely technical, but also
reflect trust or the lack of it, and constitute judgements on those
who are being controlled’?

• How far do you agree with the idea that ‘teachers teach values as
much by what they do as by what they say’, i.e., that all classroom
actions and activities are potentially value-laden?

• What are the implications for teachers and teaching?

• Do you think the age of the learners matters? Do teachers of adults
face the same issues as those who teach children and younger
learners?

• What values inform your teaching? What factors affect and inform
your values? Consider, for example, your wider institutional,
community and national context.

Parajes (1992) observes that the values individuals hold are often
contradictory, partially clear, and even ‘incoherent’. For example, we
might value honesty, but also tact and diplomacy (i.e., not telling the
whole truth); similarly, at what point does loyalty and consistency
become inflexibility?

• Do you hold any values that are potentially contradictory?

• What value dilemmas have you faced in your teaching, where
values that you hold have been in conflict?

• Did you manage to resolve the dilemmas satisfactorily? If so, how?



 

acknowledged how control is embedded in, and results from, the
values that inform classroom practices. Indeed, writing from a ‘critical’
perspective, Auerbach (1995: 12) places power at the centre of her
analysis of classroom life:

Once we begin looking at classrooms through an ideological lens,
dynamics of power and inequality show up in every aspect of class -
room life, from physical setting to needs assessment, participants
structures, curriculum development, lesson content, materials,
instructional processes, language use, and evaluation. We are forced
to ask questions about the most natural-seeming practices: Where
is the class located? Where does the teacher stand or sit? Who asks
questions? What kinds of questions are asked? Who chooses the
learning materials? How is progress evaluated? Who evaluates it?

Hence, critical approaches argue that power and politics are central
and inescapable elements of ELT and, in later chapters, we will
examine what critical writers have to say about the role of English
and English language teaching in the world. However, within the
context of this chapter, critical perspectives on power and power
relationships within L2 classrooms complement, and are perhaps not
such a radical departure from, conceptions of ‘classrooms as culture’
and as value-laden environments.

Summary: negotiating the local – teachers as reflective
practitioners

This chapter has investigated how applied linguists have conceptualized
the ELT classroom as a pedagogic and social environment. L2 classes
have been portrayed as complex local ‘cultures’ or ‘communities’,
where behaviour is subject to competing classroom pressures and is
informed by, and infused with, values (including power relationships).
Thus as Holliday puts it, what happens in the L2 classroom is ‘what
happens between people: who we are and what we do’ (2006a: 47).

For teachers aiming to understand this complex local reality, Schön
(1983) contends that reflection-on-action is necessary, making implicit
or practical knowledge explicit and considered. Williams and Burden
(1997) similarly emphasize the need for teachers to become reflective
practitioners, and draw upon Smyth’s framework for critical reflection:

• What do my practices say about my assumptions, values and
beliefs about teaching?

• Where did these ideas come from?

• What social practices are expressed in these ideas?

Part I: Classroom interaction and management54



 

• What views of power do they embody?

• Whose interests seem to be served by my practices?

• What is it that acts to constrain my views of what is possible in
teaching?

(Smyth, 1991: 116, in Williams and Burden, 1997: 55)

Smyth’s questions offer a useful framework, not only for understanding
the issues we have examined over the course of the last three chapters,
that is, the management of classroom interaction and learning opport-
unities, but also for understanding English language teaching more
generally. As we move on, to examine language teaching Method,
‘Postmethod’ and methodology, they remind us that teachers might
want to ‘think for themselves and never accept any idea on trust’
(Hubbard et al., 1983: 323, in Allwright and Hanks, 2009: 66).
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4 Language, language
learning and Method

Dilemmas and practices

I cannot imagine how any teacher could operate without taking
into [the ELT classroom] a set of understandings and beliefs not
only about how languages can be and are learnt, but also about
how and what teaching is all about.

(Harmer, 2003: 288)

This chapter will:

• examine the continuing relevance of the concept of Method for
teachers in what is sometimes described as a ‘Postmethod era’;

• recognize that different classroom practices stem from differing
beliefs about language and language learning;

• explore the practical dilemmas raised by these beliefs, and reflect upon
how teachers may negotiate these dilemmas in the L2 classroom;

• encourage readers to reflect on their own beliefs and classroom
practices, while acknowledging possible alternatives.

Introduction: why ‘Method’?

For over a century, ‘language educators sought to solve the problems
of language teaching by focusing attention almost exclusively on
Method’ (Stern, 1983: 452), with methodologists (and presumably
teachers) asking which method or approach was the most effective for
English language teaching – perhaps, for example, Audiolingualism,
the Silent Way or maybe Communicative Language Teaching.

In recent years, however, the debate has developed in significant new
directions. It has been argued that we are no longer asking the right
question, that Method, traditionally seen as a theoretically consistent
set of teaching principles that would lead to the most effective learning
outcomes if followed correctly (Richards and Rodgers, 2001), is not,
and cannot provide, ‘the answer’ to making English language teaching
and learning more effective. Around twenty years ago, Prabhu (1990)
proposed that any attempt to find a ‘best’ method was illogical given

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111



 

that teachers quite reasonably adapted and combined individual
methods to accommodate contextual influences and their own personal
beliefs. At the same time, applied linguists such as Pennycook (1989)
argued that traditional views of Method frustrated teachers who, in the
real world, were unable to implement them fully and consistently.
Pennycook also argued that the idea of Method and the search for a best
method maintained unequal power relationships within ELT between
academics and researchers on the one hand, and teachers in language
classrooms on the other.

As a result of this sustained criticism, the idea of ‘Method’ and 
the search for a ‘best’ method has receded in importance, at least 
in the thinking of many applied linguists. Indeed, researchers such as
Kumaravadivelu (1994, 2003, 2006) have noted that we are now 
in a ‘Postmethod era’, to the extent that this idea is now regularly
discussed and examined in teacher training and development texts (e.g.,
Thornbury, 2006; Harmer, 2007). Given these developments and the
apparent move away from Method as a major focus within ELT, why
does Method remain the focus of this and the following two chapters?
As Allwright and Hanks (2009: 37) put it, ‘why should we care about
language teaching methods?’

Examining language teaching methods serves a clear purpose. If we
are in a Postmethod era, ‘methods can be studied not as prescriptions
for how to teach but as a source of well-used practices, which teachers
can adapt or implement based on their own needs’ (Richards and
Rodgers, 2001: 16). For example, the development, drilling and
practising of dialogues in the classroom defined the audiolingual era,
yet drills are still used by many teachers today, whether they explicitly
associate such techniques with Audiolingualism or not. Hence, Bell
(2007), having asked whether teachers think that methods are ‘dead’,
finds that they offer a source of options and practical classroom
interventions. Thus even, perhaps especially, in a Postmethod world
of methodological eclecticism, knowledge of methods is useful (ibid.).

How theorists have conceptualized Method, individual methods and
the Postmethod era will be further explored in Chapter 5, as will the
distinction between Method and methodology. However, this chapter
will continue by examining the key method-related practical dilemmas
teachers face in the language classroom.

Thinking about language: what might teachers teach and
learners learn?

I teach English, don’t I?

Superficially, asking ‘what do English language teachers teach and
learners learn?’ seems rather illogical. The question appears to answer
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itself; it seems self-evident to note that what teachers teach and learners
learn in ELT classrooms is language, specifically the English language.
However, if we start to ‘unpack’ this common-sense understanding of
ELT, what initially seems clear is in fact revealed to be full of com -
plexity, and raises a number of dilemmas that are embedded in the
everyday practices of ELT teachers and their approach to teaching.

Just some of the issues our tautological question raises are:

• Is language in the classroom addressed primarily as a system of
grammatical rules or patterns, or as a system for expressing meaning
and communicating, perhaps communicating to solve tasks or for
learners to express their own identity? Of course, it is possible,
perhaps likely, that a combination of these perspectives may be part
of teachers’ understandings of language and apparent in their
classroom teaching. If so, how can they be combined coherently?

• Similarly, which language skills are of primary importance (and of
primary importance in the ELT classroom) – ‘spoken skills’ (i.e.,
listening and speaking) or ‘written skills’ (i.e., reading and writing)?

• Thus, what is meant by language knowledge (or knowledge of
language)? Are learners learning about language so they are able
to consciously and explicitly describe how language operates, or is
the focus more on how to use the language via implicit knowledge
below the level of consciousness, perhaps with little or no explicit
attention to ‘rules’? And how might teachers balance these
perspectives in practice?

Linguistic and applied linguistic research has dealt with the issues raised
above at length, as we shall see in Chapter 6. However, whether they
draw upon ‘academic’ theories or not, the approach teachers pursue
in their classes will be informed by their personal hypotheses and
beliefs, whether these theories are explicit or remain unconscious.

There are many other classroom issues ‘hidden’ within our opening
question, not least whether learners actually learn what teachers teach
(as Allwright (1984) asks), or whether all learners pay equal attention
and learn at the same rate (it seems reasonable to suggest that this 
is rarely the case!). Alternatively, touching on a very different issue,
what, in fact, is meant by ‘the English language’? Is it, among many
possibilities, the English of people who, for example, live in Britain or
the USA, and who speak English as a mother tongue (in a high-status
dialect and accent), or is it an English as spoken by people who have
learned English as a second or additional language to com municate in
international contexts? What, in fact, is the target language of the
classroom? However, as these questions relate to themes other than our
current focus of Method, we shall return to them in later chapters.
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Understanding ‘language’: dilemmas for the 
ELT classroom

As Stern (1983: 119) notes, ‘as soon as we try to learn [or teach] a
language, we come up against the most fundamental questions about
the nature of language’. One of the main problems is that ‘language’
has many ways of being understood, as does the term ‘linguistic
knowledge’. V. Cook (2008: 16), for example, identifies five major
meanings of the term ‘language’ ranging from ‘knowledge in the mind
of an individual’ to ‘a set of sentences’; Brown (2007) identifies eight
key elements within an understanding of language; and many other
ELT and applied linguistics texts quite reasonably avoid defining
language altogether!

However, how language is conceptualized is not just an issue for
applied linguists and other theorists; it is also an issue with practical
relevance in the ELT classroom. As Brown (2007: 7) observes, how
teachers understand the components of a language influences how it
is taught:

If, for example, you believe that nonverbal communication is key
to successful second language learning, you will devote some
attention to nonverbal systems and cues. If you perceive language
as a phenomenon that can be dismantled into thousands of discrete
pieces and those pieces programmatically taught one by one, you
will attend carefully to an understanding of the discrete forms of
language. If you think language is essentially cultural and interactive,
your classroom methodology will be imbued with sociolinguistic
strategies and communicative tasks.

In effect, Brown is confirming that, at some level, teachers’ concep -
tions of how language works, that is, what language is for and how
language is used by people, affects what and how it is taught in the
ELT classroom.

Task 4.1 Setting the scene: language and the
English language classroom

Reflect upon your own experience as an English language teacher:

• What do learners need to know about language in your classroom?
Why?

• What do learners need to know how to do with the target language?
Why?



 

Thinking about second language learning: how might
learners learn . . . and teachers teach?

Teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and assumptions about how second
languages are learned is a second area where differing conceptual -
izations might affect how teachers teach. These perspectives in part
develop from, and overlap with, the ideas teachers might hold about
language and knowledge of language that were introduced above; that
is, a particular perspective on language may lead to a view of how
languages are best learned. For example, if teachers feel it is possible
to break language down into many discrete pieces as Brown observes
they might (see above), then they may believe that language is best
learned by analysing individual language items (with clear implications
for classroom practice). If, however, teachers regard learners’ linguistic
knowledge as being primarily the ability to use language, with little
need for conscious awareness of grammatical rules, then it is likely
that their perspectives on how learners are thought to learn will differ,
again with implications for how language is taught and learned in the
language classroom.

Similarly, first language acquisition and second language learning
are clearly very different, both in terms of the learner characteristics
(e.g., the existence of another language in the learners’ minds) and the
environment in which they are learning (e.g., amount of time available
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• Is one form of knowledge prioritized above the other? If so, why?

• To what extent do learners analyse grammatical rules and to what
extent do they practise language skills?

• Which elements of language are of primary importance in your
classroom, if any: for example vocabulary, grammar, speaking,
listening, reading or writing? Why?

• To what extent do you analyse and present language rules to
learners before they use the language in examples and through
practice? To what extent do learners use language before looking
for rules? What might this suggest about your view of language
and how languages might be learned?

• What kind of learning activities and tasks do you think are most
useful and effective in your classroom? How are they useful? Why
might they be successful? Consider activities that might involve
the whole class (including the teacher), those that learners work
on in groups or pairs, and those that they undertake by themselves.
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for learning). Yet the fact that all children (unless they have a specific
disability) acquire a language as they grow up has encouraged some
applied linguists and theorists to speculate as to whether ELT
classrooms can in some way recreate the conditions for learning that
a child experiences when learning its first language, or the conditions
under which someone may informally learn a language through
immersion, without formal study, in a second language environment.
How far this is accepted as a reasonable foundation for classroom
language learning clearly underpins how teachers might teach.

Forming habits, engaging the mind, or working with
others?

To what extent is language learning the formation of ‘good’ language
habits, the result of learners using their minds’ internal learning
mechanisms, or the consequence of learners interacting with other
people? While ‘language learning as habit formation’ is now no longer
widely supported by theorists as a comprehensive account of how
languages are learned (as we shall see), other approaches emphasize
to varying degrees the innate properties of the human mind, or the
cognitive processes learners’ undertake when learning, or how learning
may be a ‘social activity’ (and also a consequence of social activity).

Conceptions of learning therefore inform both approaches to how
learners might engage with language generally, and also underpin
many specific, well-used and familiar classroom activities.

Teaching ‘good’ habits in the language classroom: practices 
. . . and limitations
Behaviourist approaches to learning suggest that learners can form
‘good’ habits and ‘correct’ patterns of language use by following a
pattern of stimulus, response and reinforcement. In the classroom, then,
drilling aims to encourage habit-formation through the accurate

Task 4.2 First language acquisition and second
language learning

In what ways do you think first language acquisition and second
language learning might be different? In what ways might they be
similar? You may wish to think of specific second language learning
contexts and groups of learners, for example, learning in a classroom
or ‘picking up’ the language informally, and differences between
young children, teenagers and adult learners of a second language.

TC



 

repetition of language forms. Language is developed in drills via
substitution (and substitution tables) which reduce the likelihood of
learner errors. Similarly, presentation, practice and production (PPP)
approaches in the classroom look to develop learner language by
establishing a context and clear model sentences (i.e., presentation)
followed by choral drilling, individual repetition and teacher-led
substitution (i.e., practice) before learners are given the opportunity
to ‘produce’ language. Thus, error-free repetition and habit-formation
precedes learners’ own use of the language.

However, while habit-forming activities may have a place in the
ELT classroom, there have been numerous strong criticisms of the idea
that habit-forming by itself offers a full explanation of how languages
are learned – it fails to allow for the role of the human mind in learning,
of consciousness, thought, and unconscious mental processes.

‘If language is innate’: the input issue
As we shall see in Chapter 6, some accounts of language learning suggest
that humans are born with innate knowledge of a set of linguistic
principles common to all languages, that is, a Universal Grammar (UG).
Although first proposed by Chomsky as a mechanism explaining how
children acquire their first language during the critical period of their
development (i.e., pre-puberty), it has been suggested that UG may
provide insights into second language learning (White, 2003).

However, the view that the ability to learn a language is innate (and
hence second language learning may resemble first language acquisition)
could lead teachers to suggest that exposure to language should be a
primary concern in the L2 classroom, the implication being that
exposure may lead to language being ‘picked up’ in a ‘naturalistic’
way. Indeed, Krashen (1982) developed the Monitor Model, in which
he argued that, given comprehensible input (i.e., language just beyond
what has already been acquired) and a relaxed state of mind that is
ready to learn (conceptualized as a low affective filter), then learners
would acquire language (see Chapter 6 for further discussion). Thus
given appropriate input and a readiness to learn, learners would
acquire language; language use follows, and is evidence of, acquisition.
However, among many others, Long (1985) has further developed the
input hypothesis, suggesting that interaction between language learners
leads learners to adapt their speech to include comprehension checks,
repetitions and recasts. He suggests that this acts as a mechanism for
making input comprehensible for learners and thus introduces the
concept of interaction to the process of learning English (we have
already noted the central role of interaction in many approaches to
language teaching and learning (Chapter 2), and will explore it further
in the discussion below and in Chapter 6).
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Krashen also proposed that language acquisition and learning are
essentially different processes, acquisition being unconscious and
‘natural’ with no attention given to linguistic form, while learning
involves conscious attention to language forms and rules. For Krashen,
acquired language was more valuable as it, rather than learned lan-
guage, was instantly retrievable for use; consciously learned language
may only be a monitor or check on what is acquired.

The Monitor Model has been heavily criticized for offering an
incomplete model of language learning (see Chapter 6 for further
discussion). However, two of its fundamental concepts, the importance
of input (and how to provide or generate it in a comprehensible form)
and the role of affect have remained key ideas within ELT, as has the
idea of whether or not it is useful to focus explicitly on language forms,
leaving teachers with much to consider.

‘More than just input’: cognitive processes and 
classroom concerns
Cognitive perspectives on second language learning, although recog-
nizing that Universal Grammar provides a valid explanation for 
first language acquisition, suggest that it does not fully explain second
language learning. Drawing on the metaphor of computers processing
data (Lightbown and Spada, 2006), cognitive approaches focus on the
way our minds store information, process and make connections with
it, and retrieve it at the right time. The theoretical elements of cognitive
approaches will be explored further in Chapter 6.

In the classroom, however, teachers are faced with a number of
dilemmas. First, should language features be brought to the attention
of learners, and, if so, how might this be achieved? In contrast to
Krashen’s ideas, teachers might hypothesize (as does Schmidt, 1990)
that second language learners can only learn a specific language feature,
or the gap between their own performance and the target language,
once they have paid conscious attention to it, that is, once they have
noticed it. Classroom activities that might help learners notice include
comparing their own recorded or written language against a model or
example, or, indeed, drilling and repetition, where forms are
highlighted, i.e., noticed. (It is interesting to note that the example of
drilling demonstrates that, in the interrelationship between theory and
practice, the same practices can sometimes be informed by different
theoretical perspectives and beliefs, and unless one is particularly
committed to a single approach, elements of different theories can
inform, and be informed by, the ELT classroom.)

However, in order to use English effectively, learners need to be
able to retrieve and use the right language at the right time quickly.
Thus how can learners’ use of ‘noticed’, conscious knowledge be made
faster and, according to cognitive perspectives on language learning,
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be made automatic? How might knowledge about language be
converted by learners into knowing how to use language? Or, in more
practical terms, what is the role of practice and what forms might
practice take? How much practice should learners engage in? More -
over, what is the role of learner pair and group work within the
classroom? Is there a role for conversation and conversational inter -
action, and what purpose does it serve? As Ellis (1992: 191) puts it,
‘what types of classroom interaction are likely to prove optimal for
L2 acquisition?’

Thornbury (2006: 173) identifies a number of different kinds of
practice: controlled versus free practice, mechanical versus meaningful/
communicative practice, and receptive versus productive practice,
while Johnson (2008: 254) highlights the parallel between language
learning and the development of other skills (such as learning a musical
instrument) by suggesting that practice activities can range between
‘scales’ (i.e., controlled practice) and ‘the real thing’ (i.e., free produc -
tion). Practice can therefore take many shapes and forms, from
controlled drills and repetition, to pair and group information gaps,
discussions, games and problem-solving activities (with either an
explicit linguistic focus (i.e., noticing) or a focus on a ‘real-world’
context such as planning a journey or ranking information in order
of importance). Clearly, in its more controlled forms, practice is associ -
ated with accuracy, while freer practice is said to develop learners’
fluency. Teachers will direct practice, and intervene and correct (or
not intervene and correct) in ways that they consider appropriate 
given their aims and the learners’ needs, as learners develop their
control of the language.

If controlled practice activities draw upon both theories of cognition
(i.e., they help to automatize language) and, despite its evident
weaknesses, behaviourism (i.e., drills help learners form good habits),
learning through free practice and conversational interaction raises a
more fundamental question about how English might be learned and
taught. Allwright (1979) asks whether language learning can take care
of itself while Grundy, paraphrasing Howatt (1984), asks whether
learners might use language in order to learn it, rather than learn
language in order to use it (1999: 54). Both are suggesting something
fundamental about how languages might be learned in the ELT
classroom, with implications for what teachers might consider practice
to be and what it is for.

The input hypothesis, as we have seen, suggests that learners use
language once it is learned, i.e., that practice and output is not part
of learning but is a consequence of learning. Swain (1985), however,
in her output hypothesis, suggests that learning takes place as learners
produce language. She suggests that producing output is more
challenging for learners than understanding input, that ‘output pushes
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learners to process language more deeply (with more mental effort)
than does input’ (1995: 126). Thus in productive practice, learners
are not just developing fluency, but are ‘learning by doing’. From this
perspective, practice is not a reflection and reinforcement of learning,
but is part of the cognitive process of learning. We will examine how
this may take place in Chapter 6. However, the implication of this
idea for classroom practice is that free practice and conversational
interaction really matter, with clear implications for the ELT
classroom.

‘Learning as a social practice’: classrooms, contexts 
and complexity
Socio-cultural and social constructivist approaches to language lear -
ning conceive of learning not as an individualistic, internal mental
process but as a social activity where learners are active and inter -
active. The support of others enables learners to work at a level which
would otherwise be beyond their reach, termed the Zone of Proximal
Development or ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). Knowledge is thus developed,
or co-constructed, in a collaborative manner (see Chapter 6 for further
discussion). Although we might see overlaps with some of the ideas
outlined above, for example conversational interaction, or the
resemblance of the ZPD to Krashen’s comprehensible input, the ideas
are not comparable due to their very different theoretical underpinnings
(Lightbown and Spada, 2006). That said, classroom practices may look
very similar to those described above as teachers face a number of
questions including how to establish a collaborative classroom and
support learners in their endeavours.

The above discussion has briefly illustrated how classroom practice
and theories of language learning may inform each other. The
theoretical perspectives will be explored in more detail in the following
two chapters; now, however, we will continue to explore further
classroom dilemmas, possibilities and practices in more detail.

Matters arising: further possibilities, practices and
pedagogical debates

Grammar dilemmas
Much of the above discussion hints at a key question that is a shared
concern of both applied linguistic theory and ELT practice, that is,
what is the place of grammar and grammar teaching in the ELT
classroom? Ellis (1992: 191) has addressed the issue as follows:

Should teachers seek to intervene directly in the process of their
students’ L2 development (e.g. by teaching specific grammatical
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items) or should they intervene only indirectly (e.g. by providing
opportunities for natural communication) and so allow learners to
build their interlanguages [internal language systems] in their own
way? . . . In what ways should direct intervention (e.g. grammar
teaching) be carried out? . . . What types of classroom interaction
are likely to prove optimal for L2 acquisition?

In the classroom, this debate realizes itself as whether learning takes
place best when grammar features are examined explicitly and
consciously (i.e., via instruction), or whether it is enough for learners
to ‘encounter’ language and subsequently develop knowledge them -
selves, whether consciously or unconsciously (i.e., through exposure).
As Thornbury (2006: 93) puts it, teachers and methods ‘have
positioned themselves along a scale from “zero grammar” to “total
grammar”’.

There are several familiar arguments against the explicit teaching
of grammar. For example, knowing a grammar rule is no guarantee
that a learner can actually use the language spontaneously in and
beyond the classroom. Additionally, it is claimed that the time spent
explicitly engaging with grammatical rules could be better spent
engaging in meaningful communication, and that grammar teaching
therefore denies other learning opportunities. Thus, while Brown
(2007) rightly says that teachers need to know grammar, V. Cook
(2008: 39) comments, ‘it is one thing to make teachers aware of
grammar . . . it is something else to say that students themselves should
be aware of grammar’.

In contrast, however, Ortega (2009: 139) provides a series of
examples that strongly suggest both the rate of learning and linguistic
accuracy increase when learners experience explicit grammatical
instruction compared to ‘uninstructed learners’. She does point out,
however, that although rate and accuracy may increase, this is only
when instruction works with the learners in terms of their readiness
to learn specific grammatical features (we will examine the concept of
learners’ ‘readiness’ to learn in Part III).

Both teacher and researchers hold a range of perspectives on
whether grammar should be addressed explicitly in the ELT classroom.
Fundamentally, those who support an innatist, UG perspective on
language learning doubt its value, while those who believe that there
is a link between explicit, conscious knowledge of language and the
ability to use it, a link created by the mind’s cognitive processes,
support it. In this latter perspective, focusing on just the meaning of
language is insufficient.

What is notable, however, is that even if the suggestion that an
explicit focus on language is advantageous for learners is accepted, it
still leaves teachers with the dilemma of what forms such instruction
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might take and how such activities might be balanced with other
elements of classroom life. Thus if ‘there is a consensus that form-
focused instruction is facilitative or even necessary . . . what remains
controversial is the selection of structures, the timing and intensity and
the choice of instructional options’ (Pawlak, 2008: 193; also, Ellis,
2006). It is to this issue that we now turn.

Focus on form or forms?
What form might grammar instruction take? Should the focus on
grammar emerge from the language in the classroom, that is, around
language features that occur naturally within the activities of the class;
or should the class be structured around a form-based syllabus? In
addition to ‘grammar’, instruction, of course, also attends to language
features beyond, for example, tenses, articles and modality, and
includes other areas such as discourse, pronunciation and vocabulary.

Attending to language items in the ELT classroom does not have
to mean teachers and learners focus on explanations of individual
grammar (and language) points in a predetermined sequence (known
as focus on forms) although it could resemble this. In contrast, focus
on form suggests that attention to language can happen at any point
in a lesson or series of lessons, and it can be either teacher-led or
through learner activity. The linguistic forms focused upon emerge as
a consequence of the learners’ engagement in meaningful communi -
cation and, as V. Cook (2008) suggests, there are several ways of
drawing learners’ attention to grammar without explaining it explicitly,
such as using pauses in speech or italics in writing. In effect, this is
Schmidt’s concept of ‘noticing’ in practice (see p. 66).

However, we have already seen that explicit attention to grammar
may only be effective if learners are ready to learn the particular
feature, Harmer (2007: 54) summarizing the argument for focus on
form as follows:

Students acquire language best when they have focused on it either
because they need it, or have come across it in a meaning-focused
communicative task, or because in some other way they have
noticed language which is relevant to them at a particular time.

These ideas, which are not universally accepted, have considerable
implications, not just for teachers but for syllabus and course designers,
as we shall examine in Part IV.

Learning through deduction or induction?
The discussion so far suggests that some attention to grammar and
other language points in the ELT classroom is likely, whether through
a focus on form or a focus on forms. The degree to which attention
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to grammar takes place will also vary widely according to the beliefs,
practices and norms of teachers and learners (which will, in turn, be
influenced by the wider institutional and social context; see Part IV).
Despite this variety, learners can be introduced to language rules
through two very different routes.

In deductive approaches to learning, learners are first provided
with the rules or generalizations about language, which are explained
and demonstrated before being practised. Harmer (2007) makes the
analogy that deductive learning is like a ‘straight arrow’, and highlights
how PPP (see above) fits into this pattern, while Johnson (2008: 162)
summarizes the move from rule to example as RULEG. On the other
hand, teachers may pursue, and learners may prefer, inductive
approaches to the presentation of language. Here, learners examine
language examples, and work rules out for themselves (characterized
as EGRUL by Johnson (ibid)). Inductive approaches characterize
‘discovery’ activities such as reading examples of contrasting grammar
items, working out the difference in meaning and hence the rule. The
box below provides an example of an inductive activity:

Whether to follow an inductive or deductive approach may depend
on several factors. Learning styles and learner preferences may underpin
teachers’ decisions – some learners may prefer the direct, teacher-led
nature of deductive approaches, and most self-study grammar books
follow this approach. However, inductive approaches, with the mental
effort and processing required of learners, are thought to more accur -
ately reflect the way the mind learns (see above; also Chapter 6). Clearly,
some learners may prefer this latter style of learning, and it has been
suggested that inductive approaches may develop learner independence
and autonomy (concepts we shall investigate in Chapter 8).

Box 4.1 An inductive learning task

Look at the following pairs of sentences. What language form is used
in each sentence and why? How do the simple and continuous
aspects of the verb differ in meaning?

• He’s broken his leg.

• I’ve been studying all day.

• The match has finished.

• She’s been waiting here for half an hour.



 

How might teachers approach the issue of deductive or inductive
approaches to learning? In practice, both deductive and inductive learning
may take place in any one classroom, dependent upon the learners’
preferences and learning styles, the teacher’s view of effective learning,
and the approach followed by materials and textbooks and institu -
tional preferences. Teachers face the challenge of selecting and possibly
combining the approaches effectively and coherently for learners,
recognizing that learners’ perspectives may change according to, for
example, their age or L2 ability.

Is there a place for the learners’ first language in the
classroom?
V. Cook (2001; 2008) highlights the current widespread assumption
that teachers and learners should use only the second language rather
than the learners’ first language in the classroom (which we shall
encounter again in subsequent chapters). Meanwhile, writers such as
Phillipson (1992) argue that the emphasis on second language only
classrooms has been sustained by the socio-economic dominance of
methods that have emerged in the UK and US, where classes are
taught with mixed L1 background, and also by the teaching of English
around the world by native speaker English teachers who cannot
speak the first language of the learners (see also Chapter 12).

That said, there are of course good reasons for limiting L1 and
working as far as possible in the second language in the classroom.
Learners will communicate more in English, which, according to Long
(see above) means more input for others in the class. Using only
English in the classroom also means that all language, whether the
language used in learning activities or the metalanguage of the lesson
(such as instructions and explanations), is potential input for learners.
It also means that opportunities for English language practice and
output will be maximized. On a practical note, of course, those
teachers who either do not speak the first language of the learners, or
who are teaching classes in which learners have differing first
languages, have clear practical reasons for using only English in the
classroom. Additionally, many teachers suggest that, in some contexts,
if the learners’ first language is used in class, then the learners may be
more resistant to using English generally and employ their L1 more
than perhaps teachers may wish.

However, there are also several reasons why teachers may wish to
consider the influence of the learners’ L1 in L2 learning and its possible
role in the classroom. Widdowson observes that ‘language learning is
indeed of its nature, in some degree, a compound bilingual experience’
(2003: 152) and notes that learners keep their L1 and L2 in contact
in their minds in the classroom. Similarly, Ellis (1994) points out that
learners’ L1 is a resource in the development of their L2 – it offers a
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pre-existing cognitive framework of how language works and thus may
enable speedier and more accessible explanations of language. In
effect, the learners’ L1 may enhance ‘noticing’ of features of English,
perhaps by drawing comparisons between the two languages.

In terms of classroom practices, G. Cook challenges the prevailing
orthodoxy in ELT, noting that while there is a widespread assumption
‘that students actually prefer monolingual teaching and learning . . . this
is not based on any actual research findings’ (2008: 80). Cook suggests
that translation, broadly defined to include both learners’ use of their
L1 and information about their first languages in the classroom, is a
‘spontaneous learning strategy’ that ‘brings student knowledge into play
and uses it as a resource [and] recognizes first-language identities’ (ibid.:
77). Drawing upon and using the learners’ first language in the class -
room may therefore fulfil a ‘functional’ role of assisting explana tions,
enabling contrasts between languages and the ‘noticing’ of language to
take place, and, in effect, incorporating those learning processes that
the learners are already engaged in. However, it also serves a much
broader purpose of recognizing the value of learners’ first language
identities, cultures and linguistic knowledge, i.e., it recognizes and values
diversity both within the classroom and, implicitly, beyond.

The decision about whether, or how far, the use of learners’ first
languages is appropriate in the ELT classroom is complex. The case
for excluding L1 has been strongly argued over a long period of time,
creating a common-sense understanding that is sometimes difficult to
see beyond (for learners as well as ELT professionals). However, there
are several very valid arguments for drawing upon and using the
learners’ first language in the classroom (outlined in detail by, for
example, Cook, 2010).

Task 4.3 Reflecting on key dilemmas

• Thinking about your language teaching and learning experiences,
which elements of these broad ideas about second language
learning do you recognize from your own experience?

In your context:

• Making language features explicit: Are language features brought
to the attention of learners? If so, how does this happen?

• Language practice: What is the role of ‘practice’? How is language
practised? What forms might practice take, and why is it organized
in these ways?



 

Summary: bringing the issues together

In this chapter, we have identified several interrelated questions and
issues that ELT teachers face in the classroom. Richards and Rodgers
(2001: 14) bring these problems and subsequent potential practices
together in a series of key questions:

1 What should the goals of language teaching be? Should a
language course try to teach conversational proficiency, reading,
translation, or some other skill?

2 What is the basic nature of language, and how will this affect
the teaching method?

3 What are the principles for the selection of language content in
language teaching?

4 What principles of organization, sequencing and presentation
best facilitate learning?

5 What should the role of the native language be?

6 What processes do learners use in mastering a language, and can
these be incorporated into a method?

7 What teaching techniques and activities work best and under
what circumstances?

Differences in the way these concerns are addressed underpin the
approaches of the various different named methods that have been
practised in ELT over the last hundred years. To Richards and Rodgers’
list of issues, Johnson (2008: 162) adds:
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• Learner pair and group work: What opportunities are there for
conversational interaction? How is it organized, and why? What
purpose does it serve? How might it link to some of the ideas
discussed in this chapter?

• What are your perspectives on the following debates:

• conscious and unconscious learning in the classroom?

• focus on form . . . or on forms?

• the place of L1 in the classroom?

How do you deal with these issues in your teaching, and why? Are
there any alternatives to your current practices?



 

• How much ‘engagement of the mind’ does the method expect?

• Is the method deductive or inductive in approach?

• How much importance does the method give to ‘authenticity of
language’?

Additionally, Brown (2001: 34–5) considers the teachers’ and learners’
roles in the classroom when attempting to identify the key elements
of methods. Meanwhile, Allwright and Hanks (2009) approach this
issue from another angle, asking where the locus of ‘control’ is in the
classroom and learning process.

All of which leads us to Chapter 5, where the concept of Method
and methods, now made explicit, will be investigated in more detail
as potential ‘interventions’ in the classroom dilemmas and practices
that we have identified in this chapter.
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5 Language teaching
methods

Perspectives and possibilities

What we have now is not answers or solutions but a rich array of
realizations and perspectives.

(Canagarajah, 2006: 29)

This chapter will:

• examine the differing ways in which the term ‘Method’ has been
conceptualized, also distinguishing between ‘Method’ and ‘method-
ology’;

• explore how different language teaching methods can be seen as
social ‘products of their times’;

• identify the key features of a range of methods, placing them within
their wider social contexts and identifying them as potential sources
of classroom intervention for teachers;

• trace the emergence of the ‘Postmethod era’ and its potential
implications for teachers.

Introduction: ‘Method’ – a range of terms

Terminology plays an essential role in the discourse of any profession,
providing shared reference points and understandings of key concepts.
Yet when applied linguists and teachers talk, read and write about
Method, we find that the term is used in a variety of ways that, as
Bell (2003: 326) notes, ‘offers a challenge for anyone wishing to enter
into the analysis or deconstruction of methods’.

Stern (1983: 452–3) suggests that:

a method, however ill-defined it may be, is more than a single
strategy or a particular technique; it is a ‘theory’ of language
teaching . . . which has resulted from practical and theoretical
discussions in a given historical context. It usually implies and
sometimes overtly expresses certain objectives, and a particular



 

view of language; it makes assumptions about the language learner;
and underlying it are certain beliefs about the nature of the language
learning process.

Anthony (1963), however, puts forward two separate but related
elements – method and approach. According to Anthony, method
occupies a position between approach and technique within a three-tier
hierarchy. ‘Approach’ is the set of assumptions about the nature of
language and learning; ‘method’ is the plan of how to systematically
present the language based on these higher-order assumptions; and
‘techniques’ are specific classroom activities utilized within a given
method (e.g., translating sentences, memorizing dialogues, completing
a information gap activity). Similarly, V. Cook identifies teaching
techniques as ‘the actual point of contact with the students’ (2008: 235).

Richards and Rodgers (2001) provide a further analysis, proposing
that the term ‘method’ comprises three elements. Here, approach and
technique are broadly similar to the concepts outlined by Anthony,
while design includes the general and specific objectives of the method;
the syllabus model (i.e., how language is selected and organized);
learner roles (e.g., grouping patterns, whether learners influence the
learning of others); teacher roles (e.g., teacher functions and influence
over learning), and the role of any teaching materials in the method.
However, as Brown (2001) points out, within ELT, ‘design’ is more
often than not used to refer only to curriculum and syllabus design
rather than the broader range of issues suggested by Richards and
Rodgers. Most teacher training and development texts thus seem to
highlight approach, method and techniques as key terms.

Finally, how has the difference between method and methodology
been conceptualized? Brown (2001: 15) suggests that methodology
refers to ‘pedagogical practices in general’ while Thornbury notes that
methodology is ‘a general word to describe classroom practices . . .
irrespective of the particular method that a teacher is using’ (2006:
131). Kumaravadivelu (2006: 84) summarizes the difference as follows:

Method [refers to] established methods constructed by experts in
the field. . . Methodology [is] what practicing teachers actually do
in the classroom to achieve their stated or unstated teaching
objectives.

Thus, we might refer to the Grammar-translation Method or the
Audiolingual Method, while focusing on the pedagogical (i.e.,
methodological) practices that these involve, for example, the transla -
tion of example sentences from first language to target language, or
the use of oral drills. Furthermore, although the value of ‘Method’
within ELT has increasingly been called into question for a variety of
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reasons (as suggested in Chapter 4 and as we shall return to shortly),
in contrast, methodology remains an inescapable element of teachers’
professional lives.

To summarize, then, 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 assert that if these principles
are faithfully followed, they will result in learning for all.

(Nunan, 1991: 3)

Over the course of the twentieth century for ELT in particular, and
long before for language teaching and learning in general, a variety
of methods emerged; how, and why, did this happen?

Methods, paradigms and change

By the late twentieth century, there was ‘a profusion of competing
methods’ (Allwright and Hanks, 2009: 38). In answer to the first
question in Task 5.1, for example, you may have listed, among other

Task 5.1 Language teaching methods over time

• List the names of as many individual methods as you can.

• What do you know about the key characteristics of each method
you have listed? What do teachers and learners do in the
classroom, and why (i.e., what are the practices and theories for
each)? At this point, do not worry if your knowledge of some of
the details is a little hazy!

• When (approximately) did each of these methods emerge? Which
ones came earlier, which came later?

• In which part(s) of the world have most methods originated? Why
might this be?

• What reasons can you think of for the development or emergence
of a new method – in general, and in relation to any of the methods
you noted in answer to the first question?

• Why do you think there have been so many language teaching
methods?

TC



 

methods, Grammar-translation, the Direct Method, Audiolingualism,
Total Physical Response, Community Language Learning, Communi -
cative Language Teaching and Task-based Learning (also called
Task-based Teaching and Task-based Learning and Teaching), and
even this list is not fully comprehensive!

A sense of history

The traditional view of the development of methods over time is that
‘there has been a series of language teaching methods over the years,
each being succeeded by a better one until we reach the present’
(Pennycook, 1989: 597). From this perspective, method development
has been cumulative, progressive, and relatively linear. However, long-
term, historical perspectives imply that change and development in
language teaching is cyclical and context-dependent. Kelly, in his
history of 2,500 years of language teaching, suggested that the ‘ideas
accessible to language teachers have not changed’ over this period
(1969: 394, in Johnson, 2008: 161), while Pennycook (2004: 278)
highlights Kelly’s proposition that ‘nobody really knows what is new
or what is old in present day language teaching procedures. There has
been a vague feeling that modern experts have spent their time in
discovering what other men [sic] have forgotten’ (Kelly, 1969: ix).
Meanwhile, Adamson (2004) refers to ‘fashions in language teaching
methodology’, and observes that ‘no method is inherently superior to
another; instead, some methods are more appropriate than others 
in a particular context’ (605). Thus, the idea of language teaching
methods as making ‘continuous upwards progress through history’ is
‘dangerous’ (Rowlinson, 1994: 7).

Paradigms and contexts

How, then, might particular methods emerge at particular times and 
in particular places? Given that ‘there is nothing new under the sun’
(Johnson, 2008: 161), methods reflect contemporary (rather than ‘best’)
theoretical ideas and practices in language teaching and learning
(Adamson, 2004). Thus, with regard to ELT, Cook (2003: 30) notes that:

Different approaches to teaching English did not occur by chance,
but in response to changing geopolitical circumstances and social
attitudes and values, as well as to shifts of fashion in linguistics.

Kuhn (1970/1996) suggests that academic fashions and philosophies
might change over time through paradigms and the concept of scientific
revolutions. Kuhn, who studied the limits of knowledge in science,
defined a paradigm as:
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universally recognized achievements that for a time provide model
problems and solutions to a community of practitioners.

(Kuhn, 1970/1996: x)

Thus, they are the overarching and fundamental philosophies of what
constitutes ‘proper’ or ‘normal’ thinking and behaviour (or theory and
practice), determining and legitimizing what questions are asked and
what answers are found. Once a paradigm has been established, it is
difficult, impossible even, for those working within it to conceive of
any other rationale until a ‘crisis’ prompts a ‘scientific revolution’.
Crises develop when tensions develop within a paradigm caused by
discoveries or inconsistencies that the paradigm cannot adequately
explain. This leads to the eventual replacement of one paradigm by
another.

Observing that ‘the call for change is almost constant in education’,
Jacobs and Farrell (2003: 5) develop Kuhn’s thesis within the context of
English language teaching, suggesting that change within ELT does not
occur in a step-by step, evenly paced fashion, but instead occurs through
‘revolutionary’, ‘tradition-shattering’ transformation. Similarly, Brown
(2001: 16) observes how, over the last century or so, new methods have
broken with the old, while the emergence of Communicative Language
Teaching in the mid-1970s has often been characterized as ‘the
communicative revolution’ (e.g., Bolitho et al., 1983).

Additionally, links between method change in language teaching and
changes in scientific and societal thinking more generally can be
identified. Crookes (2009), for example, highlights moves towards the
Direct Method and away from Grammar-translation in late nineteenth-
century Europe. He notes that the Direct Method’s emphasis on the use
of L2 in the classroom and inductive learning (which we shall explore
in more detail below) reflected wider societal interest in ‘natural’ learn -
ing, which, in turn, stemmed from ideas that emerged after the French
Revolution. Consequently, previous ‘authoritarian’ or ‘traditional’
teacher-learner relationships thought to underpin Grammar-translation
approaches to language teaching were questioned.

The Direct Method particularly flourished in the private language
school sector in Europe where teachers could more easily focus on their
relationships with learners (Crookes, 2009); meanwhile, in many
‘mainstream’ or state schools, with their differing priorities (and
resources), Grammar-translation continued well into the mid-twentieth
century. Elsewhere in the world, Grammar-translation also remained
predominant, again as a consequence of wider societal trends. For
example, Adamson (2004) notes that in China, Grammar-translation
prospered until the 1960s as it both resembles traditional Chinese
methods of learning and teaching, and met the need of post-revolution
Communist China by developing learners’ reading skills. In an era when
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English-speaking nations were anti-communist, this enabled China to
access Western scientific and technical knowledge. Adamson argues that
the subsequent adoption of teaching methods that focused on the
development of oral skills (in the early 1960s) and communi cative goals
(in the 1980s) reflected the political context of ‘modernization’ and
outward-looking economic development in China during these periods.
Thus, as Adamson suggests, ‘promoted methods are mirrors of the
contemporary sociocultural climate’ (615). And it is to specific methods
that we now turn.

A profusion of methods: a review of recent history

Any review of methods involves an element of compromise for, as
Johnson (2008: 163) remarks, the further back in time we start a
review of methods, ‘the more sense of direction it will give us’, but
‘the longer the journey will be’. Thus, with a few exceptions (e.g., Kelly,
1969; Crookes, 2009), most texts have focused on those methods
developed, practised and popularized at differing times and in different
contexts within the relatively brief era that spans from the late
nineteenth century to the present day. Crookes notes, however, that
‘our field has been bedeviled by ahistorical, decontextual presentations
of “Methods”’ (2009: 46) and comments that ELT professionals
should aim to understand the ‘complex, but not inherently progressive’
nature of their development (ibid.).

Taking these points into account, we too will compromise and start
this review in the nineteenth century, a social context in which
Grammar-translation was the traditional teaching method.

‘Traditional’ approaches and the Grammar-translation
Method

The Grammar-translation Method within ELT (and as a method 
for teaching other modern languages) emerged from the teaching 
of classical languages such as Latin. Although, as Stern (1983) 
asserts, a focus on grammar and translation in language teaching has
existed through the ages, the idea of Grammar-translation as a defined
approach to language teaching only emerged in the late eighteenth
century, and has subsequently also been referred to as ‘the Prussian
Method’ (much of the original Grammar-translation literature emerged
from Germany), the Grammar Method, the Classical Method, or the
Traditional Method (Weihua, 2004a: 250).

Grammar-translation requires learners to focus on individual
grammar points, which are taught deductively. Example sentences are
then translated both from and to the L2, as illustrated in Figure 5.1.
Grammar-translation thus focuses on accuracy and written rather



 

than spoken language, with language being broken down and analysed
at the level of words, phrases and individual sentences in the first
instance; longer texts may be drawn upon dependent on the ability of
the learners.

V. Cook (2008: 239) notes that Grammar-translation ‘does not
directly teach people to use the language for some external purpose
outside the classroom’. Similarly, Richards and Rodgers (2001) suggest
that languages are studied in order to develop the learners’ intellectual
abilities, and the study of grammar itself becomes the purpose of learning.
Hence, many recent accounts suggest that Grammar-translation leaves
learners unable to communicate in the L2. It would thus seem to stop
some way short of current views of what language learning is for,
leading Richards and Rodgers (2001: 7) to argue that:

. . . it has no advocates. There is no literature that offers a rationale
or justification for it or that attempts to relate it to issues in
linguistics, psychology, or educational theory.

And yet, Grammar-translation has survived and is used in many parts
of the world today, albeit in modified forms. V. Cook (2008), who refers
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Figure 5.1 An example of grammar-translation materials

Source: Extract from Teach Yourself Polish (Corbridge-Patkaniowska, 1992), first printed in 1948.



 

to Grammar-translation as the Academic Style, observes that while
many other methods do not focus on grammar explicitly (as we shall
see), ‘students continue to believe that this will help them’ (239). He also
proposes that Grammar-translation carries with it a ‘seriousness of
purpose’ that may be lacking in other language teaching methods, seems
appropriate in those societies that maintain a ‘traditional’ view of
learner and teacher roles in the classroom, and holds that knowledge
is something that teachers ‘transmit’ to learners (rather than learners
discovering or constructing knowledge for themselves – we shall
explore differing views of knowledge further in Chapter 12).
Thornbury (2006) recognizes that the continued survival of Grammar-
translation may be a consequence of its ease of implementation,
especially with large classes. Thornbury (2006) also suggests that
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Box 5.1 A collaborative translation activity

Activity 53: Gist Translation

Aims
– To practise synthetic translation
– To make pragmatic decisions related to text type
– To practise pre-interpreting skills: memorisation, fast decision-

making
– To learn to justify choices

Level
Beginners

Grouping
Pairs

Approximate timing
20 minutes

Steps
a. Student A reads a text, which is then left aside. The student then

translates only what s/he remembers. Student B does the same
with another text.

b. Students A and B exchange their translations and try to put the
text which is new to each of them back into their source language.

c. Finally, they compare their rendering with the source text and
comment on their translations and the similarities and differences
at different levels between the source and the target texts. They
also discuss the procedure.

Source: González Davies, 2004: 172–3.
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translation, which was rejected by other methods and approaches as we
shall see, may be re-emerging within ELT (see also Chapter 4). Cook
(2010), for example, draws upon a range of theoretical and pedagogical
insights into the nature of language learning and its broader social
purposes to re-interpret the role of translation in language teaching, and
suggests a number of translation-based tasks for the ELT classroom
including whole text translation, discussion of translation problems, and
translation within a ‘communicative framework’ (ibid.) as can be seen,
for example, in Box 5.1.

The pendulum swings: the Direct Method

The Direct Method emerged in Europe at the end of the nineteenth
century in reaction to Grammar-translation. We have already noted its
philosophical links to the promotion of ‘natural learning’, the Direct
Method also drawing on the belief that learning a foreign language is
similar to acquiring a first language. Additionally, the late nineteenth

Task 5.2 Thinking about Grammar-translation

How does the Grammar-translation Method approach the practical
dilemmas of classroom teaching, which we explored in Chapter 4?
Refer back to those debates and the ideas outlined above to answer
the following questions:

• What goal of language teaching is envisaged by the Grammar-
translation Method?

• How is ‘language’ conceptualized?

• How are languages learned?

• Who needs to be aware of grammar rules and structures?

• Is the focus on form or forms?

• What is the role of the learners’ first language?

• How is language practised?

• Have you ever learned a language through Grammar-translation?
What do you consider the main strengths and weaknesses of the
experience?

• Do you ever practice Grammar-translation techniques in your own
classes? When and why? How do learners react?

TC



 

century was an era in which the development of international business
and travel required language learners to be able to use and com-
municate in the L2, an aim that Grammar-translation did not appear
to fulfil. Consequently, the principles of the Direct Method have been
characterized as follows:

1. Classroom interaction was conducted exclusively in the target
language.

2. Only everyday vocabulary and sentences were taught.

3. Oral communication skills were built up in a carefully graded
progression organized around question-and-answer exchanges
between teachers and students in small, intensive classes.

4. Grammar was taught inductively.

5. New teaching points were introduced orally.

6. Concrete vocabulary was taught through demonstration, objects,
and pictures; abstract vocabulary was taught by association of
ideas.

7. Both speech and listening comprehension were taught.

8. Correct pronunciation and grammar were emphasized.
(Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 12)

In practice, therefore, classes based upon the Direct Method tradition
are small, use only the L2 as both a means of communication and
instruction, are dominated by speaking and listening and involve little
grammar analysis. Theoretically, the approach is also underpinned by
a belief that language teaching should be based around phonetics and
accurate pronunciation (Stern, 1981; Richards and Rodgers, 2001).

The Direct Method was dominant in the first half of the twentieth
century, and, although not widespread, it is still practised today, most
notably by the Berlitz chain of language schools (who refer to it as
the Berlitz Method). However, certain elements of the approach have
been questioned. First, it is argued that, unlike Grammar-translation,
the Direct Method can only be practised with relatively small classes,
or rather, in contexts where classes can be divided into smaller groups
(Weihua, 2004b). Brown observes that ‘almost any “method” can
succeed when clients are willing to pay high prices for small classes,
individual attention, and intensive study’ (2001: 22) and highlights
the contrast between this context, stereotypically found in private
language schools, and language teaching in public education contexts,
where the Direct Method is less applicable. Additionally, the Direct
Method places teachers at the centre of classroom activity, with critics
arguing that learners, and the success of the method itself, are too
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dependent on a teacher’s individual skill and ability (Brown, 2001).
Finally, from a theoretical perspective, to what extent can the L2
classroom really recreate the ways in which children acquire their 
first language?

Despite these criticisms, the Direct Method has had a major impact
on language teaching methods and methodology. Its core principle,
the exclusive use of the L2 and avoidance of the learners’ L1 in the
classroom has, as Thornbury points out, survived ‘as an article of faith
amongst many teachers to this day’ (2006: 67). And, logically, this
principle has enabled language teachers to teach without knowing their
learners’ first language, hence paving the way for ‘native speaker
teachers’ within ELT (an issue we shall return to in later chapters).

To some, the Direct Method was the product of ‘enlightened
amateurism’ (Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 13), and theorists from the
emerging field of Applied Linguistics argued that a much stronger
theoretical basis was needed upon which to develop language teaching
methods and practices. Ultimately, this would lead to Audiolingualism
(or the Audiolingual Method) in the US and the Oral Approach in the
UK. It is the former that was, and is, far more influential within ELT,
which we shall explore below (for a thorough account of the Oral or
Situational Approach, see Richards and Rodgers, 2001).

Language teaching as science: the Audiolingual
Method

The Audiolingual Method perhaps most clearly exemplifies the
paradigmatic pattern of ELT methods and their links to the wider
social context. As V. Cook (2008: 244) notes, it ‘most blatantly reflects
a particular set of beliefs about L2 learning’ and, despite having been
heavily critiqued and being apparently unfashionable, ‘is still pervasive’
within ELT (ibid.: 246). It is therefore very typical of a method that
teachers can and do draw upon from time to time when developing
an eclectic or Postmethod approach in the classroom.

Task 5.3 How ‘Direct’ are you?

• Do you maintain (or try to maintain) an L2 only classroom?
Why/why not?

• To what extent do you agree that language teachers do not need
to know the learner’s L1?



 

The origins of the audiolingual paradigm lie in the conjunction of
a number of contextual and theoretical factors. Towards the end 
of the Second World War, the US armed forces needed to teach
languages on a huge scale as US soldiers needed to communicate with
both their allies and also in the countries where they were being
deployed. The languages taught ranged from European languages such
as French and German to East Asian languages such as Japanese and
Korean and the ‘Army Method’, as it became known, focused on oral/
aural work and pronunciation, realized through drills and conversation
practice, with small groups of motivated learners and native speaker
teachers (Richards and Rodgers, 2001).

This programme lasted only a couple of years and its success was
based largely on the intensity of study and motivation of the learners
(Byram, 2004a). Although it was not developed from a clear method-
ological basis, it provided a model for language teaching in subsequent
years, with an emphasis on spoken rather than written language, and
on ‘mechanical’ learning. Subsequently, when theorists combined a
‘scientific’ theory of language (i.e., structuralism) and a ‘scientific’
approach to learning (i.e., behaviourism), the Army Method offered
an apparently successful early model from which a new method, the
Audiolingual Method, was developed in the 1950s.

Within linguistics, structuralism holds that language can be broken
into constituent parts such as phonemes, morphemes and words. These
elements can then be analysed to discover the rules (structures) through
which they combine to produce phrases, clauses and sentences.
Structuralism thus theorizes language that can be observed (a central
part of structuralism’s claim to be ‘scientific’), and analysis is based
around examples of actual spoken language, i.e., structuralism
prioritizes spoken language over writing. The combination of
structuralism and behaviourist ideas of habit formation via stimulus-
reinforcement-response (see Chapter 4) led Rivers (1964: 19–22) to
outline the following assumptions of Audiolingualism:

1. Foreign language learning is basically a mechanical process of habit
formation.

2. Language skills are learned more effectively if items of the foreign
language are presented in spoken form before written form.

3. Analogy provides a better foundation for foreign language learning
than analysis.

4. The meanings which the words of a language have for the native
speaker can be learned only in a matrix of allusions to the culture
of the people who speak that language.
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What, therefore, might audiolingual classes look like in practice?
Language is broken down into a series of patterns (i.e., structures),
which are sequenced and taught to learners one by one. Following a
clearly behaviourist approach to learning, ‘good habits’ are formed as
new language is presented through set phrases and scripted dialogues
that are repeated and drilled until memorized. In other words, learners
are required to respond to a stimulus, with correct answers being
reinforced. There is very little or no grammatical explanation in the
audiolingual classroom – learning takes place inductively. The focus
of classes is on accuracy and the avoidance of errors, learners having
to master a structure before they can move on to the next one. Because
the learners’ L1 is regarded as a potential source of ‘bad’ habits (due
to interference), the class takes place in the learners’ L2 and typically
makes use of tapes (or CDs), language labs and visual aids, as, for
example, the audiolingual materials illustrated in Figure 5.2.

This technological aspect of the Audiolingual Method again links
the approach to the broader social context in which it originally
emerged, 1950s USA, where technology was seen to offer solutions to
practical problems. Reflecting this, Audiolingualism regards learners
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Figure 5.2 An example of audiolingual materials

Source: Extract from Look, Listen, Learn: Book 1: Teacher’s Book, Alexander (1968).
Note: in this text, younger learners see only the images on the right-hand page; associated drills and
activities are outlined on the left-hand page for teachers.



 

as ‘mechanistic, non-cognitive systems’ (Crookes, 2009: 6), and
‘demands students who do not expect to take the initiative’ (V. Cook,
2008: 245). But how realistic is this?

Audiolingualism has been attacked on both theoretical and practical
grounds. Theoretically, Chomsky (1966) argues that language is a
property of the human mind, with sentences ‘generated’ from an
innate knowledge of abstract grammar rules. Hence, speakers create
their own sentences as a result of mental processes, not as a result of
habit formation (we shall return to these debates in the next chapter).
More pragmatically, the repetition and drilling inherent in audiolingual
teaching can be boring and demotivating for learners, and, while it
might appear to be successful with lower level learners, offers little to
those who have progressed to a more advanced level.

As with the Direct Method, however, the legacy of Audiolingualism
survives in ELT today in drill-based activities, dialogue-building and
the emphasis on practice. Thus although rarely applied as a full and
systematic method, it remains an approach that many teachers fall back
on or dip into from time to time.

Beyond Applied Linguistics? Humanistic approaches to ELT

A number of language teaching methods emerged as confidence in the
Audiolingual Method began to fade from the late 1960s onwards.
Some had a firm basis within applied linguistics theory, developing
from a theory of language and of language learning (e.g., Communica-
tive Language Teaching, as we shall see). Others, however, emerged
from educational theory and from psychology, having a strong view
of learners and learning, but having less developed theories about
language.

Grundy (2004) suggests that a paradigm shift towards humanistic
(and ‘more humane’) teaching methods emerged partly as a reaction to
the de-humanizing ‘science’ of Audiolingualism, but also as part of the
late 1960s and early 1970s social unrest and student protests in Europe
and the USA. Meanwhile, titles such as Caring and Sharing in the
Foreign Language Class (Moskowitz, 1978) indicate the key concerns
of these approaches, which, according to Grundy (2004) include:

• Respect for learners as people, including fostering the individual’s
self-esteem and the learners’ respect for each other.

• Respect for the learners’ knowledge and independence, that learners
know best how and when to learn. Thus classroom activities should
only be those the learners wish to engage in.

• Recognize the affective (i.e., emotional) as well as cognitive nature
of the learning experience.
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• Recognize the role of self-discovery, and of the individual learner’s
autonomy and independence.

• Teach in an enabling way, regarding teachers as enablers or
facilitators who assist learners in their self-discovery rather than as
instructors who ‘transmit’ knowledge to learners.

Humanistic language teaching therefore embodies a set of progressive
educational values and beliefs about learners, learning, and the purpose
of education more generally.

Four language teaching methods in particular are commonly termed
‘humanistic’ – Community Language Learning (CLL), Suggestopedia,
Total Physical Response (TPR) and the Silent Way. What might they
bring to the ELT classroom?

Community Language Learning: the teacher as ‘consultant’
Drawing upon ideas behind counselling and therapy, Community
Language Learning (or ‘Counseling Learning’, (Curran, 1972)) places
the teacher in a ‘consultant’ role, with learners taking responsibility
for lesson content. Generally, learners sit in a circle with the teacher
outside it. Typically, learners might speak in their L1, with teachers
translating and helping to formulate the utterance in English; their
feelings are considered throughout. Language may be recorded to be
analysed later, and the learners become progressively more independent
as they progress. CLL is said to be too restrictive for exclusive use on
institutional (and institutionalized) language programmes, but teachers
often draw upon its principles of learner-centred participation and
group-work, learner autonomy and, consequently, the teachers’
facilitative (rather than directive) role in the classroom.

Total Physical Response: learning through physical action
Total Physical Response (TPR) links physical actions to learning.
Developed by James Asher (1977), TPR theorizes that young children
receive comprehensible input when acquiring their L1 largely in the
form of commands or encouragement to act (e.g., ‘sit down’, ‘come
here’), and suggests that L2 learners can learn in a similar way, through
commands that require a physical response. Central to TPR is the
notion that almost all language can be presented through commands
and physical actions, including complex grammar (Cain, 2004).
Asher’s ideas have much in common with Krashen’s approach (see
Chapters 4 and 6), highlighting as they do the role of comprehensible
input and the emergence of speech only after language has been
acquired. Although TPR has not really had a role as a fully
implemented method within ELT, teachers might draw on it from time
to time, especially when teaching young learners (who might be less
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inhibited than adults when asked to move around the classroom). Its
potential weaknesses (as a method) are whether it can offer a
sustainable model of learning beyond beginner level, and how far it
appeals to learners whose preferred learning style is more ‘intellectual’.

Suggestopedia: removing the negatives
Developed by Georgi Lozanov (1978), our third humanistic method,
Suggestopedia (or ‘superlearning’) proposes that learning can be
accelerated via the processes of suggestion, relaxation and concentra -
tion, all of which can be enhanced by the physical environment in
which learning takes place. Learners need to be relaxed and negative
emotions should be removed. Hence, soothing background music is
central in Suggestopedia and learners are ‘infantilized’ to create an
atmosphere in which ‘the self-confidence, spontaneity and receptivity
of the child’ can be regained (Bancroft, 1972: 19, in Richards and
Rodgers, 2001: 102). To this end, teachers are quite clearly in control
of the class, and learners may even adopt pseudonyms and imaginary
personas. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Suggestopedia has been subject to
criticism. It may not be practical where music and an especially
comfortable learning environment is not available. Meanwhile, Scovel
(1979) has accused Suggestopedia of being a ‘pseudoscience’, although
he also acknowledges that it may provide a source of useful teaching
techniques. Thus, it is perhaps Suggestopedia’s emphasis on affect that
is most relevant to the majority of teachers in their day-to-day teaching.

The Silent Way: letting the learners lead
The Silent Way is another humanistic method that is closely associated
with a particular individual, Caleb Gattegno. Founded on the belief
that language learning is a personal enterprise that is initiated and
directed by individual learners themselves, its theory of learning is as
follows:

1. Learning is facilitated if the learner discovers or creates rather
than remembers and repeats what is to be learned.

2. Learning is facilitated by accompanying (mediating) physical
objects.

3. Learning is facilitated by problem solving involving the material
to be learned.

(Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 81)

In practice the teacher keeps silent for much of the class, thereby
requiring learners to create language rather than repeat it. Meanings
are made clear through the use of two main aids – a phonemic chart
to which teachers point to indicate the sounds that should be spoken,
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and Cuisenaire Rods, which can be used to illustrate sentence
structures, to make shapes, and engage in any activity that helps
learners work out meanings for themselves. Although teachers are
silent (hence the method’s name; the learners still speak!), they are
still in control of the classroom as learners take responsibility for
learning but teachers organize the learning opportunities (Harmer,
2007: 69). Although not widely practised, the influence of the Silent
Way on ELT classrooms more generally is reflected in the development
of discovery learning activities where learners work things out for
themselves.

As this brief review has suggested, common to all humanistic
methods is the centrality of learner-centredness, learner independence
and autonomy, and affect (see later chapters).

However, why have these methods not taken more of a hold within
ELT? Perhaps it is that many teachers do share these values but
attempt to integrate them into other approaches rather than pursue
something labelled explicitly ‘humanistic’. Others have suggested that
‘the underlying genuine and justified concern for socio-emotional
growth . . .[has] been overtaken by an unhealthy desire to turn
pedagogy into compulsory psychotherapy’ (Allwright and Hanks,
2009: 44), while writers such as Brumfit (1982) argue that too much
attention is given to the personal at the expense of analysis. Or perhaps
it is, as Allwright and Hanks argue, that despite their apparent

Task 5.4 Exploring your context

• Not all applied linguists accept ‘humanistic’ as an appropriate
label for the approaches outlined above, and they are also
sometimes called ‘alternative methods’, ‘designer methods’, ‘fringe
methods’, ‘other styles’ and, according to Stevick (1980), ‘ways’.
What is the connotation of each label? What view of the methods
would a speaker who uses one or other of these labels hold? Do
the possible differences between these names matter?

• To what extent do you think these methods are more ‘humane’
than other ELT methods outlined in the chapter or that you know
about?

• To what extent do you think teaching should concern itself with
learners’ ‘socio-emotional growth’?

• Which elements or practices from the humanistic approaches
outlined above do you incorporate into your own classroom
teaching, if any? If you do, when do you do so and why?

TC



 

difference to other methods, they still perpetuate the notion of the
method as a ‘unique and highly specific package’ (2009: 44), a view
that teachers perhaps no longer subscribe to in a Postmethod world
in which teachers may adapt and implement practices from a variety
of methods according to their own, and their learners’, needs (see
Chapter 4 and discussions later in this chapter).

Changing aims within ELT: communication 
in the classroom

Communicative Language Teaching: strong or weak
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), also known as the
Communicative Approach, emerged in Europe and the USA in the
1970s. In the late twentieth century, it became the dominant paradigm
within Western ELT and applied linguistics, so much so, in fact, that
to admit to a disbelief in CLT would be regarded as ‘heresy’ (Brown,
2001). It has, as most readers will be aware, been ‘exported’ and
promoted around the world in a variety of cultural and educational
contexts and with greater and lesser degrees of success (see Chapter
12 for further discussion).

While the origins of CLT are generally traced to a changing view
of language, away from language structures towards language
functions and communication, philosophically, the focus on learners
and their needs reflects a view of learners as individuals, which we
have seen previously within the Direct Method and Humanistic
language teaching (Crookes, 2009). CLT also emerged in a period
when more people than ever were crossing international borders for
work, and who had immediate functional language needs.

Discussing CLT is in some ways problematic as the term means
different things to different people and everyday classroom practices
can appear to be quite different when CLT principles are applied in
differing social and educational contexts. Thus, CLT can be seen as
an umbrella term that describes a change in thinking about the goals
and processes of classroom language learning (Savignon, 2004) with
a number of interpretations of how this might be realized in practice.
Key to all strands of CLT, however, is the move from teaching language
as individual linguistic structures to teaching people how to use
language effectively when communicating, in effect a move from
teaching linguistic competence to communicative competence.

Communicative competence essentially suggests that teaching
learners to form grammatically correct sentences is not enough; learners
also need to be able to use language appropriately in a variety of
settings and situations, and with a variety of speakers (Hymes, 1972).
Hence, in essence, the goal of CLT is to teach ‘real-life’ language.
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In addition to this goal, CLT is especially concerned with how to
teach language, V. Cook (2008: 248) observing that:

The end dictates the means: a goal expressed in terms of communi -
cation means basing classroom teaching on communication and so
leads to techniques that make the students communicate with each
other.

Thus, CLT emphasizes meaning and ‘genuine’ communication in the
classroom, communication itself being the central process and focus
of the ELT classroom. Communicative syllabuses have thus evolved
from their original notional-functional focus (see Chapter 11) to
concentrate on what is done in the classroom, i.e., learning processes.
Typical communicative activities are information-gap exercises (e.g.,
asking directions when only one learner can see the possible route),
role-plays (e.g., a job interview), and problem-solving tasks (e.g.,
where learners might be asked to prioritize inventions or events in
terms of their overall significance and justify their choices). Central to
all these activities is the idea of communicative purpose, that learners
need to communicate something based around content and meaning
rather than specific linguistic forms. But how might language learning
itself take place?

Most accounts of CLT now recognize ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ forms of
the approach. As originally conceived in the 1970s, strong forms of
CLT suggest that ‘language is learned by using it’ (see Chapter 6 for
further discussion), i.e., ‘by deploying their existing linguistic resources,
at whatever level, to solve their immediate communication problems,
learners would develop linguistically’ (Allwright and Hanks, 2009: 46).
V. Cook (2008) characterizes this as a laissez-faire attitude – that
learners should be allowed to learn without interference from the
teachers, and learn in ways that teachers cannot control. Meanwhile,
weak CLT suggests that ‘learners learn the language, then use it’
(again, see Chapter 6). This might involve a return to more carefully
organized syllabuses and using more controlled, ‘pre-communicative’
language-focused activities before learners move on to ‘real’ and
meaningful communication.

It is the weak form of CLT that generally dominated, and perhaps
still dominates, thinking within Western ELT. Allwright and Hanks
(2009) acknowledge its very practical approach while also noting that
it is more readily marketable within teaching materials than strong
CLT. Indeed, Savignon (2004) maintains that CLT in its strong form
cannot be adhered to via a single textbook, implicitly suggesting that
ELT materials that are termed ‘communicative’ must be adhering to
the weaker form. Indeed, it is perhaps the potential eclecticism of weak
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forms of CLT, mixing a planned and explicit focus on language and
practice with communicative activities that has paved the way for
current Postmethod eclecticism (see pp. 99, 100).

However, as we have seen throughout this chapter, all methods are
subject to criticism, and CLT, in both its weak and strong forms, is
no different. We have already noted V. Cook’s concern that its
approach to learning is laissez-faire, V. Cook himself suggesting that
this can lead to the idea that all and any activity in the classroom is
justifiable if it allows learners to communicate, i.e., talk. He asks
whether learners are learning as much from an activity as they would
from something else (2008: 251). This echoes common concerns that
fluency might be over-emphasized at the expense of accuracy within
CLT (Brumfit, 1984). Additionally, it has been suggested that many
communicative activities are not, in fact, any more ‘genuine’ than
activities put forward by other methods. For example, asking someone
to give directions while working in a classroom pair-work activity does
not serve any authentic communicative purpose; indeed, as soon as
communicative activities and language are removed from their original
context outside the classroom into a learning context, they may become
inherently artificial (Widdowson, 1998) – we shall return to this 
point in Chapter 10. Similarly, an over-emphasis on the exchange 
of messages – any messages – within the classroom may lead to the
trivialization of language teaching and learning, with all that that may
entail for English language teachers’ professional status (Pennycook,
1990; V. Cook, 2008). Last, but by no means least, it has been sug -
gested that CLT is not appropriate for all cultures and contexts (Bax,
2003), for example where learner autonomy, pair and group-work and
less obvious teacher intervention is not part of the educational tradition
(see Chapter 12 for further discussion).

Despite these criticisms, however, CLT seems to offer teachers
significant alternatives for their everyday teaching practices. Undoubt -
edly, its conception of language as communicative competence strikes
a chord with many teachers and applied linguists, even if the process
for achieving this is at times potentially problematic. Additionally, the
broadly inclusive nature of the weak form of ELT brings us closer
towards current debates around Postmethod.

Tasks and Task-based Learning (TBL)
As we shall see (Chapter 6), the role of tasks in language teaching and
learning is much discussed in SLA research and, of course, TBL is cur -
rently much discussed within ELT. Although Kumaravadivelu (1993)
observes that tasks can be incorporated into a variety of methods,
Thornbury (2006) suggests that TBL has emerged from the strong form
of CLT.
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TBL derives in part from Prabhu’s experimental Bangalore Project
(1987) in which a number of primary and secondary classes focused
on what was said in class (i.e., meaning and message) rather than how
it was said (i.e., form and structures). In these classes, learners engaged
in a series of classroom tasks rather than following a syllabus of specific
language points. Thus, the TBL syllabus outlines the types of activities
and tasks that learners will encounter, but not what language items
they might use. This procedural syllabus, which focuses on the means
of learning rather than the learning outcomes themselves, uses tasks
as a vehicle through which language is generated and learned (see
Chapter 11 for further discussion of the procedural syllabus).

Prabhu identifies three task types: information gap activities,
reasoning gap activities and opinion gap activities. Meanwhile, Willis
(1996) iden tifies six types of task: listing; ordering and sorting;
comparing; problem-solving; sharing personal experiences; and creative
tasks, and any one activity can fulfil more than one task role. Clearly,
therefore, there is some variation in what is considered to be a task.
However, in practical classroom terms, learners might engage in the
following example activities:

• In pairs, name your family members, then draw your partner’s
family tree (i.e., a listing and ordering task).

• In a group, read different newspaper accounts of the same incident,
then share information to identify how they differ, and discuss why
this might be (i.e., a comparing task).

• Describe your favourite place to your partner. What do you like
about it? (i.e., a sharing personal experiences task).

Tasks are organized in three stages:

• Pre-task: introduction to the topic.

• Task cycle: learners carry out the task, plan their report back to
the whole group and make their reports.

• Language focus: learners analyse and practice the language that 
was used.

(Willis, 1996)

Thus, TBL focuses on form, not forms, although there are differing
accounts of how this may be achieved. While it is possible to leave all
language focus until the end of the cycle (e.g., Prabhu, 1987), some
accounts allow for the introduction of some vocabulary in the pre-
task phase (e.g., Willis, 1996), while others still both introduce useful
language to learners, examine how native speakers might perform the
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same task and provide an opportunity for controlled practice before
reaching the task phase (Nunan, 2004). Thornbury (2006), however,
questions how this final approach differs from PPP.

Although, as Johnson observes, ‘the ‘Age of the Task’ is certainly
not yet over’ (2008: 189), there are a number of concerns around TBL
in addition to those already highlighted regarding CLT. First, as we
have seen, it is difficult to identify what, exactly, TBL is, as significant
differences can be seen in the way its various proponents have
conceptualized the approach. Second, is it possible to teach solely
though tasks? Seedhouse (1999) acknowledges that tasks are clearly
effective vehicles for learning, but doubts their ability to sustain an
entire pedagogical approach. As an example of this, we could ask how
tasks might be graded to form a full and coherent syllabus; what makes
some tasks easy and others difficult? Additionally, how systematic and
wide-ranging in terms of language development can TBL actually be?
V. Cook (2008: 260) observes that classroom tasks may limit learners
to knowledge of the language for classroom tasks, and acknow-
ledges Skehan’s concern that relating classroom tasks to later L2 uses
is ‘desirable, but difficult to obtain in practice’ (Skehan, 1998: 96).
To summarize, then, we shall turn to Richards and Rodgers’ (2001:
241) conclusions about Task-based Learning and Teaching (TBLT):

Few would question the pedagogical value of employing tasks as a
vehicle for promoting communication and authentic language use
in second language classrooms, and, depending on one’s definition
of a task, tasks have long been part of the mainstream repertoire
of language teaching techniques for teachers of many different
methodological persuasions . . . [However] it is the dependence on
tasks as the primary source of pedagogical input in teaching and
the absence of systematic grammatical or any other type of syllabus
that characterizes current versions of TBLT. . . Many aspects of
TBLT have yet to be justified, such as proposed schemes for task
types, task sequencing, and evaluation of task performance. And
the basic assumption of TBLT – that it provides for a more effective
basis for teaching than other language teaching approaches –
remains in the domain of ideology rather than fact.

This brief review of the most influential methods in ELT has
outlined the social context in which they emerged, their key principles,
and some of the problems theorists and teachers have suggested are
inherent to each. However, as we have already noted, the concept of
Method and methods has been questioned in recent years, accompanied
by the suggestion that ELT has moved into a Postmethod era. We shall
now investigate this in more detail.
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Towards Postmethod: plausibility, power and practice

What is ‘plausible’?

When discussing methods, teachers often, and quite reasonably, suggest
that there is no such thing as a ‘best method’. Prabhu (1990) identifies
two typical arguments that support this claim – that best method
depends on context, and that every method has some value. Perhaps
you reached these conclusions when discussing Task 5.5!

Task 5.5 ‘Method’, and methods in practice

Consider the methods we have reviewed:

• Does the way methods are applied within ELT vary? If so, how
and why – what factors may influence how methods are actually
used in practice?

• Do you follow a method, or methods, in your own professional
context?

• Do you follow one method all the time, or do you ‘mix and match’
various elements of them as you teach? How and why / why not?

• How does this method translate into classroom techniques (i.e.,
what kind of things do you do in the classroom and how does this
relate to the method(s))?

• What view of language and of learning does the method, or do the
methods, you teach through hold? Is this consistent with your own
beliefs?

• If you ‘mix and match’ aspects from different methods, what
theoretical beliefs do your classroom approaches hold? Are they
theoretically consistent with each other?

• What happens to the concept of Method if teachers do not teach
in a theoretically consistent way?

• Which do you think has more impact on what happens in the
classroom – the method or the teacher who implements it?

• What is your opinion of the concept of Method? Why is it such a
powerful concept?

• Is it reasonable to say ‘there is no best method’? (Prabhu, 1990)



 

Prabhu (1990) notes that comparing methods to find out which is
‘best’ is fruitless as what takes place in the classroom, i.e., how
methodological principles are implemented in practice, depends on
teachers’ beliefs and their subjective understandings of teaching in their
own particular contexts. Prabhu calls this the teacher’s ‘sense of
plausibility’ – ‘a personal conceptualization of how their teaching
leads to desired learning’ (172). A consequence of this sense of plaus -
ibility is that methodological principles may be realized in different
ways by different teachers, and elements from different methods may
be mixed and blended. In effect, teachers’ classroom methodologies
are ‘eclectic’. Such eclecticism, while transforming how methods are
seen in practical terms, also challenges the concept at a theoretical
level, as to pick and choose elements from several methods is to
undermine the concept, central to traditional views of Method, that
there is a single best way to teach (see earlier discussions).

In whose interests? Method as control

The concept of Method has been addressed by writers in a more 
critical tradition. Pennycook (1989) supports Clarke’s assertion that
‘“method” is a label without substance’ (1983: 109). He argues that,
despite the best attempts of many writers to define and explain Method
and individual methods clearly, ‘there is little agreement and conceptual
coherence to the terms used’ (Pennycook, 1989: 602); indeed, the
differing explanations of Method itself and of TBL that we explored
in this chapter could serve as an example of this tendency! Pennycook
also recognizes that the theoretical outlines of methods rarely reflect
classroom reality (as we have already noted).

More fundamentally, however, Pennycook argues that all know -
ledge is ‘interested’ (i.e., knowledge reflects a political perspective of
how society is, or should be, organized); the concept of Method
therefore represents and maintains a specific set of interests that favour
some groups at the expense of others. Pennycook suggests that Method
favours ‘Western’ approaches to learning over non-Western practices,
as methods have generally originated in the USA or UK and been
‘exported’ around the world. Similarly, Richards (1984) has also
identified a ‘secret life of methods’ that depends on commercial
publishers. Additionally, Method favours (largely male) academic
experts and theorists over (largely female) teachers. Consequently,
teachers are ‘de-skilled’ and become merely ‘technicians’ who deliver
other people’s ideas, the imposition of a method acting as a form of
control (Pennycook, 1989; Allwright and Hanks, 2009). There are
echoes of Prabhu’s sense of plausibility in Pennycook’s suggestion that
teachers need to re-engage with classroom decision-making as ‘trans -
formative intellectuals’ who are able and willing to reflect on practice
(we shall return to this point, and to the issues of interested knowledge
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and the politics and purpose of education, in Part IV). These arguments
are brought together by Canagarajah (2006) who notes that:

We are no longer searching for yet another more effective and
successful method; instead, we are now questioning the notion of
methods itself. We are rightly concerned about their neutrality,
instrumentality and their very constitution [12] . . . we have given up
our march toward uniform method and materials. More important,
we have become aware that assumptions about English and its
teaching cannot be based on those of the dominant professional
circles or communities. [29]

The principles and practice of Postmethod

As the above arguments have taken hold and the limits of Method both
in practice and as a theoretical concept have become clear, applied
linguists have begun to speak of ‘The Death of the Method’ (Allwright,
1991), of the ‘Postmethod Condition’ (Kumaravadivelu, 1994) or of a
move ‘Beyond Methods’ (ibid., 2003). Initial forms of Postmethod
practice may be identified as ‘principled eclecticism’ in which teachers
purposefully plan and adapt their classroom procedures by absorbing
practices from a variety of methods and use for specific and appropriate
purposes (Rivers, 1981). However, whereas this is clearly a practical
approach to classroom teaching, the ‘Postmethod Discourse’ (Akbari,
2008) has developed further via three principles – particularity,
practicality and possibility (Kumaravadivelu, 2006: 59), whereby:

• teachers act in a context-sensitive, location-specific manner,
recognizing the social, linguistic and cultural background of their
learners (i.e., particularity);

• the superiority of theorists over teachers is broken, with teachers
encouraged to theorize from their own practices and put into
practice their own theories (i.e., practicality);

• the socio-political consciousness of learners is addressed in the
classroom, ‘as a catalyst for identity formation and social
transformation’ (i.e., possibility).

These three principles take into account the teachers’ ‘sense of
plausibility’ and critical concerns within ELT. But how reasonable is
this in practice?

What is evident throughout the above discussion is that Postmethod
envisages teachers assuming an ‘enhanced’ role, with the freedom and
power to make informed decisions based on local and contextual
expertise. Thus, when concluding an informative overview of ELT,
Waters expresses the hope that teachers will be ‘better informed’ and
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make ‘sounder’ decisions (2009: 115), while Brown recommends that
language teachers must be ‘well-versed in the pedagogical options
available to meet the needs of the various ages, purposes, proficiency
levels, skills and contexts of language learners around the globe’
(Brown, 2001: xi; see also, Nunan, 1988a).

However, there is a potential difficulty with this perspective. As
Crookes (2009: 201) notes, ‘the field of ELT is insufficiently sensitive
to the constraints that the majority of English teachers are under’.
Teachers are not completely free to pick and choose how they teach;
they are bound in by social convention, learners’ expectations and
school and ministry policies about how to teach and what methodology
to follow. Thus, Akbari (2008) argues strongly that Postmethod asks
too much of teachers, ignoring and misrepresenting the realities of the
classroom and projecting a hypothetical reality that does not
acknowledge the social, political and cultural realities of teachers’ and
learners’ everyday lives. He recognizes that not all teachers have the
time, resources or the willingness to shoulder the responsibility and
decision-making Postmethod asks of them, and suggests that the ‘death
of Method’ often leads not to a Postmethod era but to the replacement
of methods by textbook-defined practice. Hence, Akbari highlights the
contradiction of trying to teach critically and within a Postmethod
framework via generally non-critical, ‘neutralized and sanitized’ pub -
lished textbooks (Gray, 2001; see Chapter 11 for further discussion).
Additionally, as noted in Chapter 4, there is ample evidence that many
teachers still think in terms of methods, if only as resources for their
subsequent ‘principled eclecticism’ and methodological practices.
Indeed, that is the rationale behind the review of selected methods in
this chapter.

So, does Postmethod offer a new paradigm within ELT? The more
overt recognition of the socio-political nature of ELT in the world, and
of the varying local contexts of ELT, links Postmethod thinking to ideas
associated with postmodernism (Crookes, 2009). However, while
Postmethod writers acknowledge the dangers of portraying methods’
development over time as inherently progressive with each method better
than what came before, there is a danger that discussions of Postmethod
do fall into providing an overarching historical narrative with Post-
method as the most recent and inherently ‘best’ approach for teachers
to follow (i.e., Postmethod becomes, in effect, another method). Equally,
despite the emphasis on teacher (and learner) empowerment:

Postmethod must become more responsible and practical to be able
to win the trust of practitioners . . . adopting the language of
practice, not academic discourse as its point of departure.

(Akbari, 2008: 649–50)
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That said, Postmethod does seem to offer a different way of
conceptualizing classroom practice compared to Method, whereby the
realities of teachers’ classroom practices, and how these practices
emerge from the interrelationship of teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and
contexts, are recognized as a starting point for understanding teachers’
classroom methodologies. In Part IV, we will investigate further the
contexts in which teachers’ methodological decisions and interventions
take place.

Summary: changing perspectives

This chapter has reviewed the ‘array of realizations’ (Canagarajah,
2006) surrounding language teaching methods. The search for the ‘best
method’, which dominated thinking in ELT and applied linguistics for
much of the twentieth century, has resulted in the range of approaches
outlined in this discussion. However, drawing upon Kuhn’s notion of
‘paradigms’, we have emphasized that methods are, in fact, ‘products
of their times’, that is, individual methods emerge at particular
moments and in particular places as a result of the social and academic
philosophies that are current in those contexts.

We have also seen that, in recent years, the notion of ‘Method’ has
been increasingly challenged. The potentially unhealthy and controlling
relationship between ‘experts’ and teachers has been increasingly
recognized, while the differing ways in which teachers understand and
implement methods in their own professional contexts has been
acknowledged. This has led to suggestions that we are now entering
a Postmethod era, an idea that is itself potentially problematic as it
may ignore the realities of, and constraints upon, teachers’ working
lives.

That said, the ways in which teachers negotiate methodological
dilemmas in the ELT classroom will clearly depend upon their ‘sense
of plausibility’ about how second languages are learned. In the next
chapter, we shall explore the ways in which researchers have
conceptualized L2 learning and the insights this might provide into
teachers’ classroom practices.
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6 Theoretical insights for a
Postmethod era

The jury is still out and people, in the absence of hard evidence,
can apparently believe what they will. Teachers, in other words,
should remain sceptical, still play safe and not commit themselves
one way or the other, and do what works. Researchers cannot do
this because their job is precisely to find out why something works
and something else does not.

(Sharwood Smith, 2008: 189)

This chapter will:

• examine the various ways in which research conceptualizes second
language learning;

• explore the links between theories of language learning, methods
and potential Postmethod classroom practices;

• encourage readers to reflect upon those theoretical perspectives that
contribute to an understanding of their own beliefs and everyday
practices as English language teachers.

Introduction: making sense of theories

We have already noted (Chapter 1) that English language teachers’
beliefs about the nature of language and language learning inform their
classroom practices. We have also explored how language teaching
methods, which until recently were seen by many to offer the
mechanism for making English language teaching more effective, also
reflect theories of language and L2 learning (Chapter 5). In this chapter,
therefore, we shall investigate further theoretical approaches to L2
learning, and then explore the relevance of these ideas for teachers
negotiating methodological dilemmas in the English language
classroom.

As Gass and Selinker (2008: 3) observe, it would be counter -
productive to base language-teaching methodologies ‘on something
other than an understanding of how language learning does and does
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not take place’. Similarly, Corder (1981: 7) suggests that ‘efficient
language teaching must work with, rather than against, natural pro -
cesses, facilitate and expedite rather than impede learning’. However,
the relationship between language learning theories and pedagogic
practice is not unproblematic, as acknowledged by researchers such
as Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) who suggest that teachers’
expectations about what research can tell them should be modest.

This is due in part to the relatively recent emergence of Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) as a field of academic study, developing
in the forty or so years since innatist and cognitivist perspectives
replaced behaviourism as ways of explaining language learning. Thus
although much has been discovered about what L2 learners know and
do, there is still much to find out about how learners know and do
these things, and theorists are even further from saying what teaching
practices might follow (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991: 3–4).
Additionally, Long observes that there are around sixty theoretical
approaches and models that aim to explain L2 learning (2007), the
theories complementing and contradicting each other in complex ways
(Ellis, 1998). Hence, no single and unified picture of how second
languages are learned has yet been found. This presents a serious
challenge for teachers hoping to discover what SLA research can tell
them about classroom practice.

Yet to conceive of SLA theory as a source for teachers of
straightforward ‘discovery’ about ELT classrooms is itself too
simplistic. As Ellis (1998: 12) comments:

Teachers, in fact, do not just take a theory or research off the shelf
. . . Rather they are selective consumers, buying from what is on
offer in accordance with their particular needs and purposes.
Teachers filter what they are told about language learning through
the schemata they have developed from their own experience of
classrooms as learners and as teachers. The idea that research can
in some way tell teachers what to do is in fact naïve and hopelessly
mistaken. All it can ever do is to offer . . . ‘provisional specifications’
which teachers may choose to act on or not in accordance with
their own theories of learning.

Such an approach to the theory/teacher relationship parallels the
relationship between teachers and methods noted in the previous
chapter, with teachers filtering methods through the prism of their own
experience and beliefs.

Of course, theories of L2 learning are not the same as theories of L2
teaching, and few theorists make direct claims about the relevance of
SLA findings for specific classroom practices. Thus while SLA research
may hint at universal methodological principles, it generally says little
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about specific classroom procedures, where, as Long (2004) acknow -
ledges, the teacher, not the theorist, should always be the expert.

Exploring second language learning: 
key theoretical debates

At the heart of SLA theory is the issue of how far L2 learning is like
first language acquisition (Thornbury, 2008); as we noted in Chapter
4, some theories of L2 learning draw on concepts that are similar to
those put forward to explain how children learn their first language,
while others see the two processes as significantly different.

From ‘learning’ to ‘acquisition’: innatism and Universal
Grammar

As we have seen, in the late 1950s and 1960s, ideas about how
language is acquired changed radically as the limitations of behav -
iourism as a comprehensive theory of language learning were exposed.
Chomsky’s 1959 review of Skinner’s (1957) Verbal Behaviour argued
that behaviourism cannot possibly account for the fact that children
routinely produce new sentences above and beyond any language that
they may have heard. This ability to generate sentences depends on a
knowledge of rules; it would be impossible if children only imitated
what they encountered. Consequently, Chomsky argued, the mind has
an innate ability to hypothesize and discover rules based on relatively
limited language samples. Given the complexity of language, and the
undoubtedly ‘messy’ nature of the language input that children hear
(including, for example, false starts and hesitations, and language

Task 6.1 Getting started: research, theory . . . and
your teaching

• In what ways, if any, does ‘theory’ influence your own teaching
and classroom decision-making? To what extent are you guided
by theories of language teaching and learning, and how far are
you guided by what seems ‘plausible’ to you as a teacher in your
particular professional context? (Of course, theoretical insights
and your ‘sense of plausibility’ may overlap).

• To what extent do you consciously think about and engage with
theories of language learning and teaching in your everyday
professional life, for example, by reading books or journal articles,
by talking through ideas with your colleagues, etc.?



 

slips and mistakes), what is particularly notable is that, with 
some trial and error along the way, the rules children ultimately
discover are inevitably correct. Chomsky thus hypothesizes that
children are born with an innate knowledge of the principles of a
Universal Grammar (UG) that shapes all human languages, and are
biologically programmed to acquire language in much the same way
as people are born with, for example, the ability to learn to walk.
Associated with the UG concept is the Critical Period Hypothesis
(see Chapter 4).

Chomsky’s theory focused on L1 acquisition and, in an often-cited
quotation, he asserts that he is ‘frankly, rather sceptical about the
significance, for the teaching of languages, of such insights and under -
standing as have been attained in linguistics’ (1966: 152). And yet, the
concept of Universal Grammar has continued to resonate in approaches
to L2 learning and teaching, based around evidence that, like L1
learners, L2 learners manage to acquire and produce more language
than they have been exposed to. The suggestion is that UG must be
available to L2 learners, whether in the same form as is available in L1
acquisition, or in a modified form (Lightbown and Spada, 2006).

In the context of L2 learning, therefore, Universal Grammar implies
that learners have their own internally developing form of the target
language (i.e., an interlanguage; see Chapter 1) and follow ‘an in-built
learning programme’ (Corder, 1967 and Selinker, 1972, in Sharwood
Smith, 2008: 188).

In the 1970s and early 1980s, these ideas influenced a fuller model
of second language acquisition, the Monitor Model, which appeared
to make very direct claims about, and have very direct consequences
for, language teaching methods and classroom practices. Having
touched on these claims and consequences in Chapter 4, we shall now
explore them in more detail.

Theory and practice: the Monitor Model and the
‘Natural Approach’

First developed in the 1970s and influenced by the ideas of Chomsky
and UG, Krashen’s Monitor Model of second language acquisition
(1982; 1985) was based around five key hypotheses:

The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis suggests that language
acquisition and language learning are separate processes. Acquisition
is conceptualized as a ‘natural’ and subconscious process that is
identical to the way in which children pick up their first language
through meaningful communication; learning is a conscious process
that results in explicit knowledge of language and is usually devel -
oped in classrooms via a focus on language forms and rules. According
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to the model, items that are consciously learned cannot be converted
into acquired language.

The Monitor Hypothesis proposes that only acquired language can
initiate spontaneous language use. Learned language only ‘monitors’
or ‘edits’ spontaneous output, and checks and corrects acquired
language. Monitoring cannot take place all the time as it is dependent
on the learner being focused on issues of accuracy and correctness,
consciously knowing the relevant rules and having enough time to
apply them. Key to the Monitor Hypothesis is the idea that learned
knowledge fulfils only this monitoring function.

Based on research into sequences of morpheme acquisition (see
Chapter 9), the Natural Order Hypothesis posits that L2 acquisition
follows a predictable sequence. This order, Krashen contends, ‘does
not appear to be determined solely by formal simplicity and there is
evidence that it is independent of the order in which rules are taught
in language classes’ (1985: 1). For example, in English, ‘add an –s to
the third person singular verb in the present simple tense’ is an easy
rule to state and learn (consciously), but even advanced learners often
omit this inflection in spontaneous speech.

Next, the Input Hypothesis suggests that acquisition occurs when
L2 learners receive comprehensible input or i+1, where ‘i’ is the
language competence already acquired and ‘+1’ is language input just
above this level. If the input is too simple or too complex, acquisition
will not take place. Thus i+1 enables acquisition to follow its natural
order (see previous hypothesis).

According to Krashen, comprehensible input is necessary for
language acquisition, but not sufficient; learners also need to be
receptive to the input. Thus, the Affective Filter Hypothesis suggests
that the emotions and attitudes of learners form an ‘affective filter’
that can block or impede input from being acquired when it is ‘high’.
Thus learners who are de-motivated, bored, anxious or low on self-
confidence may tend to ‘filter out’ input while motivated, confident
and relaxed learners will have a low affective filter and be ready to
acquire comprehensible input.

As Richards and Rodgers (2001: 183) note, the implications of 
the Monitor Model for language teaching and language teaching
methodology are obvious:

1. As much comprehensible input as possible must be presented.

2. Whatever helps comprehension is important. Visual aids are
useful, as is exposure to a wide range of vocabulary rather than
study of syntactic structure.

3. The focus in the classroom should be on listening and reading;
speaking should be allowed to ‘emerge’.
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4. In order to lower the affective filter, student work should center
on meaningful communication rather than on form; input 
should be interesting and so contribute to a relaxed classroom
atmosphere.

Indeed, Krashen and Terrell developed the Natural Approach (1983)
in an attempt to put these principles into practice. This emphasized
the role of exposure to language (i.e., input) and comprehension rather
than practice, and the need for learners to be affectively ready to learn.

Although elements of the Monitor Model are ‘intuitively appealing’
(Sharwood Smith, 2008), it has been heavily criticized. Larsen-Freeman
and Long (1991) contend that, in part, this is because it was one of
the first theories that focused on L2 acquisition and, as such, was the
theory to test. Additionally, the Monitor Model is somewhat unusual
for an SLA theory in that it directly resulted in clear recommendations
for classroom methods and practice; it therefore needed to be tested
and, if appropriate, challenged. Finally, it questions many teachers’
‘common-sense’ assumptions about the importance of language
practice and production in language learning.

The five hypotheses have also been criticized for being untestable and
therefore speculative. For example, is it really possible to distinguish
between language produced as a result of learning or as a consequence
of acquisition? Is it impossible to convert learned knowledge into
acquired knowledge through processes of automatiza tion and skill-
development (which we shall examine shortly)? Is there sufficient
evidence to sustain the Natural Order claim and is there really a
‘universal’ natural order for language acquisition; if so, what does this
mean for individual learners and the influence of L1 transfer in L2
learning? And are comprehensible input and attention to affective
factors sufficient for acquisition? (For further detailed critiques, see, 
for example, McLaughlin, 1987; Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991;
Mitchell and Myles, 2004.)

Yet despite these and several other criticisms, the Monitor Model
holds a central place in the development of ideas surrounding L2
acquisition. It stimulated further research, not least by critics opposing
Krashen’s ideas, and its emphasis on meaning and comprehensible
input, while not wholly compatible with ideas behind Communicative
Language Teaching that were developing at the same time, certainly
chimed with moves away from learning rules and rote learning.

Further developments: interaction, output and
language learning as a social process

Brown (2007: 297) observes that the Monitor Model leaves the learners
‘at the mercy of the input that others offer’ while failing to explain how
exposure to language actually leads to intake and language acquisition.
Long’s Interaction Hypothesis, in part, attends to these concerns.
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Negotiating and constructing meaning: the Interaction
Hypothesis
The Interaction Hypothesis suggests that interaction plays a key role
in generating comprehensible input for language learners. Hence, in
conversations between L1 speakers and L2 learners, and between
more and less fluent L2 learners, speakers follow a range of conver-
sational modification strategies in order to make themselves understood
(Long, 1983c; 1985; Gass and Selinker, 2008). Strategies might
include:

• comprehension checks by the more fluent speaker to make sure the
learner understands what has been said (e.g., ‘do you understand?’,
‘are you with me?’);

• confirmation checks by the learner aim to establish whether they
have understood correctly (e.g., ‘so, what you mean is . . .’);

• clarification requests by the learner asking the more fluent speaker
to modify and further clarify a point they have already made (e.g.,
‘sorry, I didn’t follow’, ‘Pardon’);

• repetition – the more fluent speaker repeats or paraphrases their
speech to assist understanding.

Interaction is thus a cooperative engagement in which speakers
negotiate meaning. This process of interactional modification provides
comprehensible input for learners, the Interaction Hypothesis thus
implying that complexity and increased input are necessary for L2
acquisition, rather than just slower or simplified caretaker talk and
reduced input (see Chapter 1).

However, an additional interpretation of the hypothesis has been
suggested – rather than the sole relevant outcome of interaction being
the generation of comprehensible input, it is the process of interaction
itself, and the effort learners make when negotiating meaning, that
results in language acquisition (Allwright and Bailey, 1991). This
perspective links the Interaction Hypothesis to cognitive approaches
to learning (see later in this chapter).

The Interaction Hypothesis and role of interaction in L2 classrooms
has been widely discussed by researchers exploring whether it is
possible to design tasks that create ‘optimal environments’ for the
negotiation of meaning and generation of comprehensible input. Such
discussions are a cornerstone in the development of Task-based
Learning. Similarly, theorizing that input is generated by learners in
a socially constructed environment suggests that input, and therefore
the language that is eventually learned, is in part unpredictable, and
that learning outcomes are ‘co-produced’ by learners and teachers. This



 

is very different from behaviourist models of language learning and
also from input-led models of L2 acquisition (where teachers direct
the input). However, most research into interaction has taken place
in Western cultural settings, with little being known about the nego-
tiation strategies followed by L2 learners in other cultural contexts
(Mitchell and Myles, 2004). Thornbury also points out that learners
may be reluctant to negotiate meaning when they encounter difficulties
in understanding. He notes that a ‘wait and see’ policy may instead
be adopted (2006: 108).

To summarize, the Interaction Hypothesis concurs with Krashen’s
perspective that input is necessary for L2 acquisition, but suggests that
it is not sufficient and that modified interaction and therefore output
is necessary. It is to output that we now turn.
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Task 6.2 Making input comprehensible

Tsui provides the following example of interaction in an ELT
classroom. The teacher is giving instructions about a homework task.
What role do the learners (S1, S2 and S3) play in making the input
comprehensible? What does the teacher (T) do? Which of the con -
versational modification strategies listed on p. 109 can you identify?

T: It’s twelve questions about the picture and twelve answers.
So what you have to do is look at the pictures, write a
question about each picture and then answer the question
that you have written and underline the verb in each
sentence. There are twelve pictures. Number one has already
been done for you. You have to make eleven questions and
eleven answers only. That is your homework.

S1: Do we need to draw a picture?
T: Draw what pictures?
S1: The –
T: No, you don’t have to draw the pictures, just write the

sentences. All right, now, will you take out your green book
four?

S2: Mrs. Kent, do we need to write number one on the book?
T: No, you don’t have to write number one, otherwise it will be

twelve pairs of sentences, wouldn’t it? Eleven pairs.
S3: Do we get the green book four?
T: Green book four, yes.

(Tsui, 1995: 71)

TC



 

From input to output: the Output Hypothesis
In contrast to Krashen’s Monitor Model, the Output Hypothesis
proposes that language production, especially spoken output, is
necessary for L2 acquisition to take place. Swain (1995) maintains
that producing output requires more mental effort and is therefore
more challenging than understanding input. She observes that learners
can feign understanding in a conversation by nodding or smiling, but
cannot do this when it comes to L2 production in which they have to
‘create linguistic form and meaning and in so doing, discover what
they can and cannot do’ (127).

Swain notes that producing language provides learners with practice
and thus enhances their fluency. However, she also suggests that
output can have a significant effect on learners’ accuracy and
grammatical competence (1985; 1995). As learners struggle to produce
output when speaking (or writing), they are forced to pay attention
to grammatical features and use language that is slightly beyond their
current level. For example, in the following short extract, meanings
are clear, but the learner attends to grammatical form and adjusts her
output to produce more target-like language:

Learner 1: two small bottle
Learner 2: two small what?
Learner 1: bot . . . small bottles.

(Shehadeh, 2001: 456, cited in Ortega, 2009: 68)

In the Output Hypothesis, therefore, learners move from ‘semantic
processing to syntactic processing’ (Swain, 1985: 249), the thesis being
that they are more likely to encounter language difficulties when they
are ‘pushed’ to produce the L2. Learners may then consciously
recognize the difficulty as something they do not know, which draws
their attention to the ‘gaps’ in their linguistic knowledge. This, in turn,
can trigger the cognitive processes necessary for L2 learning (Swain,
1995).

Additionally, learners test their hypotheses about how the L2 works
via output, either consciously or unconsciously. They may receive
feedback as they try new language forms, either in the form of being
understood or through more explicit forms of correction, causing
them to modify their interlanguage.

Thus, in emphasizing the importance of conversation, the Output
Hypothesis clearly resembles the Interaction Hypothesis. However,
unlike Long’s model, it contradicts rather than complements Krashen’s
ideas. In terms of ELT classroom methods and methodologies, spoken
language is clearly to the fore, and more opportunities for learner
output and practice may be provided. There is also a place for teacher
feedback on learner output and conscious attention to language forms
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and structures, although how this takes place will vary. Again, it is
possible to discern links with CLT and TBL.

As we have moved beyond Krashen’s ideas surrounding input and
comprehension, our discussion of language learning has increasingly
suggested that speaking and participation form a basis for L2
acquisition in the ELT classroom. Unlike the Monitor Model, which
does not specify how input becomes intake, both the Interaction and
Output Hypotheses indicate that the learners’ cognitive processes play
a central role in L2 development. Additionally, both also assume that
cognitive development is a result of social interaction, language learning
being seen as both a cognitive and a social activity (Swain, 2000: 97).
We shall examine cognitivist conceptualizations of learning shortly.

Social constructivist perspectives on language learning.
Both the Interaction and Output Hypotheses are sometimes compared
to socio-cultural and Social Constructivist approaches to learning in
which learning is said to take place as a consequence of social
interaction among learners and between learners and teachers
(Lightbown and Spada, 2006; Brown, 2007; see also Chapter 4).
Social constructivist perspectives contend that learners operate within
their Zone of Proximal Development, performing at a higher level due
to support from, and interaction with, their peers and ‘more expert
others’ that scaffolds learning. Learners thus co-construct new
knowledge through ‘shared’ activity; this is eventually appropriated
by individuals (i.e., they make it ‘their own’). Thus from a social
constructivist perspective, learning is very much the consequence of,
and is mediated by, collaborative social activity.

Yet while social constructivist perspectives might superficially
resemble the Interaction and Output Hypotheses, they differ in the
importance they attach to the learners’ external social world. According
to the Interaction and Output Hypotheses, interlocutors and inter -
action are necessary to activate learners’ internal cognitive processes.
Socio-cultural approaches, however, contend that knowledge is created
and learning takes place during social activity.

Moving on
As the discussion of the place of interaction and output in L2 learning
has developed, we have acknowledged the increasing importance of
consciousness and attention to form in the classroom. Under the
Monitor Model, language learned through these mechanisms would
have a specific and limited role in L2 acquisition. However, drawing
upon the objections to this position that we have already noted, cog -
nitive and developmental approaches to L2 development suggest that
it is not helpful to distinguish between L2 ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning’
in instructional contexts. It is to these perspectives that we now turn.
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Inside the learners’ mind: noticing and information
processing

Cognitive models of L2 development draw upon aspects of cognitive
psychology and cognitive linguistics to examine the way the mind
stores and controls linguistic knowledge. Cognitive psychology likens
the human mind to a computer that can retain and process informa -
tion in a way that facilitates its immediate retrieval; cognitive linguistics
suggests that language and mental development are closely linked, that
is, that language development is not a separate and autonomous
element within people’s minds, but is part of their wider mental
development. Consequently, cognitive theories suggest that language
learning is little different from learning other kinds of knowledge, that
there is no separate system of Universal Grammar within our minds
and that general theories of learning can explain language develop -
ment. Consequently, there is no need to distinguish between ‘learning’
and ‘acquisition’ as distinct and separate processes. From a cognitive
perspective, conscious and unconscious knowledge are in some way
connected and it is the links between them, and what this means for
language use and learning, which are of interest.

‘Bringing consciousness back into learning’: 
paying attention and noticing
‘Attention’ is central to this conception of second language acquisition,
learners needing to ‘pay attention’ to or ‘notice’ language before they
can understand and produce it (Lightbown and Spada, 2006; Gass and
Selinker, 2008). Thus, Schmidt and Frota (1986) propose that language
can only be acquired if it is available in comprehensible input and is
consciously noticed. Here, we can see a link to Krashen’s ideas sur -
rounding comprehensible input and a step away from his approach as
conscious knowledge becomes a central element within L2 acquisition.

Schmidt and Frota do not claim that noticing is the only condition
for learning, but highlight its importance to the overall process of L2
acquisition. Schmidt (1990) goes on to suggest that noticing is:
frequency related (i.e., the more an item occurs in input, the more likely
it is to be noticed); depends on a language item’s perceptual salience,
that is, whether its ‘noticeability’ is reduced in some way, perhaps
through reduced forms and contractions (e.g., we would becomes
we’d); and is affected by task demands, whereby learners have to attend
to (and therefore notice) certain language items to complete the activity.

There is some debate as to whether learners have to be consciously
aware that they have noticed a language item. While Johnson com -
ments that Schmidt’s ideas ‘put consciousness back into learning’
(2008: 101), Lightbown and Spada (2006) note that anything that uses
up ‘mental processing space’, whether learners are aware of it or not,
is a result of ‘paying attention’.
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Dealing with limited ‘mental space’: ‘information processing’
and ‘automatization’
According to information-processing models of learning, then,
language items have to be noticed before they can be employed
automatically by learners, and noticing requires learners to utilize their
cognitive resources. However, learners have a finite channel capacity
(or ‘room in the mind’, Johnson, 2008: 102), suggesting that there is
a limit to the amount of information they can attend to and engage
with at any particular time. For example, when beginner level learners
are introduced to language for the first time, they may concentrate on
understanding meaning and not be able to pay attention to producing
accurate language forms. Over time, however, as they process the new
information, understanding meaning becomes more automatic, and
cognitive resources are freed to deal with form and accuracy.

Automatization thus involves moving from what McLaughlin
(1987) characterizes as controlled cognitive processes, where tasks
require a significant degree of control and processing capacity, to
automatic cognitive processes where little attention is required and the
mind can manage all the necessary information with little cognitive
effort. When this move occurs, controlled processes are freed to deal
with more complex language and skills.

However, how might automatization take place? Lightbown and
Spada (2006) identify ‘practice’ as a key facilitating process. This is
not, however, the mechanical practice associated with behaviourist
approaches to language learning, and is not limited to production or
output. Instead, exposure, comprehension and, indeed, anything that
involves cognitive effort by learners can be termed ‘practice’, whether
conscious or not (ibid.). Ellis, for example, while rejecting the term
practice, suggests that tasks can fulfil this role (1992; 2009).

From gradual development to sudden progress:
‘restructuring’
McLaughlin (1987; 1990) observes that there is more to the process
of L2 learning than the steady development of automaticity through
practice. He argues that as people learn, the way they envisage what
is being learned also changes, not always gradually but often in short
bursts of understanding that account for and accommodate new
information. Thus:

Restructuring is what occurs when learners are so flooded with
information that goes against their initial hunch that they eventually
decide to abandon the hunch altogether for a new hypothesis.

(Scovel, 2001: 79)

The learner’s new hypothesis (assuming it is correct) allows their
interlanguage system to function more efficiently. For example, in the

Part II: Method, Postmethod and methodology114



 

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111

Theoretical insights for a Postmethod era 115

acquisition of English as both a first and second language, a point 
is typically reached where learners (or children) cease learning past
tense verb forms as individual items, and apply an –ed ending to all
past verbs. This enables their interlanguage system to work more
quickly and efficiently. There is, however, a well-noted difficulty with
restructuring in both L1 and L2 contexts, when learners overgeneralize
their hypothesis to include irregular verbs. This leads to incorrect verb
forms such as comed, goed and breaked rather than came, went and
broke (McLaughlin, 1990). Eventually, learners will restructure their
linguistic knowledge again and produce irregular past forms correctly,
having completed a ‘correct-deviant-correct’ pattern of development
(Lightbown, 1983).

Language learning as skill learning
Applied linguists working from a cognitive perspective have conceived
of learners’ linguistic knowledge in several ways. One of the most
useful frameworks, within which second language acquisition is seen
as a form of ‘skill learning’, is that of declarative and procedural
knowledge, that is, ‘knowing about’ language and ‘knowing how’ to
use language (Anderson, 1983; Johnson, 1996). Bialystok (1982)
suggests a similar framework of explicit and implicit knowledge where
knowledge is ‘analysed’ and ‘unanalysed’. This overlaps but is not fully
synonymous with the declarative/procedural framework, both frame -
works noting the difference between being able to talk about language
and being to use it, and being able to summarize a grammar point
and being able to use it spontaneously. Clearly, a key issue for language
learners and teachers is whether ‘knowing about’ language can help
learners ‘know how’ to speak it.

From a ‘skills learning’ perspective, automatization converts declara -
tive knowledge to procedural knowledge. Johnson (1996) terms this
DECPRO learning and also identifies the importance of PRODEC
sequences in L2 development, suggesting that without declarative
knowledge, learner language may fossilize.

Task 6.3 Learning a skill, learning a language

‘Skills learning’ perspectives suggest that the processes involved in
learning a second language are similar to those we draw upon when
we learn other skills in life.

Think of a skill you have learned, for example, learning to play a
musical instrument, learning to drive a car or learning a sport (or a
particular skill within a sport).

TC



 

Other cognitive approaches

Information processing is not the only cognitive approach to SLA.
Connectionism similarly conceives of language learning as a process
of learning (generally) rather than as the result of innate language-
specific knowledge. However, it differs in emphasis from the
information-processing models already explored in that declarative
knowledge has a less important role. Learners (subconsciously) identify
patterns within the input they are exposed to, connecting elements and
finding regularities as they hear items again and again. Acquisition
thus depends in part on the frequency with which learners hear specific
language items (Gass and Selinker, 2008).

Meanwhile, Processibility Theory proposes that the acquisition of
some grammatical structures follows a reasonably fixed order, each
structure only becoming ‘learnable’ when the previous stages have been
processed and acquired. The order of structures depends on how
complex they are for learners to process (Pienemann, 2003). There is
a similarity here to Krashen’s Natural Order Hypothesis (although
Pienemann (1989) emphasizes the researched nature of his claims in
comparison to those of Krashen). We shall investigate sequences of
acquisition and ‘learnability’ in more detail in Chapter 9.

SLA theories, ELT methods and classroom
methodologies

Our survey of L2 learning theories has been necessarily brief, focusing
on those aspects that hold most relevance to ELT methods and the
associated classroom practices of English language teachers. At the start
of the chapter, we acknowledged the breadth of approaches within SLA,
which the subsequent discussion illustrates. Thus, what might teachers
wishing to ‘select and filter’ theories (Ellis, 1998; see introduction to this
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• How did you go about it? What did you do?

• Which elements of the skill did you learn first, and which came
later? Why do you think you learned things in this order?

• Did you practice? If so, how did this help?

• Did someone help you? If so, what did they do?

• Was there a point when you realized you no longer had to think
consciously about the skill but could do it anyway?

• Now think about learning a language. In what ways might this be
similar to learning other skills? In what ways might it be different?
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chapter) make of the range of overlapping and contradictory theories
of SLA?

‘Believing and doubting’

Schumann reasons that SLA theories and theory-building are like art.
Drawing upon the clearly contradictory ideas of Krashen (the Monitor
Model) and McLaughlin (automatization and restructuring) as an
example, he comments that:

When SLA is regarded as art and not science, Krashen’s and
McLaughlin’s views can coexist as two different paintings of the
language learning experience – as reality symbolized in two different
ways. Viewers can choose between the two on an aesthetic basis,
favouring the painting which they find to be phenomenologically
true to their experience. Neither position is correct: they are simply
alternative representations of reality.

(Schumann, 1983: 55–6)

Thus by playing ‘both the believing and the doubting game’ (Brown,
2007: 310), teachers consider the implications of SLA theories in light
of their own experiences and classroom reality.

Task 6.4 In practice? A return to methods and
methodology

a. Your reflections

What elements of the theoretical explanations of second language
acquisition that we have explored are ‘intuitively appealing’ to you?
For example:

• To what extent do you see second language acquisition and
second language learning as fundamentally different and separate
processes? To what extent do you see them as closely linked and
complementary?

• To what extent do you identify with the ideas proposed by the
Monitor Model, the Input Hypothesis and the Output Hypothesis?
What do you see as each model’s strengths and weaknesses in
theory and in practice?

• To what extent, and in what ways, is second language learning a
process individuals engage in, or a fundamentally social experience
where learners learn with and with the assistance of others?



 

Method and methodology: practice, intervention 
and theory

A number of key themes have emerged in our discussion of second
language learning theories. How might they relate to ELT methods
and classroom methodology? Ellis (2005: 210–21) summarizes the 
key links in his ten ‘Principles of instructed language learning’, as
follows:
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• Have you ever experienced, or seen in your learners, a relatively
rapid ‘leap’ in understanding or the ability to do something? 
Can you identify an occasion where you have experienced
‘restructuring’?

• To what extent do you agree that learning a language is like
learning other skills in life?

b. Theory and methods

In what ways do the language teaching methods we explored in
Chapter 5 reflect the ideas about second language acquisition we
have investigated in this chapter? How far can you identify the position
of each method concerning concepts such as comprehensible input,
affect, the acquisition/learning divide, interaction, output, automatiza -
tion, declarative and procedural knowledge and the role of L1 in the
classroom?

c. Theory and classroom practice

In Chapter 4, you explored everyday classroom dilemmas, which
underpin ELT methods and methodology. We will now revisit these
issues – how might the theoretical approaches to second language
acquisition we have explored in this chapter inform your classroom
practices?

• How is/might comprehensible input be provided in your class -
room?

• Are there any opportunities for modified interaction in your
classroom? If so, what are they and how might they affect learning?

• What is the role of output and language production in your classes?

• Is there a place for ‘paying attention’ and ‘noticing’ in your class -
room? What do/might they do? Try to be as specific as possible.



 

1. Instruction needs to ensure that learners develop both a rich
repertoire of formulaic expressions and a rule-based competence.

2. Instruction needs to ensure that learners focus predominantly on
meaning.

3. Instruction needs to ensure that learners also focus on form.

4. Instruction needs to be predominantly directed at developing
implicit knowledge of the L2 while not neglecting explicit
knowledge.

5. Instruction needs to take into account the learner’s ‘built-in
syllabus’.

6. Successful instructed language learning requires extensive L2
input.

7. Successful instructed language learning also requires oppor-
tunities for output.

8. The opportunity to interact in the L2 is central to developing L2
proficiency.

9. Instruction needs to take account of individual differences in
learners.

10. In assessing learners’ L2 proficiency it is important to examine
free as well as controlled production.

Ellis’s principles clearly synthesize the dilemmas and debates that have
underpinned approaches to methods and methodology in ELT
subsequent to the decline of behaviourism and Audiolingualism in the
1960s, albeit from a largely cognitive rather than a social constructivist
perspective. They provide a broad overview of current thinking but
not (quite) prescriptions for classroom practice – there is still a lot of
thinking to do for teachers who may wish to develop these ideas!

In his very balanced approach, Ellis provides a broad conception
of what learners’ language is or needs to be (principle 1), and sees a
role for both input and output, for a focus on meaning and on form,
for the development of implicit and explicit forms of knowledge and
so on. Implicit in his position is the importance of meaning-focused
production (‘opportunities for output’ and ‘the opportunity to
interact’), but not form-focused controlled practice. Ellis posits a role
for consciousness-raising activities when focusing on form.

Interestingly, Ellis makes no explicit mention of the role of learners’
L1 in the L2 classroom within his ten principles. Although the
principles clearly outline the importance of L2 input, interaction and
output, and it is possible to suggest that using the learners’ L1 might
mean they do not maximize these learning opportunities, it is equally
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possible to hypothesize a role for the L1 in, for example, the
development of explicit knowledge or in a focus on form. In effect,
Ellis’s principles seem to encourage a non-dogmatic approach to the
use of L1 in the ELT classroom.

Summary: the death of Method? Continued
methodological debate!

Throughout this chapter, we have noted the complex and at times
contradictory nature of SLA theory, and the acknowledgement by SLA
researchers that English language teachers will and should act
according to their own sense of plausibility (see also Chapters 4 and
5). Indeed, the focus on acquisition and learning within SLA studies
has also contributed the shift in attention away from Method and
methods as the central issue within ELT, and towards learners and
pedagogical contexts, as we shall see in the second half of this book.

Yet it would be wrong not to acknowledge the debates that continue
among applied linguists about the implications of current theories for
everyday classroom practices. The role of TBL, seen by some as the
most likely pedagogical outcome of SLA research (e.g., Ellis, 2005 and
2009; Skehan, 1998), is the subject of heated discussion, as is the
associated focus on form or forms debate, Sheen (2003) going as far
as to claim focus on form is ‘a myth’ while Long labels focus on forms
‘Neanderthal’ (1988: 136 cited in Sheen, 2003)).

Thus while theories of L2 learning offer ELT professionals an array
of insights into methodological dilemmas, they also perhaps raise
more questions than they answer. Thus as ELT enters a Postmethod
era, or at least an era where the grand narrative of methodological
certainty has ended, ‘one may say that language teaching is still what
it essentially has always been: the art of the possible’ (Widdowson,
2004: 553). Theory may inform teachers’ decisions, but with regard
to methods and classroom methodology, teachers will still be guided
by their sense of what is and what is not plausible.
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Part III

Learners
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7 Focus on the language
learner

Individual attributes and attitudes

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)

This chapter will:

• develop an understanding of learners’ contributions to the ELT
classroom and to L2 learning;

• examine how who individual learners are might affect their L2
development, identifying age, aptitude, personality and gender as
potential sources of variation between learners;

• investigate how individual learners’ approaches to L2 learning may
vary, focusing on motivation, beliefs and learning styles;

• explore the practical implications of learner individuality for the
ELT classroom, encouraging readers to reflect upon the possible
implications for their own English language teaching context.

Introduction: ‘learners are interesting too!’

When exploring ELT classrooms, classroom interaction and language
teaching methodologies, there is sometimes a tendency to refer to
learners in a rather generic way or treat classes as homogeneous
entities. As we focus on teachers’ actions and classroom practices, what
learners contribute, as individuals, to the language classroom and to L2
learning can be overlooked. Additionally, as Skehan (1998) observes,
many second language acquisition and learning theories (such as those
examined in the previous chapter) focus upon the processes all learners
might have in common when acquiring an L2. These ‘universalist’
accounts naturally tend to overlook the individuality of learners,
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assuming that they all ‘bring the same basic equipment to the language
learning task’ (ibid.: 185).

However, there are obvious reasons why any exploration of ELT
needs to focus on language learners and their individual characteristics.
As Allwright and Hanks (2009: 2) note, ‘only the learners can do their
own learning’ and it is learners ‘that either will or will not effectively
complement the efforts of teachers and other, more “background”
language professionals (like textbook writers and curriculum devel -
opers) to make language classrooms productive’ (ibid.). Additionally,
it is self-evident that learners differ from one another in a variety of
ways including, for example, age, personality, motivation and attitudes.
Teachers are likely to focus upon these differing attributes and attitudes
as they search for what is and is not plausible within their own
professional contexts. As Harmer (2007: 85) comments:

The moment we realise that a class is composed of individuals
(rather than being some kind of unified whole), we have to start
thinking about how to respond to these students individually so
that while we may frequently teach the group as a whole, we will
also, in different ways, pay attention to the different identities we
are faced with.

Thus, in an era of methodological uncertainty (see previous chapters),
attending to the contributions learners make to language learning
(Breen, 2001b) may provide teachers and other ELT professionals with
insights into L2 classrooms, teaching and learning.

Furthermore, experience tells us that some individuals are more
successful language learners than others. In any L2 class sharing the
same teacher, textbook and curriculum, where the learning experience
is ostensibly very similar for all learners, achievement levels will vary.
In common parlance, some people seem to have a ‘knack’ or ‘flair’ for
languages while others do not (Spolsky, 1989; Johnson, 2008). In
addition to confirming the notion of individual difference between
learners, this observation has led several researchers to attempt to
identify the characteristics of ‘good language learners’, examining the
qualities and behaviours that individuals have that might promote or
hold back L2 learning.

We shall examine the practical implications of ‘good language
learner’ surveys (and, indeed, whether it is really possible to discover
what a ‘good’ language learner is) in Chapter 8. However, this chapter
will continue by exploring how ‘learner characteristics’ raise a series
of practical questions for ELT professionals concerning how English
might be taught and, indeed, who it might be taught to. Although the
chapter will again address the complexity inherent in L2 classrooms,
the discussion does not intend to present learners as a ‘problem’ to be
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solved, but as ‘interesting, at least as interesting as teachers’ (Allwright,
1980: 165, in Allwright and Hanks, 2009: 1).

Approaches to learner individuality: terminology 
and frameworks

Applied linguists have approached the idea of language learner
individuality and variation in a number of ways. Stern (1983) refers
to ‘learner factors’ as he reviews how factors such as age, aptitude
and personality might both affect classroom practice and raise
questions surrounding level-based learner selection and placement.
Skehan (1989), meanwhile, discusses ‘individual differences’ between
learners, those ‘background learner variables that modify the general
acquisitional processes’, helping to explain ‘why, how long, how hard,
how well, how proactively, and in what way the learner engages in
the learning process’ (Dörnyei, 2009: 182; original emphasis).

Inevitably, reviews of what language learners bring to the language
learning process tend to simplify a range of complex issues, and
different accounts will frame the discussion in particular ways. Brown
(2007), for example, examines age and aptitude alongside a framework
of cognitive, affective and linguistic ‘principles’ (e.g., learning style,
self-confidence and the learners’ L1 respectively). Larsen-Freeman and
Long (1991: 172) frame the same discussion in terms of ‘cognitive and
non-cognitive explanations for differential success’, drawing on SLA
research to identify age and aptitude as ‘cognitive’ variables, while non-
cognitive factors include motivation and attitudes, personality, learning
styles and learning strategies.

In this chapter, therefore, we will follow Larsen-Freeman’s (2001)
example and consider what learners bring to L2 learning and
classrooms in terms of their attributes (i.e., who they are, including
age, aptitude, gender and personality) and their attitudes or conceptu-
alizations (i.e., how they approach L2 learning, including motivation,
attitudes and beliefs and learning styles). Larsen-Freeman (2001) also
discusses learner actions (i.e., what they do in terms of, for example
learning strategies). We will investigate these in more detail, as
potential ‘interventions’, in Chapter 8.

Task 7.1 Language learners: some initial thoughts

• Why do you think some people seem to be more successful
language learners than others?

• Do you think that age matters when it comes to language learning?
If so, what do you think the relationship is between age and

TC



 

Language learning, language classrooms and learner
attributes: who learners are

Age: the younger, the better?

According to popular belief, or, as Cohen (2004: 22) puts it, ‘anecdote
and assumption’, children are faster and more successful language
learners than adults; most people can identify both children who have
appeared to learn a second language quickly and easily and adults who
have struggled with language learning. This belief partly accounts for
the expansion of English language teaching to younger and younger
children in many parts of the world.
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language learning? Consider, for example, issues such as the rate
of learning, the way people of different ages might learn, success
in learning pronunciation or grammar . . .

• Do you think some people have a flair or ‘natural talent’ for
language learning?

• What might we mean when we talk of an ‘aptitude’ for language
learning? Can aptitude be measured or tested? If so, what
implications might there be for language teaching?

• Does aptitude inevitably lead to success in language learning? If
not, why not?

• Do you think that a learner’s gender matters when it comes to
language learning? If so, how?

• What do you think the relationship might be between personality
and language learning? Do you think an extrovert might be a more
successful learner than an introvert? Why/why not?

• What might cause anxiety in language learning?

• What are the possible effects of anxiety on language learners and
learning? Is anxiety always a problem?

• What do we mean when we say a learner is motivated?

• How important do you think motivation is for success in language
learning, compared to, for example, aptitude or age?

• How important is a person’s past success in language learning for
their current and future motivation?

• Why might what learners believe about language learning and
teaching be important in the L2 classroom?



 

However, although age clearly influences language learning in some
way and is thus a key consideration within ELT, the exact nature of
the relationship is rather less clear than popularly imagined, with
evidence in favour of younger learners’ superiority in L2 learning being
‘inconsistent’ (Larsen-Freeman, 2001: 13). Hence, a number of ques -
tions concerning age and language learning require clarification, each
with implications for the ELT classroom. Is there a ‘best age’ at which
to start learning? Do children and adults learn languages in different
ways? And are all elements of second language learning (e.g., learning
phonology or syntax) affected by age in the same way?

Pronunciation is regularly cited as one area where learners who
begin to acquire an L2 before puberty tend to be more successful than
adult learners (Larsen-Freeman, 2001; Ortega, 2009). In other aspects
of language acquisition, however, the evidence is much less clear. Both
Brown (2007) and V. Cook (2008) highlight the superior retention of
vocabulary by adults, while Stern (1983) and Larsen-Freeman (2001)
suggest that grammar acquisition is not necessarily affected by age.
Thus, the existence of a critical period for L2 learning remains rather
uncertain (Ortega, 2009) (see Chapters 4 and 6 for further discussion
of the Critical Period Hypothesis).

However, the ways in which younger and older learners learn are
likely to differ. Adults are able to draw upon cognitive capabilities,
which enable them to learn about and understand language in more
abstract ways than children. This may explain why, in more formal
classroom settings that involve reasoning and, perhaps, the mapping
of new language onto existing cognitive frameworks, adults and older
children appear to learn more quickly in the early stages of learning
(over time, however, this initial advantage appears to fade and children
who started learning at a younger age tend to catch up (Ortega,
2009)). It may also account for the success of children compared to
adults in more naturalistic language learning settings where learning
is more informal and involves less abstraction and analysis (Spolsky,
1989).

Thus the ideal age to start second language learning and teaching
seems unclear. V. Cook (2008) suggests that if L2 learners aim to study
for many years, it may be logical to start learning as children rather
than adults as young starters will eventually be better speakers;
however, he also speculates that should L2 learning only last a few
years, it might be better for this period to be in adulthood, as older
learners might achieve a higher L2 level over a short period of time.
Overall, however, there is little conclusive evidence as to when L2
learning should start.

It is likely, however, that classroom methodologies will change
according to the learners’ age. More informal or naturalistic learning
opportunities that require fewer abstract or analytical reasoning skills
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will favour younger learners while, dependent on factors such as
personality and learning style (which we shall examine shortly), older
learners might prefer more formal classrooms (V. Cook, 2008).

Before moving on, however, one further caveat is required.
Exceptions to all age-related patterns can be found across age groups.
An early start to learning in an informal or naturalistic setting does
not guarantee success; similarly, not all adults will retain L2 vocabulary
more effectively than children. Thus, when dealing with age and with
the other learner characteristics that follow in this chapter, there is a
risk of stereotyping learners, paradoxically removing ‘the individual’
from our discussion of learner individuality. We shall return to this
paradox at the end of the chapter.

Aptitude: language learning as a ‘natural talent’?

The notion of language aptitude, that is, that some people have a ‘flair’
for language learning, has both popular and theoretical support. Most
teachers, for example, recognize that within any class, some learners
learn more quickly than others and may attribute this to ‘natural
ability’. Meanwhile, applied linguists have suggested that language
aptitude is ‘consistently one of the most successful predictors of
language learning success’ (Skehan, 1989: 38).

Language aptitude is defined in terms of ‘speed in language learning’
(Ranta, 2008: 142), and is a concept that ‘accepts that everyone can
acquire; it is just that some people do it faster than others’ (Johnson,
2008: 118; original emphasis). Beyond this, however, what language
aptitude involves or how it functions is somewhat complex.

Although it originated in the 1950s, the most widely referenced
aptitude test remains the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT)
(Carroll, 1990), which defines aptitude in terms of:

• ‘phonemic coding ability’, the ability to identify sounds and
remember and link them to phonetic symbols.

• sensitivity to grammatical structures in a sentence.

• the ability to learn inductively, i.e., to infer rules about language
from examples.

• the ability to rote learn vocabulary items.

However, language aptitude tests are problematic in several ways. As
V. Cook (2008) points out, the MLAT rests upon a series of assump -
tions that favour audiolingual language teaching methods, for example,
that rote learning and a focus on grammatical patterns are important
in language learning. This is perhaps not surprising given that
Audiolingualism and the MLAT emerged in the same era (for further
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discussion of Audiolingualism, see Chapter 5). Thus these kinds of
aptitude tests can favour analytical and grammar-focused learners
over those who are more ‘holistic’ and ‘message-focused’ (Harmer,
2007). Similarly, Krashen suggests that aptitude as outlined here is more
relevant to formal, classroom-based settings and less relevant to
informal real-world situations (1985; see also, Skehan, 1989; V. Cook,
2008).

Several alternative frameworks explaining aptitude have been
proposed. Skehan (1998), for example, suggests aptitude is comprised
of three key abilities – auditory, which is similar to ‘phonemic coding
ability’; linguistic, largely combining grammatical sensitivity and
inductive learning skills; and memory, which includes how learners
memorize items in the first place and how they subsequently retrieve
them when needed. Other frameworks are summarized in, for example,
Larsen-Freeman (2001) and Ranta (2008).

Yet, however it is understood and tested, the concept of aptitude
raises practical dilemmas for language teachers and other ELT
professionals. Aptitude is generally, though not universally, assumed
to be a stable and ‘given’ attribute that cannot be improved upon. If
this is the case, superficially ‘the implications for pedagogy appear to
be discouraging . . . [as] teachers may feel their efforts are not
worthwhile’ (Byram, 2004b: 37). However, to label learners solely in
terms of aptitude is to ignore the importance of other factors such as
learner motivation. Similarly, just as the MLAT breaks language
aptitude down into a range of component parts, it seems reasonable
to suggest that a learner may be better at learning some elements of
language than others, raising the possibility that language teaching
might be modified and differentiated to account for these differences
(Byram, ibid.). Ranta (2008), for example, proposes that teachers
might help less analytical learners work out language rules and patterns
or intensively focus upon phonological skill development with learners
who are weak in this area. We shall focus further on the development
of learning strategies in Chapter 8.

As the discussion suggests, then, while language aptitude is a
recognizable learner attribute that, in part, shapes how language
courses and classes are designed and managed, it does not, by itself,
explain language learning success and learner behaviour. There is
inevitably a complex interplay between aptitude and other learner
attributes and attitudes. Thus, aptitude, while an important learner
characteristic, perhaps needs to be treated with some caution when
making decisions about who, what and how to teach. As Spolsky
(1989: 100) points out:

To say that older or younger learners are better or worse is not
normally considered a breach of egalitarian principles, for most of
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us have our turn at being young and old. Proposing some other
explanation for difference is more questionable, for labelling one
learner as inherently less qualified than another runs the risk of
establishing or justifying permanent divisions among people.

Personality: ‘who we are’ affects ‘what we do’

Learners bring a wide range of ‘personality variables’ to language
learning and the L2 classroom. Larsen-Freeman (2001) lists extro -
version/introversion, self-esteem, anxiety, risk-taking, sensitivity to
rejection, empathy, inhibition and tolerance of ambiguity as those key
traits that are thought to facilitate or inhibit learning. Brown (2007)
also considers language ego while Ehrman (2008) examines the
tendency of learners to think through decisions based on observed data
or make intuitive decisions based more on their feelings. We shall
return to some of these characteristics in more detail in Chapter 8
when examining ideas surrounding ‘good language learners’ (said, for

Task 7.2 Aptitude: implications for teaching

V. Cook (2008: 146) suggests four possible ways in which teachers
might use information about learners’ aptitude:

• select learners who are likely to succeed at language learning
. . . and bar those who seem likely to fail;

• stream learners with differing levels of aptitude into different
classes;

• teach learners with different types of aptitude, for example,
those with and without phonemic coding ability, in different
ways and with different final examinations. This might lead to
different activities in the same classroom, parallel classes, or
self-directed learning;

• excuse learners with low aptitude from compulsory language
classes.

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of each possibility? Which
do you prefer and why?

• How are students grouped in your institution? Is language aptitude
a consideration?

• How do you deal with differences in learner aptitude in your
classroom?

TC



 

example, to be tolerant of ambiguity) and learning strategies (of 
which risk-taking is an often-cited exemplar); but in this discussion,
we shall examine those issues that seem particularly relevant to
classroom interaction and the creation of L2 learning opportunities –
extroversion/introversion and anxiety.

Extroversion and introversion in L2 learning: 
challenging stereotypes
Skehan (1989: 100–1) outlines two main characteristics of an extrovert
– sociability (including gregariousness, people-orientation and a fear
of isolation) and impulsivity (including the need for excitement, change
and risk-taking). In contrast, introverts are said to be quieter and more
introspective, are reserved and perhaps even rather distant, and tend
to plan ahead (Eysenck, 1965, in Skehan, ibid.). It might seem, there -
fore, that extroverts have an advantage in language learning as they
create learning opportunities through interaction and consequently
expose themselves to input while generating output. However, while
there may be links between extroversion and speaking skills, there does
not appear to be a relationship between extroversion and overall
success in language learning. Indeed, a study undertaken by Ehrman
(2008) found that the logical and precise thinking that introverted
learners may bring to the language learning process led to more
successful L2 learning. As Ehrman (2008: 70) notes, however:

It is clear from the fact that there are high-level language learners
in a wide variety of personality categories that motivated individuals
can become good language learners whatever their personalities.

That is not to say, however, that personality is not an important
learner characteristic in the L2 classroom. It might be, for example,
that introverted learners prefer teaching tasks that emphasize individual
learning and knowledge while extroverts may prefer group par -
ticipation tasks. Thus, in classrooms that include a range of personality 
types (as most do), some learners might prefer a more ‘academic’ style
of teaching and learning, and others a more communicative type of
class (V. Cook, 2008: 152), a situation with considerable implications
for classroom practice. Arnold and Brown remind us, however, that
‘teachers should also take into account any cultural norms, which may
make an outsider confuse cultural patterns of correct behaviour with
individual feelings of inhibition or introversion’ (1999: 11). We shall
return to the issue of cultural norms in Part IV.

Anxiety and anxieties
MacIntyre and Gardner have suggested that language anxiety, ‘the
feeling of tension and apprehension specifically associated with second
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language contexts’, is experienced by many learners (1994, in Larsen-
Freeman, 2001: 17). It is ‘quite possibly the affective factor that most
pervasively obstructs the learning process’ (Arnold and Brown, 
1999: 8) although as well as causing poor performance, it seems that
anxiety may also be caused by poor performance (Larsen-Freeman,
2001).

As Arnold and Brown (1999: 9) observe:

There are few, if any, disciplines in the curriculum which lay
themselves open to anxiety production more than foreign or second
language learning. There is a great deal of vulnerability involved in
trying to express oneself before others in a shaky linguistic vehicle
. . . [and] with the advent of methods which focus on communica-
tion . . . the chance for the development of anxiety-provoking
situations can increase greatly.

Thus, language learners may experience ‘Acceptance anxiety. Will I
be accepted, liked, wanted? . . . Orientation anxiety. Will I understand
what is going on? . . . Performance anxiety. Will I be able to do 
what I have come to learn?’ (Heron, 1989: 33 in Arnold and Brown,
ibid.), while Bailey (1983) suggests that learner competitiveness, that
is, wanting to be ‘the best’ (or avoid being ‘the worst’), is a further
source of anxiety in the classroom. These approaches to anxiety 
re-emphasize our earlier conception of the L2 classroom as a social
and pedagogical environment (see Part I), anxiety being, in part, a
consequence of the relationships learners have with each other as well
as their more pedagogic concerns surrounding their progress and
performance in the L2.

Thus, anxiety is commonly seen as ‘harmful’ and ‘debilitating’ in
language learning, creating worry, lowering self-esteem and potentially
reducing learner motivation and participation in class. As we have seen,
Krashen (1985) argues strongly that anxiety is never helpful in L2
development (see Chapters 4 and 6 for further reference to the ‘affective
filter’). However, Bailey (1983) refers to ‘facilitating anxiety’ while
Oxford (1999) speculates as to whether ‘helpful anxiety’ exists; for
example, most readers will have heard phrases such as ‘it helps to be
nervous before an exam’. That said, the existence and role of ‘helpful
anxiety’ remains unclear.

Although, as Larsen-Freeman (2001) points out, ‘anxiety’ may not
fit easily into a discussion of personality characteristics, it is an essential
element of classroom life and is closely linked to other aspects of
learners’ personalities. Oxford (1999), for example, highlights the
relationship between anxiety and learners’ tolerance of linguistic
ambiguity in the classroom, their ability to take risks with language,
and the tendency of some learners to keep silent or deliberately
underperform in class (see Chapter 3).
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Gender matters?

Gender refers to ‘the socially-shaped (as opposed to biologically
determined) characteristics of women and men, boys and girls’
(Sunderland, 2004: 229), and is, as Nyikos (2008) points out, an often
neglected aspect of variation and individuality in L2 learning. Although
there is increasing research into genetic differences in the way males
and females learn (i.e., sex differences), it is perhaps more interesting
for language teachers to note the ways in which boys and girls and
men and women might behave in class and the possible consequences
of this behaviour for learning.

A popular belief is that women and girls females are ‘better’ L2
learners than men and boys; certainly, girls achieve higher language-
related exam results in British schools and elsewhere in the world
(Sunderland, 2004). However, this is likely to be a consequence of
social and cultural norms, which, from an early age, lead to the
development of more effective social interaction skills and strategies
in girls than boys, which, as we have seen, can be helpful in language
learning. These skills are subsequently encouraged and channelled by
societal pressures as women may, for example, see a greater potential
benefit in their future working and personal lives from learning
languages (Gu, 2002 in Nyikos, 2008). Thus, in terms of the L2 class -
room, it is possible that women and girls experience different forms
of motivation and may utilize different learning strategies to men and
boys. In terms of classroom behaviour and management, there is also
some evidence that in mixed groups male learners tend to dominate
verbally (Gass and Varonis, 1986, in Sunderland, 2004).

Overall, however, as Nyikos (2008) points out, evidence that
females are better L2 learners than males is scarce, partly because
gender interacts with so many other aspects of social identity such as
race, social class, ethnicity and age in influencing language learning
experiences and outcomes. Thus:

It would seem safe to generalize that both males and females can
be good language learners. The ongoing challenge . . . for teachers
[is] to discover how both their male and female students may be
supported to achieve maximum success as language learners.

(Nyikos, 2008: 80)

Learner attributes, teachers and teaching

The above discussion has briefly illustrated some of the ways in which
who learners are might affect their L2 development. It has also
suggested that the relationships between age, aptitude, personality and
gender and language learning are not as straightforward as popularly
supposed. Behind the discussion of these learner attributes is the
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assumption that they are stable characteristics that teachers and
institutions may attend to and accommodate, but which are not subject
to much change (unlike, for example, learner motivation or beliefs,
which, as we shall see below, can change over time and which teachers
often address).

The attributes that learners ‘bring’ to language learning thus add
to the complexity of the L2 classroom as any group of learners will
include differing personalities and aptitudes, many will be mixed-sex
groups, and some may even include learners who are significantly
different in age. Teachers face the challenge of attending to individual
characteristics in a group setting, and managing learning opportunities
in ways which seem plausible to all participants.

Yet what learners find plausible will depend not only on whether,
for example, the teaching methodology or materials are, or seem to
be, appropriate to their age or aptitude. It will also be influenced by
how learners approach learning, that is by their conceptualizations of
language learning and L2 classrooms. It is to these learner conceptual -
izations, and the further dilemmas they raise for teachers, that we now
turn.

Attitudes and conceptualizations: how learners approach
learning

Motivation: ‘anyone can’?

It is difficult to imagine anyone learning a language without some degree
of motivation. Dörnyei (2005) suggests that motivation ranks alongside
language aptitude as one of the two key learner character istics that
determine success in L2 development while Corder states that ‘given
motivation, it is inevitable that a human being will learn a second
language if . . . exposed to the language’ (1967: 164); teachers regularly
ascribe language learners’ achievements or disappointments to the
presence or absence of motivation. Yet, Scheidecker and Freeman
argue, motivation is also ‘the most complex and challenging issue facing
teachers today’ (1999: 116 in Dörnyei, 2001: 1), Dörnyei adding that
‘strictly speaking, there is no such thing as “motivation”’; instead it 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 have very little in common except that they all
influence behaviour. Thus, ‘motivation’ is best seen as an umbrella
term that covers a variety of meanings.

(Dörnyei, 2001: 1)
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English language teachers thus face a series of complex questions
when considering how learner motivation might affect language
learning and their own classroom practices. What is meant by moti-
vation? What factors might contribute to learner motivation? Can
motivation change over time? And what is the role of the teacher in
generating and maintaining learners’ motivation?

What is motivation? Initial thoughts
Amid a range of possible frameworks and definitions of motivation,
Williams and Burden (1997: 120) suggest that motivation is ‘a state of
cognitive and emotional arousal’ that ‘leads to a conscious decision 
to act’. This gives rise to ‘a period of sustained intellectual and/or
physical effort’ so that people can ‘attain a previously set goal (or goals)’.
Motivation is necessary to sustain both short-term and long-term goals
(e.g., completing a classroom activity, or studying a language over a
period of years) and operates within a broader context of social and
cultural influences. For teachers, therefore, in addition to arousing
interest, motivation necessarily involves the challenge of sustaining
learners’ efforts over time until their goals are achieved (ibid.).

Where does motivation come from? Orientations and sources
Gardner (1985) distinguishes between integrative and instrumental
orientations in motivation, an orientation being the reason for learning
and motivation being the subsequent effort to sustain learning.
Learners with an integrative orientation study because they identify
with the target language culture while instrumentally oriented learners
learn the L2 for pragmatic reasons such as passing an exam or getting
a better job. Ortega (2009) points out that these orientations and their
related motivational processes are not mutually exclusive, while Brown
(2007) notes that learners with either orientation can be driven by
high or low levels of motivation. The integrative/instrumental frame -
work, however, is perhaps of limited value in understanding learner
motivation in L2 classrooms, as it focuses on long-term and stable
learner traits rather than whether or not learners are interested in and
engaged with their more immediate learning environment (Crookes
and Schmidt, 1991). Additionally, in the many contexts where English

Task 7.3 Thinking about motivation

• What characteristics and types of behaviour do you associate with
a motivated learner?

• What factors might influence or change a learner’s motivation?



 

is used as an international Lingua Franca (see Chapters 10 and 12),
the relevance of integrative motivation seems limited.

Learners are also said to draw upon intrinsic and extrinsic sources
of motivation. Intrinsic motivation comes ‘from within’ and might,
for example, result from the pleasure or enjoyment a learner feels when
learning, while extrinsic motivation comes from ‘outside’ the learner,
who, for example, might wish to gain a reward (for instance, receive
praise or approval or gain financial reward) or avoid punishment.
Again, however, learner actions can be prompted by a mixture of both
forms of motivation, i.e., they are not ‘opposites’ (Williams and
Burden, 1997). Hence, a learner may be intrinsically motivated by the
inherently enjoyable nature of a classroom task having joined a
language programme to pass an exam. Interestingly, and importantly
for teachers and other ELT professionals, intrinsic motivation seems
to be more effective than extrinsic motivation. Thus, Brown (2007)
highlights Piaget’s (1972) suggestion that human beings are motivated
by and seek out ‘reasonable challenges’, Maslow’s (1970) prioritizing
of self-esteem and fulfilment over extrinsic rewards and Bruner’s
(1966) praise for ‘the autonomy of self-reward’ all of which point to
the strength of intrinsic motivation over external reward.

In summary: implications for the L2 classroom
Most theoretical approaches to L2 motivation thus recognize that it
results from the dynamic interaction of a variety of factors, which are
summarized in Table 7.1.

However, for teachers, perhaps the most fundamental question
concerning L2 learner motivation is ‘whose responsibility is it to moti -
vate learners?’ (Dörnyei, 2001: 27). Dörnyei notes that, by and large,
‘teachers are supposed to teach the curriculum rather than motivate
learners’ but suggests that, ultimately, every teacher ‘who thinks 
of the long-term development of his/her students’ will feel respons-
ible for learner motivation (ibid.). Thus although not wholly responsible
for learner motivation, teachers (and institutions) can clearly play an
important role in motivating L2 learners. This will include, for
example, the selection of inherently motivating classroom activities,
but according to Dörnyei and Csizér (1998), also involves, for example,
teachers setting a personal example with their own behaviour, creating
a pleasant and relaxed atmosphere in the classroom, increasing
learners’ linguistic self-confidence, promoting learner autonomy, and
increasing learners’ goal-orientedness.

Learner beliefs, preferences and preconceptions

As the previous discussion shows, learner beliefs and motivation are
interlinked. Learners’ perceptions of, for example, the target language
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community or the type of learning activity they encounter are likely
to affect their motivation. Beyond this link, however, learner beliefs,
those mental constructs which they hold to be true, are important
because they guide learners’ thinking and behaviour (see Chapter 1
for further discussion of beliefs).

Language learners hold beliefs about themselves, about language
and about language learning. Additionally, of course, ‘virtually all
learners, particularly older learners, have strong beliefs and opinions
about how their instruction should be delivered’ (Lightbown and
Spada, 2006: 66–7). Moreover, as Larsen-Freeman (2001) points out
(and as we have noted elsewhere), the beliefs of ‘influential others’ are
also relevant within language learning and L2 classrooms, particularly
the attitudes held by parents of young learners. Thus, learners (and
‘influential others’) are likely to hold beliefs about, for example, error
correction, the role of translation, the importance of drilling and
repetition, and the place of grammar teaching in L2 learning and
classrooms; indeed, about most of the topics explored in this book!

Learner beliefs raise a number of issues for teachers. They mediate
how learners experience the L2 classroom and can lead to mismatches
between learners’ and teachers’ perspectives of what is desirable in the
L2 classroom (Lightbown and Spada, 2006). For example, if a teacher
emphasizes learner-centred communicative group work with learners
who believe a teacher-led focus on forms is a more effective way of
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Table 7.1 Factors affecting L2 motivation

Internal factors External factors

Intrinsic interest of the language Significant others, including parents, 
learning task. teachers and peers.

Value and personal relevance of Interaction with significant others, 
the activity. including group dynamics, feedback,

Sense of control and ‘ownership’ rewards, praise and punishment.
over learning. The learning environment, for example, 

Feelings of progress, competence comfort, resources, time of day, and   
and mastery. class size.

‘Self-concept’, including self-esteem, The broader context, for example, wider 
a sense of personal strengths and family networks and societal norms.
weaknesses and successes and 
failures, and the expectation of 
success.

Attitude to L2 learning, the L2 itself 
and the target language community.

Affective factors such as confidence 
and anxiety.

Age, aptitude and gender.

Source: Adapted from Williams and Burden, 1997: 137–40.
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learning, classroom difficulties can arise. Additionally, a language
class is not a ‘unified whole’ (as already acknowledged). Learners are
likely to hold different and possibly diverse beliefs about classroom
life, adding further complexity to the L2 classroom.

Amid this complexity, it seems useful for teachers to find out 
what learners believe (and for learners to find out their teacher’s
beliefs), although the beliefs learners (and teachers) articulate may 
not be consistent and may change over time (Benson and Lor, 1999).
Examining learner beliefs may help teachers understand why learners
behave as they do and lead to a clearer understanding of classroom
life. Many applied linguists also suggest that eliciting learners’ beliefs
allows for the presentation of alternative views that can help learners
revise and expand their knowledge about language learning, thereby
developing a more flexible and reflective approach to their learning
(Wenden, 1999; Lightbown and Spada, 2006); such ideas raise the
possibility of learner training. At this point, however, it is worth
noting that the idea that some learner beliefs may be ‘erroneous or
counterproductive . . . [and] viewed, compared and judged according
to an idea view of a good or autonomous language learner’ may lead
to a ‘deficit’ view of learners that is demeaning and unrealistic, as it
compares them to an idealized view of a ‘good language learner’, an
ideal that does not actually exist and ‘real’ learners do not correspond
to (Barcelos, 2003: 14 in White, 2008: 123). We shall return to the
ideas of learner training and the ‘good language learner’, and this
potentially problematic ‘deficit’ view, in the next chapter.

Task 7.4 Learner beliefs in your context

As we have seen, language learners hold beliefs about:

• themselves and their own ability to learn languages;

• (English) language;

• the most effective ways of learning languages;

• what constitutes appropriate classroom behaviour;

• how their instruction should be delivered.

For example, learning a language means understanding its grammar;
I’m a poor language learner; only English should be used in the
classroom; learner motivation is the responsibility of the teacher . . .

TC



 

Learning styles: preferred ways of working and
thinking

A learning style is ‘the characteristic manner in which an individual
chooses to approach a learning task’ (Skehan, 1998: 237). Skehan
suggests that learning styles are interesting because they may result from
personal disposition or choice, perhaps based on previous learning
experiences, as much as innate endowment (see also Dörnyei, 2005).
Thus, they may not be ‘fixed’. Additionally, learning styles are often
represented as continuums between two contrasting polarities, for
example, field dependence and field independence (see below), in which
the learning benefits accrue not just to one style or the other, but all
along the continuum, albeit in differing ways (Skehan, 1998).

One of the difficulties with learning styles is that there is a
proliferation of terms and models, some of which overlap and some
of which are somewhat idiosyncratic. It is thus difficult to find a clear
consensus as to what learning styles actually exist (Duda and Riley,
2004; Dörnyei, 2005). That said, commonly identified learning styles
include:

• field dependent and field independent, i.e., thinking which relates
detail to the overall context or thinking which separates detail from
the general background;

• wholist and analyst, i.e., a focus on the ‘bigger picture’ or a focus
on detail;

• rule forming and data gathering, i.e., learning and applying rules
(i.e., deductive learning) or learning via exposure to examples (i.e.,
inductive learning);

• reflective and impulsive learning, i.e., a deliberate or a quick
response;
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• What are the typical beliefs of a group of learners you are familiar
with or of different learners within that group?

• How do some of their beliefs about the above issues influence
learners’ approaches to learning English? Can you identify beliefs
that may, in your view, particularly support or hinder their language
learning?

• How might teachers acknowledge or deal with differences between
their own beliefs and learner beliefs, if at all?



 

• verbal and visual learning, i.e., success by working with verbal
information or by working with visual or spatial information;

• levelling and sharpening, i.e., assimilating new information quickly
and losing some detail or emphasizing detail and changes in new
information.

(from Dörnyei, 2005)

Interestingly, Thornbury (2006) adds extroversion/introversion to this
list, reflecting the possible links between learning style and personality,
while V. Cook (2008) speculates on the possible relationship between
field dependence/independence and measures of aptitude, noting that
field independence seems to assist learners in conventional classroom
learning and abstract learning tasks. Meanwhile, several researchers
have found that learning style might be influenced by nationality (or,
rather, the learners’ ‘culture of learning’ (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996)), a
study by Reid, for example, suggesting that Korean L2 learners tended
towards visual learning styles while Arabic and Chinese learners
seemed to prefer auditory learning (Reid, 1987, in Nel, 2008). Again,
this suggests that learning styles are not wholly innate and, therefore,
not completely fixed.

However, how might English language teachers (and other ELT
professionals such as textbook writers) respond to the inevitable
differences in learning styles that seem to exist within the L2
classroom? Clearly, what is successful for one learner may not work
well for another. Dörnyei (2005) suggests that classroom practices
should aim to accommodate a range of learning styles in order to
maximize learning opportunities for all learners, recommending, in
effect, a ‘principled eclecticism’ (see Chapter 5) that matches classroom
life to learners’ preferences. He also suggests that ‘style stretching’
might take place, in which learners are introduced to, and subsequently
may incorporate, learning styles that are not part of their usual set of
preferences. Finally, learners may be ‘empowered’ to become more
effective students if they are taught learning strategies which suit their
learning style (learning strategies being the activities that learners do
(rather than the style preferences learners have) in order to regulate
their own learning (Griffiths, 2008)).

These suggestions, however, raise a number of further considera -
tions. In practical terms, it might be unrealistic, impractical and unfair
to ask teachers to vary their lessons to the extent that all learners’
style preferences are accommodated equally. Indeed, given the lack of
clarity as to which learning styles actually exist, it may be ‘neither
viable nor justified’ for learning styles to form the basis of lesson
planning (Yates, 2000: 359, in Dörnyei, 2005). Furthermore, ‘style
stretching’ and, indeed, the teaching of learning strategies, again raises
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the possibility of ‘learner training’ that, as noted, we shall examine in
Chapter 8 alongside the related issue of independent and autonomous
learning. Finally, a consideration of individuals’ learning styles again
reminds us that language classrooms are social spaces where individual
learner concerns come together in a group setting, and emphasizes that
teachers should be ‘sceptical of claims that a single teaching method
or textbook will suit the needs of all learners’ (Lightbown and Spada,
2006: 59).

Task 7.5 Reflecting on learner attributes and
attitudes

a. Thinking about your language learning experiences

• Think about your own experience of learning languages. In what
ways might your age, aptitude for language learning, personality,
gender, motivation, beliefs and learning style have affected your
learning, and, if you learned in a classroom environment, your
experience in that setting?

b. Thinking about your professional context

• To what extent do the learner characteristics explored in this
chapter affect classroom life in your professional context? For
example:

• Are learners grouped or banded by age or aptitude to minimize
in-class variation? If you have taught classes where learners
have been of a significantly different ability, did you adapt your
teaching? If so, how?

• Have you encountered classes that have included differing
personalities? If so, how did this affect classroom life and your
own teaching? What were the implications for your own
classroom management and for language learning?

• How do you deal with issues of learner motivation in your
professional context? To what extent do you feel that motivating
learners is your responsibility as a teacher? If you do feel it is
your responsibility, what do you do to try to motivate learners?

• To what extent do you deal with learner beliefs and learning
styles in your teaching? Do you engage in ‘learner training’ with
your learners?



 

Summary: learner individuality and the English language
classroom

This chapter has surveyed a range of learner contributions to language
learning and L2 classrooms. We have explored those attributes that
are stable and not subject to change, the implication being that under -
standing these characteristics may enable teachers to accommodate
them more effectively (e.g., age). We have also examined a number 
of learner attitudes or conceptualizations of learning, which are
potentially more open to change (e.g., learner motivation). Beyond this
framework, there are, of course, other variables that individual learners
bring to L2 learning that readers may wish to reflect on, such as the
level of their first language, their social and ethnic identity and whether
they have learning disabilities (see, for example, Larsen-Freeman,
2001; V. Cook, 2008). Additionally, we should note that although
the discussion has been organized systematically, addressing each
learner characteristic in isolation, in ‘the real world’, learners’
contributions to language learning are the result of the dynamic inter -
action of these variables. Furthermore, it is this dynamic inter action
that makes the relationship between what learners bring to language
learning and the rate and ways in which they learn so complex.

Finally, before moving on, we must also recognize that learners 
are ‘more than discrete bundles of variables’ (Tudor, 2001: 14) and
address the concern that by providing insights into learner character -
istics and variables, it is easy to lose sight of individuals (Williams and
Burden, 1997). Thus the aim of this chapter has not been to label
learners or divide them into groups (our discussion has avoided the
term ‘individual differences’, for example). Instead, the chapter has
examined how individual learners are complex human beings who
bring to class a unique set of dynamically interacting characteristics
that add to the complexity and diversity of classroom life. As in
previous chapters, it seems clear that an eclectic approach to the
organization and management of learning tasks and opportunities is
more appropriate than the application of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach
within L2 classrooms. As Tudor (1996: x) states:

Language teaching needs to acknowledge and work constructively
with the diversity and richness of human experience that learners
bring with them to their language study – which leaves little scope
for neat, pre-packaged solutions to language teaching problems.

It is to these ways of working constructively with diversity that we
now turn.
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8 Learner diversity and
development

Considerations for the language
classroom . . . and beyond

An ‘all-inclusive’ package is not an option in language teaching and
learning once we take personal and cultural diversity into account.
There is neither one single method nor one theory that can predict
students’ learning success in a comprehensive way and still do
justice to the miscellany of learners in our classrooms or other
learning situations. Individual and cultural diversity influence
language learning decisions and choices.

(Finkbeiner, 2008: 138)

This chapter will:

• examine conceptions of ‘the good language learner’ and the possible
implications of these perspectives for language learners and teachers,
noting the dangers of over-simplifying what ‘good’ language learners
do and recognizing that there is more than one way to be a
successful language learner;

• explore the role of language learning strategies within these debates;

• investigate notions of ‘learner training’, asking whether learners can
be trained and, if so, what they might be trained to do and how
they might be trained to do it;

• consequently, consider the concept of learner autonomy, and its
links to the debates and discussions examined in earlier chapters;

• recognize the importance of social context throughout these debates,
encouraging readers to reflect on whether, and how, these discus -
sions may be relevant to their own classroom practice.

Introduction: avoiding prescriptivism

The last chapter highlighted learner individuality and learners’ potential
contributions to language learning and the L2 classroom. This chapter,
therefore, aims to investigate how language teachers may ‘work
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constructively with this diversity’, exploring how teaching might be
centred on the learner, a goal ‘to which most teachers would, in
general terms at least, subscribe’ (Tudor, 1996: ix). Yet given the variety
of social contexts within which ELT takes place, what this might mean
in practice will necessarily differ; as we have previously observed, ELT
is a ‘socially constrained activity’ in which local social and cultural
norms and values shape what is, or is not, possible or appropriate in
the classroom (Holliday, 1994). As Tudor (1996: xi) notes:

Language learners are undeniably individuals who differ from one
another on a number of psychological and cognitive parameters:
they are also, however, members of a given sociocultural community
and are therefore likely to be influenced by the social norms, role
expectations and learning traditions proper to the sociocultural
group to which they belong.

Hence, the discussions that follow serve not as prescriptions for
classroom practice but as starting points for reflection about what
might be possible and valuable in readers’ own professional contexts.
Centring teaching on learners is thus ‘an inescapably open-ended
endeavour which cannot be made synonymous with any one pre-
determined set of teaching procedures’ (Tudor, ibid.).

‘Good language learners’: key ideas and changing
conceptions

Task 8.1 ‘Good language learners’: first thoughts

• Do you think there is such a thing as a ‘good’ language learner
(and, therefore, a ‘bad’ language learner)?

• If so, what do you think are the characteristics of good L2 learners?
For example, good at guessing, willing to practice, focus on
grammar . . .

• Are you a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ language learner?

TC

In the 1970s, the realization that some individuals were more successful
language learners than others led to an increasing interest in the
characteristics of ‘good language learners’, and the hope that these traits
might be encouraged and developed among all learners. In an early
investigation, Rubin (1975) identified seven characteristics, which, she
claimed, ‘good language learners’ share. Good language learners:

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



 

• have a strong drive to communicate, or to learn from communi -
cation, and are willing to do many things to get their message across;

• are often not inhibited and are willing to appear foolish if reasonable
communication results;

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

• practise, and also seek out opportunities to practise;

• 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;

• 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.

(from Rubin, 1975: 45–8)

Meanwhile, Naiman et al. (1978: 30–3) argued that good language
learners:

• have an active approach and positive response to language learning
tasks;

• develop or exploit an awareness that language is a system which
they can make inferences about;

• understand that language is a means of communicating (i.e.,
conveying and receiving messages) and interacting (i.e., behaving
in a culturally appropriate manner);

• manage affective demands such as inhibition and anxiety well;

• monitor their own L2 performance.

Notable among both sets of ideas are the tolerance of uncertainty,
a willingness to take risks and the ability to deal with associated
affective stresses; self-motivation, and the active self-management and
self-monitoring of learning (i.e., not always relying on the teacher);
and the attendance to both the form and meaning of language. The
implications for classroom practice seem to be clear. As Rubin puts
it, ‘teachers can begin to help their less successful students improve
their performance by paying more attention to learner strategies
already seen as productive’ (1975: 41).

However, these conceptualizations of ‘good learners’ raise a number
of questions. To what extent are successful L2 learners really similar,
and how far do they approach learning in the same way? We noted
in the previous chapter, for example, that there does not seem to be
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an especially clear relationship between individual characteristics such
as introversion/extroversion or learning styles and language learning
success. It is, thus, easy to overemphasize commonalities among good
language learners (Ellis, 1994).

Additionally, it has been claimed that those characteristics that are
seen as particularly effective in promoting language learning, such as
learner self-reliance and autonomy, tend to be based on Western
cultural norms and Western approaches to learning and teaching.
However, this contention is itself much debated. While recognizing
the importance of socio-cultural factors within ELT and the value of
non-Western cultural norms and traditions of learning, it could also
imply that learners from some non-Western contexts are not capable
of, for example, autonomous behaviour within L2 learning. Thus,
while recognizing difference and diversity within ELT, it may actually
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Task 8.2 Good language learners: review and
reflection

Consider the characteristics of good language learners suggested by
Rubin (1975) and by Naiman et al. (1978):

• To what extent are their ideas similar or different to the suggestions
you made in the previous task?

• Which of these characteristics do you recognize:

• from your own language learning experience?

• as being typical of learners in your own professional context?

• Do you think it is possible to train less successful learners to be
more like successful learners?

• Do you think it is possible to train learners in your context to pursue
the strategies listed by Rubin and by Naiman et al., if they don’t
already do so? If so, which? If not, why not?

• Do you think that any of the qualities listed by Rubin or by Naiman
et al. are particularly culture-bound?

• Are any of the characteristics listed by Rubin and Naiman et al.
typical of particular age groups, or do they apply equally to
children, teenagers and adults?

• To what extent do Rubin or Naiman et al. manage to convey the
idea that language learning involves ‘hard work’?
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create and sustain stereotypes. We shall return to this argument when
we examine and develop a broader understanding of learner autonomy
later in the chapter.

Furthermore, published in the 1970s, both Rubin’s and Naiman 
et al.’s characterizations of ‘good language learners’ are very much 
in keeping with ideas from the same era that are central to Com -
municative Language Teaching, such as interaction and pair or group
work (see Chapter 5). Meanwhile, the importance of, for example,
rote learning or learning of a more individual nature has often been
overlooked within the dominant Communicative paradigm of recent
years (Cook, 1994), as, perhaps, has the notion that language learning
may involve ‘hard work’ (Cook, 2003: 35; see also Chapter 5 for
discussion of paradigms and ‘proper thinking’ in language teaching).
Thus, the characteristics of ‘good language learners’ are not as
straightforward as they may at first appear and cannot automatically
form the basis for classroom methodologies and for learner training.
As Oxford and Lee (2008) note, conceptions of the good language
learner have evolved, now acknowledging that many different kinds
of successful language learners exist across a wide range of settings.

However, although ‘an abstract, fictitious and perhaps even
mythological character’ (Johnson, 2008: 143), ‘the good language
learner’ provides a useful starting point for discussions of how teachers
might address differences between learners in the L2 classroom. It
provides insights as to what kinds of learner behaviour might lead to
effective L2 learning, but also, when subject to critical reflection,
reminds us of the diversity inherent in English language teaching and
among learners.

Language learning strategies: defining, classifying . . .
and teaching?

One of the consequences of ‘good language learner’ investigations and
their interest in what effective learners might do has been a focus on
language learning strategies more generally, individuals’ strategies and
actions in support of their learning being a further learner contribution
to, and source of variety within, L2 learning and classrooms (Larsen-
Freeman, 2001; see previous chapter).

What are language learning strategies?

Chamot defines language learning strategies as ‘the techniques and
procedures that facilitate a learning task’ (2001: 25). According to
Oxford, they are ‘specific actions taken by the learner to make learning
easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and
more transferable to new situations’ (1990: 8).



 

However, the concept of learning strategies has also been described
as ‘elusive’, ‘fuzzy’ and ‘immensely ambiguous’ (Wenden, 1991: 7 and
Ellis, 1994: 529, in Griffiths, 2008: 83; Dörnyei, 2005: 162). In prac -
tice, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between a learning strategy
and an immediate ‘coping technique’ or communication strategy. For
example, asking the meaning of a word in a conversation is a communi -
cation strategy as it compensates for an immediate gap in a learner’s
knowledge. However, learners may habitually ask the meaning of new
words as a way of expanding their L2 vocabulary; asking is thus also
a learning strategy (Johnson, 2008).

Additionally, strategies are conceptualized as conscious actions, yet
they may be deployed automatically. As Griffiths points out, this is not
necessarily a contradiction – most car driving behaviour is automatic
but, ‘hopefully, neither sub-conscious nor unconscious’, lying ‘some -
where on a continuum between fully deliberate and fully automatic’
(2008: 86); likewise, language learning strategies. Yet, as Johnson
observes, the issue of consciousness matters if learning strategies are to
be ‘taught’ as it might ‘only really [be] possible to teach things which
are at least potentially conscious’ (2008: 149). We shall address
questions surrounding strategy teaching and training shortly.

Despite these potential ambiguities, most accounts of language
learning strategies emphasize that they are both mental and physical
activities, which are, to some degree, consciously chosen by learners 
in order to fulfil a specific purpose or achieve a specific goal, learners
using strategies to regulate and control their own language learning
(Griffiths, 2008). Learners’ strategy choices will thus depend on con -
textual factors such as: the task requirements or learning situation;
individual factors such as motivation, age, learning style and per sonality
(see Chapter 7); and the learners’ learning goal (ibid.), Ehrman et al.
noting that ‘a given learning strategy is neither good nor bad: it is
essentially neutral until considered in context’ (2003: 315).

Examples and frameworks

In practice, learners might engage in a range of strategies that promote
their own L2 learning, from the general management of learning (e.g.,
finding regular times for self-study or organizing their notes in a
certain way) to ways of learning a specific language item or completing
a particular learning task (e.g., rote learning of vocabulary lists or
working with peers to complete a classroom activity). These strategies
have been categorized in various ways, Oxford (1990) providing one
of the most well-known taxonomies:

• Direct strategies for dealing with new language itself:

• memory strategies to remember more effectively; e.g., using
flashcards to remember new vocabulary;
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• 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.

• Indirect strategies for the general management of learning:

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

• affective strategies for managing emotions; e.g., noticing anxiety
when using English;

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

(14–16; 293–6)

Meanwhile, O’Malley and Chamot suggest three main categories
of language learning strategy:

• metacognitive strategies which involve thinking about and planning
learning, and monitoring and evaluating how well one has learned;

• cognitive strategies which involve interacting with or manipulating
the target language, or applying a specific technique to a learning
activity such as grouping, labelling or ordering material;

• social and affective strategies which involve interacting with people
to assist learning or managing one’s emotions to help learning, for
example by asking clarification questions or dealing with anxiety.

(1990: 137–9)

Although there are differences between these two approaches to
language learning strategies, it is interesting to note the presence of
both metacognitive strategies (i.e., the ability to organize learning) and
social and affective factors in both frameworks.

Task 8.3 Your language learning strategies

• When you are learning a second language, what strategies do you
use? Consider, for example, how you:

• organize and develop your knowledge of L2 vocabulary and
pronunciation;

• deal with grammar;

• typically complete a writing task.



 

Further considerations

Central to the interest in language learning strategies is the notion that
more and less effective language learners might use strategies differ -
ently, and that if researchers and teachers can find out ‘what works’,
this might form the basis for classroom practice and intervention.
However, the issues are not straightforward. As Allwright and 
Hanks (2009) note, does successful strategy use depend on how many
strategies are used and how often they are employed, or on how well
learners use them? Although there is evidence that more successful
language learners use more strategies than those who are less success -
ful (Chamot, 2001; Griffiths, 2008), it also seems that effective learners
can select and adapt those strategies that are most appropriate to the
particular learning situation and can monitor their own progress
(Williams and Burden, 1997). Thus, as O’Malley and Chamot (1990:
140, in Johnson, 2008: 151) found when studying a group of learners:

In general, more effective students used a greater variety of strategies
and used them in ways that helped the students complete the
language task successfully. Less effective students not only had
fewer strategy types in their repertoires but also frequently used
strategies that were inappropriate to the task.

Additionally, learners’ strategy use will be affected by their beliefs
about language learning, and these may differ from one culture to
another (Johnson, 2008). Oxford (1996: x) summarizes Lave’s (1988)
perspective that learners are ‘enculturated (apprenticed into a particular
learning culture that in many ways reflect the general culture) through
classroom activities and through the modelling and coaching of the
teacher and many others’, and notes that their strategy choice will be
affected by this cultural background. Oxford observes, for example,
the tendency of many Hispanic learners to predict, guess from context,
work with others rather than alone and to base judgements upon
personal relationships rather than logic, suggesting that this derives
from their preferred global or field dependent learning style. Oxford
contrasts this with the apparent preference of many Japanese L2
learners to work alone and draw upon logical and analytic strategies,
which aim at precision and accuracy and focus on small details (see
also Johnson, 2008). Of course, such descriptions are very general 
and should not obscure the effects of other individual characteristics
(such as gender or motivation), nor the differences between learners
who share the same cultural background; however, it seems clear 
that culture does play an important role in learners’ choice and use
of learning strategies and, therefore, in any consideration of strategy
training.
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Implications: learning strategies, learner training and
learning to learn

Learner training aims to help learners make more effective use of the
learning opportunities they encounter (Thornbury, 2006). Focusing on
how to learn rather than what to learn, it seeks to broaden learners’
knowledge and use of language learning strategies. However, although
strategy training dominates most discussions of learning training,
‘learning to learn’ can also attend to learners’ beliefs and learning
styles, as it:

aims to provide learners with the alternatives from which to make
informed choices about what, how, why, when and where they
learn. That is not to say that they have to make all of these decisions
all of the time. They may, indeed, choose to be teacher-dependent.

(Ellis and Sinclair, 1989: 2; original emphasis)

Thus, learner training aims to help learners become more responsible
for their own learning, and leads towards notions of learner autonomy
(see below).

Learner training has become a widely accepted part of ELT. Many
textbooks embed activities that raise learning strategy awareness.
Meanwhile, separate ‘self-help guides’ (Brown, 2001: 220) focus
exclusively on ‘learning to learn’. In one such approach, Ellis and
Sinclair (1989) initially ask learners a series of questions (e.g., what
sort of language learner are you? and how do you organize your
learning?). They then ask learners what they feel and know about,
and how they prefer to learn and organize, their learning of vocabulary,
grammar, listening, speaking, reading and writing, providing a series
of activities and self-assessment charts to help learners reflect on their
own strategies and practise any that are new to them.

In addition to these strategy training ‘packages’ (Brown, 2001),
many everyday classroom activities obviously require learners to
develop and practice learning strategies on a more informal basis (e.g.,
information gap tasks often involve cooperation with peers, note-
taking and an element of guesswork). Teachers often also give informal
advice about how learners might learn (ibid.). Furthermore, teachers
might provide learners with strategy checklists such as Oxford’s well-
known Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) (1990).
Learners use the SILL to assess how often they employ a wide range
of strategies, for example, reviewing lessons often, reading for pleasure
in English and reading in English without looking up every new word,
their responses then being classified according to Oxford’s direct/
indirect taxonomy (see pp. 148–9). This, it is argued, helps them
identify their individual strategy preferences and raises awareness of
possible alternatives.
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However, learner training rests on the assumptions that consciously
attending to learning strategies is useful and that learning strategies can
be taught (V. Cook, 2008). Yet while these points seem reasonable, we
have already seen that effective strategy use might not be a question 
of how many but how well, something which is not easily taught or
learned. For example, the existence of individual learning styles (see
Chapter 7) might mean that not all learning strategies are equally useful
to all learners, and knowing what strategies might be effective does not
mean a learner will feel able to use them (Little, 2004a). Thus, V. Cook
(2008) suggests that learner training might lead to feelings of ‘guilt’ in
learners who believe they are falling short of the ‘good language
learner’ ideal. Furthermore, as Little points out, ‘meta cognition is by
no means an infallible guide to cognition’ (2004a: 580); just because
learners say and think they are engaging in certain strategies does not
necessarily mean they are doing so. Additionally, learner training
presents teachers with the challenge of helping learners find effective
ways of learning without inhibiting their independence, group training
being inevitably in conflict with the individual’s right to choose what
works best for them (V. Cook, 2008: 119).

As noted in Chapter 7, there are also suggestions that learner
training rests on the possibly patronizing and, ironically, disempower -
ing and deficit notions that learners do not actually know what
strategies are available and are being compared to an idealized ‘good
language learner’ (see also Allwright and Hanks, 2009). Thus, if
learners are to be introduced to new behaviours:

Instruction must take into account learners’ cultural expectations
and beliefs; otherwise it will fail . . . the teacher must first think
carefully whether such a change in beliefs and strategies is necessary,
worthwhile, culturally respectful, and linguistically appropriate.
Only then should strategy instruction take place.

(Oxford and Lee, 2008: 313)

Language learning strategies: a final word

In addition to their attributes and attitudes, language learners’ actions,
that is, their learning strategies, are a further learner contribution to,
and source of variation within, the language learning process. Thus,
asking how teachers may make use of strategies in the L2 classroom,
V. Cook suggests that ‘the 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’
(2008: 117). This perspective again highlights the essentially complex
and diverse nature of L2 classrooms, and once more suggests that what
learners learn as they encounter the target language is unpredictable.
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Learner training builds upon this interest in learning strategies.
Although its effectiveness has not yet been conclusively demonstrated,
it aims to make learners aware of, and develop a range of alternatives
to, their usual ways of learning, thereby leading to more effective
learning. Learner training also encourages learners to take more
responsibility for their own learning, the suggestion being that this
makes learning more effective as learners learn only when they are
ready to do so, and that learners who are responsible for their own
learning can also learn outside the classroom, choosing their own goals,
selecting their own learning materials and ways of working, and
monitoring their own progress (Ellis and Sinclair, 1989; V. Cook,
2008). It is to these ideas that we now turn as we explore autonomy
in language learning.
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Task 8.4 Reflections on learner training

• To what extent do you teach learners ‘how to learn’ in your
professional context? How far do you engage in learner training?

• Do you think learning strategies can be taught?

• If not, why not? If so, think of some of the language learning
strategies you have identified over the course of this discussion.
How might you go about teaching these to your learners? Consider,
for example, the value of:

• group discussion (in which learners might discuss their approaches
to learning activities or how they solve learning problems);

• self- and peer evaluation (in which learners may evaluate their
abilities in a particular skill area and the development of their
abilities over time);

• peer observation (in which one learner might observe another
completing a task, taking notes to inform subsequent discussion);

• journals (in which learners might record how they solve specific
tasks and how they deal with problems that arise).

• How might factors such as the learners’ age, L2 level and culture
affect the teaching of language learning strategies (and, indeed,
whether learner training should take place at all)?

• To what extent do your learners engage with the notion of ‘learner
training’? Is it an aspect of language teaching and learning that
they value, or are language classes for ‘learning language’ rather
than ‘learning how to learn’?



 

Part III: Learners154

Towards autonomy?

As seen in earlier chapters, the 1970s was a period of change for English
language teaching. As the influence of Audiolingualism faded, an
interest in learners as individuals developed (reflected, for example, in
the development of Humanistic and Communicative approaches to
language teaching, and in the investigations into learner attributes,
attitudes and actions and their implications for effective language
learning). It is therefore unsurprising that interest in learner autonomy
and its relationship to L2 teaching and learning first emerged in this
decade. Since then, ‘technical’ perspectives on autonomy, which are
most closely related to ideas of learner training, have emphasized
learners’ skills, strategies and activities; ‘psychological’ perspectives have
examined those broader attitudes and cognitive abilities that enable
learners to take responsibility for their own learning; and ‘political’
approaches have considered how learners may be empowered as they
gain control of their own learning (Benson, 1997; Palfreyman, 2003).
Clearly, autonomy is a multi-faceted concept!

Autonomy: what it is . . . and what it isn’t

Most discussions of autonomy explore Holec’s suggestion that it is
‘the ability to take charge of one’s own learning’ (1981: 3). However,
as Little (2004b) points out, this does not make learner autonomy
synonymous with self-instruction or self-access learning. Nor does it
mean that learners have to work alone. Rather, autonomous learners
are said to assume responsibility for their own learning objectives, what
is to be learned, how this will be sequenced and learned, and for
monitoring and evaluating their own progress (Holec, 1981).

Fundamentally, many applied linguists suggest that autonomy is a
capacity, something that learners have and can develop, rather than
a fixed set of procedures that learners do (Cotterall, 2008); auton -
omous behaviour and learning is a consequence of this capacity and
can encompass a range of approaches to teaching and learning.
Therefore, as Benson (2003: 290) puts it, ‘autonomy can never be an
all or nothing matter. There are degrees of autonomy, and autonomy
may also take many different forms’.

Thus, autonomy is not limited to learning without a teacher; learners
may take responsibility for elements of their own learning within the
classroom, although this might take different forms for different
individuals and in different contexts (Benson, 2001). In practical terms,
autonomous behaviour can range from learners devising their own
curriculum through self-access materials to reflecting on ways of
learning within the classroom or finding opportunities to practice
newly learned language. That said, group discussion, reflective learning



 

journals and the use of the L2 are all common features of classrooms
that aim to promote learner autonomy (Little, 2004b).

Making claims for autonomy

Autonomy in language learning seems appealing. It appears to cater
for the diversity and individuality that learners bring to language
learning and the L2 classroom, Benson (2001: 2) claiming that:

The concept of autonomy is grounded in a natural tendency for
learners to take control of their learning. As such, autonomy is
available to all, although it is displayed in different ways and to
different degrees according to the unique characteristics of each
learner and each learning situation.

In addition to accommodating learners’ individual needs and learning
characteristics, learners are said to have a ‘natural tendency’ towards
autonomy, that is, that the capacity for autonomy is universal (Little,
1999). This is important, as we shall see below, when we return 
to the claim that autonomy is a culturally specific Western concept.
However, it is also significant because:

Learners who lack autonomy are capable of developing it given
appropriate conditions and preparation. The conditions for the
development of autonomy include the opportunity to exercise
control over learning. The ways in which we organise the practice
of teaching and learning therefore have an important influence on
the development of autonomy among our learners.

(Benson, 2001: 2)

In effect, therefore, teachers can work with learners to develop
autonomy in language learning, exchanging knowledge, consulting and
negotiating with learners who take more responsibility for their own
learning (Tudor, 1996). This, it is suggested, makes language learning
more effective. Autonomy is also seen as an inevitable and essential
element of L2 learning as all learners operate independently of others
at some point, that is, ‘only learners can do their own learning’ (see
Chapter 7).

Questions, concerns and comments

Although many applied linguists and teachers regard learner autonomy
as a central goal of learning, a number of concerns can be identified.
Some learners are less prepared than others to assume an autonomous
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role; they may lack the necessary skills and knowledge, or hold
different expectations about what teaching and learning should involve
(Tudor, 1996). Proponents of autonomy argue that these difficulties
can be overcome ‘given appropriate conditions and preparation’,
however (see above). Yet teachers might also find learner autonomy
challenging and experience difficulty in sharing or transferring decision-
making and pedagogic responsibility to learners; it may run counter
to their training and established classroom practices (ibid.).

Related to these concerns lies the suggestion noted earlier, that
autonomy is, in fact, a Western cultural concept that is inappropriate
in non-Western settings (Little, 1999; 2004b). While autonomy
apparently emphasizes individuality, Asian learners are said to tend
towards ‘collectivism’, conformity and a ‘respect for authority from
which the idea of individuality is excluded almost by definition’
(Benson et al., 2003: 24). Yet this view clearly stereotypes non-Western
learners as being culturally bound in a way which more ‘individual’
learners from the west are not (ibid.).

Additionally, as already noted, autonomy is conceived as being a
universal capacity. Thus what differs between learners, and perhaps
between societies, is not the capacity for autonomy but the ways in
which autonomy is realized; that is, autonomous learning behaviour
can take place in any context and classroom and ‘everyone can be
autonomous in their own way’ (Holliday, 2003: 116). Thus, learners
practise autonomy in even the most commonplace actions, Holliday
identifying activities such as distributing class notes, organizing
informal learning groups and coping with scarce resources as
autonomous practices that are typical of all learning cultures. Indeed,
drawing upon Shamin’s (1996) study of a large class environment in
Pakistan (see Chapter 2), Holliday (2003: 116) observes that even the
ways in which learners organize their own seating in different parts
of the classroom shows they have the capacity for, and are
demonstrating, autonomy in their L2 learning.

Recap: making connections

It is evident that the concept of autonomy brings together a number of
themes that have been examined in this and previous chapters. For
example, as noted, autonomy is directly related to issues of control of
learning and of classroom practices. The degree to which learners might
act autonomously underpins many of our earlier discussions con -
cerning the management of classroom interaction and to notions of high
and low structure in the L2 classroom (see Chapter 2). Additionally, as
Little (2004b) observes, autonomous learners are ‘affectively engaged’
in the planning, sustaining, monitoring and evaluating of their
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performance in individual tasks and in their learning overall. In other
words, motivation is essential for the development of autonomous
learning. As seen, however, the promotion of autonomy is, in turn, also
viewed as a key strategy for motivating language learners (Dörnyei and
Csizér, 1998; see Chapter 7), learner autonomy and motivation
therefore being seen as mutually interdependent.

Conceptually, autonomy also enables teachers to accommodate and
work constructively with those individual attributes, attitudes and
actions that learners bring to L2 learning and classrooms (Chapter 7),
thereby enhancing learning. However, this, of course, is perhaps more
straightforward in theory than in practice for, no matter how
autonomous learners are, most are subject to the practical constraints
of institutional curricula and assessment. Additionally, as a broadly
conceived capability that learners perform in varying ways rather than
as a fixed set of practices, learner autonomy has relevance to a diverse
range of ELT contexts, from large classes in low-resource contexts (see
Shamin, 1996, noted above) to more technologically enabled learning
environments (see Chapter 2). Indeed, many applied linguists and
teachers identify a close relationship between autonomy and new
technologies. Benson (2001), for example, argues that multimedia
CD-ROMs can support the development of autonomy by encouraging
learners to control the selection of materials and strategies of
interpretation. Meanwhile, he suggests, online, internet-based activities
such as email, online discussion or web-authoring allow for both self-
directed and collaborative learning and facilitate learner control over
interaction. However, the potential of CALL for learner autonomy,
as for language learning in general, depends on how it is used and the
extent to which learners can and do take control over elements of their
own learning; ‘the key . . . questions in regard to technology based
approaches to autonomy are concerned less with the characteristics
of the new technologies than they are with the learning activities in
which they play a role’ (Benson, 2001: 141).

Links can also be made between learner autonomy and develop -
ments in language teaching methodology (Chapter 5), most obviously
with Humanistic approaches to teaching, but also with Communicative
and Task-based Learning, learners engaging with learning opportun -
ities in differing ways and with differing language learning outcomes.
Yet the liberal or humanistic recognition of the individual in the
learning process is not the only philosophical or ‘political’ perspective
on learner autonomy. From a critical perspective (see Chapter 5),
autonomous learners are empowered, becoming ‘skilled agents’ who
can transform their context. Both liberal and critical perspectives on
autonomy, of course, are part of wider educational traditions, which
we shall return to in Chapter 12.
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Task 8.5 Thinking through autonomy in language
learning

a. Autonomy ‘in theory’ . . .

Which elements of the claims made in favour of learner autonomy are
‘intuitively appealing’ to you, if any?

• To what extent do you agree that learners have a ‘natural tendency’
to take control of their learning?

• In what ways might this ‘natural tendency’ be affected by learners’
motivation? Do you agree with the view that autonomy is inherently
motivating for L2 learners?

• How might a learner’s age affect notions of learner autonomy? Is
autonomy equally practicable, and desirable, for children, teenagers
and adults?

• How far do you agree with the claim that autonomy is a universal
capacity realized differently in different cultures? What are the
implications of this idea for L2 teaching and learning?

• Alternatively, do you think that autonomy is a Western cultural
concept that is not equally applicable in cultural contexts? What
are the implications of this idea for L2 teaching and learning?

• As a teacher, how do you feel about learner autonomy? Is the idea
of sharing control an idea you are comfortable with? Are the
concepts of autonomy and taking control ideas your learners are:

• aware of?

• comfortable with?

b. . . . and in practice

• To what extent do you feel learners in your professional context
have control over their own learning?

• Which aspects of their learning do they take responsibility for, if
any? For example, selecting materials and tasks, finding oppor -
tunities for practice outside and inside the classroom, where they
sit in class . . .

• To what extent do you encourage autonomy among your learners?

• What constraints are there on the development of autonomy in your
professional context? For example, those which are personal,
institutional, social, cultural . . .



 
Summary: learner investment and interventions

This chapter has explored the ways in which teachers might respond
to, and work with, the diverse individual characteristics of learners
and their contributions to language learning and the L2 classroom. At
the same time, it has outlined how ideas about the character traits and
actions of effective learners have changed over time. Now, instead of
looking for a single set of characteristics that are shared by ‘good
language learners’ and are transferrable to less effective learners, it is
widely accepted that no definite and ideal set of qualities and actions
exists. Instead, successful language learning may look quite different
from learner to learner, from classroom to classroom, and from socio-
political context to context. It is also worth noting, however, the
contrast between notions of learner variation outlined in this chapter
and the search for ‘universal’ trends that typifies much SLA research
(see, for example, the theories and approaches outlined in Chapter 6).
We shall return to this point in the next chapter.

In this chapter, then, a number of issues have emerged as key
considerations for teachers (and learners) when reflecting upon how
to work effectively with this diversity and complexity. What is the
relationship between language learning strategies and language learning
per se, and what does this mean for teachers and learners, both in the
L2 classroom and beyond? Is learner training an effective and
appropriate use of class time, and how might it recognize the learners’
own often culturally based beliefs and expectations? And if, as much
contemporary applied linguistic and ELT thinking suggests, learner
autonomy leads to more effective language learning, how might this
concept be understood so that socio-cultural differences of form and
degree might be accommodated? Furthermore, how might autonomous
behaviour be encouraged and developed among learners?

However, when considering language learning strategies, learner
training and learner autonomy, it is, of course, important to recognize
that learners are more than linguistic ‘processing devices’ (Lantolf and
Pavlenko, 2001) that teachers ‘manage’ (we shall examine meta -
phorical images of L2 learners in more detail in the next chapter).
Instead, learners ‘need to be understood as people, which, in turn,
means we need to appreciate their human agency. As agents, learners
actively engage in constructing the terms and conditions of their own
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• What is the place of new technologies in developing learner
autonomy? How might they be used to facilitate autonomous
learning?



 

learning’ (ibid.: 145). This process requires an ‘investment’ of time,
energy (Brown, 2001) and motivation, ‘the fire that creates action’
(Oxford and Lee, 2008: 312). We shall further investigate these ideas
as we explore the theoretical contexts, insights and images of learners
in the next chapter.
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9 Images of language
learners

From individual to social, and
universal to specific

We can learn a lot by listening to language learners and any kind
of foray in their worlds . . . is likely to provide us with valuable
information about language classes . . . [and] about research itself.

(Block, 1997: 358)

This chapter will:

• explore whether learners’ L2 development follows a ‘natural order’
and, if so, consider the possible implications of this potential
‘internal syllabus’ for language teaching;

• contrastingly, examine learners’ orientation to learning from a more
‘social’ perspective, investigating ‘acculturation’ and the social
distance learners might ‘travel’ when learning a new language;

• similarly, investigate issues of social identity and ‘investment’ in L2
learning;

• consequently, explore how different metaphors for L2 learners and
learning construct and convey differing images of what and how
learners might contribute to language learning and the L2
classroom;

• encourage readers to reflect upon these theoretical perspectives and
the contrasts between them, considering what these conceptualiza -
tions might contribute to their own understanding of L2 learners
and learning in their own professional environments.

Introduction: learning with purpose

The last two chapters have examined the possible influence of
individual learners’ attributes and attitudes on their L2 learning.
Although what effective language learners do may differ widely from
person to person and from context to context, our explorations of,
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for example, learner motivation and beliefs, learning styles, strategies
and autonomy suggest that learners are ‘agents’ in, that is, they exert
some control over, the construction of their own learning. As Breen
(2001c: 178) remarks:

Learners [are] thinking and feeling people acting with purpose that
is generated by what they see as significant and meaningful for them
as learners in particular social and cultural contexts.

(original emphasis)

Of course, the consequences of learner ‘control’ and ‘purpose’ are 
not always straightforward; instead of engaging purposefully with
language learning, learners might ‘resist’, be ‘defensive’ to and not
participate in learning for a number of reasons, as we shall see later
in the chapter.

This chapter, therefore, first examines the cognitive and social
‘agendas’ that learners might bring to language learning and the L2
classroom. The discussion will initially return to ‘universalist’ and
‘asocial’ (Firth and Wagner, 1997) accounts of second language
acquisition. Focusing upon learners’ ‘internal’ learning mechanisms to
examine whether L2 development may follow a natural order, we will
explore whether some elements of language are perhaps more
‘learnable’, and thus more ‘teachable’, than others. Subsequently,
however, we shall examine how learners’ social actions and identities
might affect L2 learning, investigating more socially oriented
explanations of social ‘distance’ and learner ‘investment’ in language
development.

We shall then examine a number of metaphors that underpin these
‘internal’ and ‘social’ perspectives on L2 acquisition. As we shall see,
they reveal different assumptions about, and understandings of, the
nature of language learning and learners, reminding us that ‘we always
bring to our experience frames of interpretation, or schemata’ (Erikson,
1986: 140).

Bringing an ‘internal syllabus’ into the classroom: a
‘natural order’ in L2 development?

The possibility that learners may have an ‘internal syllabus’ and that
L2 development may follow a ‘natural order’ has been touched upon
on several occasions in earlier chapters. In Chapter 1, we noted that
learners have a developing internal second language system, that is, an
interlanguage, with learner errors resulting from the incomplete
development of this system or from the influence of the learner’s L1 on
their L2 (i.e., interference). In Chapter 6, we saw that one of the key
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tenets of Krashen’s Monitor Model is the Natural Order Hypothesis,
which suggests that the order in which L2 items are acquired is
predictable. While the notion of interlanguage is uncontroversial, ideas
surrounding a natural order of acquisition have been fiercely contested.
Yet the possibility that learners may have an ‘internal syllabus’ is of
interest, both as a debate within applied linguistics and SLA research,
and as a further element within our current focus on learners and their
contribution to L2 learning and classrooms. If the claims of a natural
order for L2 development are valid, the implications for language
teaching are potentially profound.

Initial evidence: developmental sequences and
morpheme acquisition order

Research into the acquisition of English as a first language suggests that
children follow the same pathway of linguistic development for many
language features. For example, Brown found that children acquired the
present progressive –ing (e.g., Mummy running) before the plural –s (e.g.,
two books), which, in turn, was learned before irregular past forms 
(e.g., Baby went) and, subsequently, the possessive ’s (e.g., Daddy’s hat)
and so forth (1973, in Lightbown and Spada, 2006: 3). Patterns similar
to this morpheme acquisition order have been found in the way children
learn negation and question forms in English, and similar fixed orders
have been found in the infant acquisition of other languages. This has
prompted the suggestion that L1 acquisition follows an ‘internal syllabus’
that establishes the route (but not the rate) of L1 development.

Researchers have investigated similar developmental sequences in 
L2 acquisition and seem to have discovered comparable patterns.
Figure 9.1, for example, illustrates Krashen’s summary of L2 mor-
pheme acquisition order, items at the top being acquired before those
found in lower boxes.

Likewise, Ellis (1985; 1994), Lightbown and Spada (2006) and
Ortega (2009) review a range of SLA evidence that suggests that, as 
with L1 acquisition, negation, question forms, tense and aspect and
possessives follow similar developmental sequences. Johnson (2008),
comparing the findings of Dulay and Burt (1974) and Bailey et al.
(1974), notes that this ‘internal syllabus’ appears to be similar for both
children and adult second language learners, and for learners with
different L1s. It is therefore seen as ‘universal’, second language
acquisition being ‘characterized by a natural sequence of development,
i.e., there are certain broad stages that [learners] pass through’ (Ellis,
1985: 73). Consequently, most L2 errors are said to reflect the
developmental stage of the learner’s interlanguage rather than be the
result of L1 interference (see Chapter 1).
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Figure 9.1 Summary of second language morpheme acquisition sequence

Source: Krashen, 1977.

progressive -ing

plural -s

copula to be

auxiliary to be (e.g. it is raining)

articles the/a

irregular past

regular past -ed

third person singular -s

possessive ’s



 

And in practice?

The ‘internal syllabus’ is an appealing notion. It reflects Chomsky’s
ideas concerning the innate and universal nature of language
acquisition (i.e., Universal Grammar), and associated perspectives
around learners’ ‘in-built learning programmes’ (see Chapter 6). It also
appears to offer insights into L2 classroom practice, raising questions,
for example, about the treatment of error. Acknowledging a learner’s
‘internal syllabus’ might affect decisions about which errors should be
corrected and when repair might take place (see Chapter 1). To what
extent, for example, should teachers attempt to correct the possessive
’s before learners have acquired the auxiliary to be (see Figure 9.1)?

Additionally, developmental sequences and stages potentially
problematize L2 syllabus design, that is, the planning of what should
be learned, when and in what order (we shall refine this broad
definition of a syllabus in Chapter 11). If learners have an ‘internal
syllabus’, to what extent can an externally imposed syllabus affect
learning? Maybe, as Krashen (1985) noted (see Chapter 6), the ‘internal
syllabus’ (and Natural Order Hypothesis) makes the teaching of
grammar redundant altogether; less radically, perhaps it in part
accounts for why learners learn different language to that which is
explicitly taught (Allwright, 1984; also see Chapter 4).

Pienemann brought such questions together through the concepts
of learner readiness, learnability and the Teachability Hypothesis
(1985). Based on the acquisition of German word order in sentences,
he suggested that instruction should focus only on language that
learners are developmentally ready to learn, that is, that language items
should be taught in the same order as they are acquired and teachers
only ‘teach what is teachable’ (Lightbown and Spada, 2006: 160).

Considering the claims

Developmental sequence studies and claims in support of the internal
syllabus, the Natural Order Hypothesis and teachability provide
teachers and applied linguists with much to think about. However, a
variety of concerns and counter-arguments have been identified. Much
of the research was small in scale, focusing on relatively small numbers
of learners and a limited number of language items. As suggested in
Chapter 6, although the evidence is interesting, is it enough to claim
a ‘universal’ natural order for morpheme acquisition and, indeed, for
second language acquisition more generally? Additionally, to what
extent does one form need to be mastered before learners can acquire
the next item in the sequence (i.e., how competent does a learner need
to be before they are ready to move on)? Furthermore, as Ellis observes,
‘it does not follow that because learners naturally learn one feature
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before another they must necessarily do so’ (1997: 25, original
emphasis), raising important questions as to the role and nature of
formal instruction in L2 learning.

The relationship between instruction and developmental sequences
is examined by Lightbown and Spada (2006). Drawing on a number
of research studies, they suggest that the learners’ L1 can affect their
L2 developmental readiness and, thus, instructional outcomes; that
even if instruction is ‘too advanced’ in relation to the learners’ current
developmental stage, those samples of language provided may still be
useful, with learners incorporating it into their interlanguage when the
time is right; and, therefore, that instruction and interaction remain
important even when the ‘internal syllabus’ and developmental
readiness are recognized as important elements in L2 acquisition and
the language classroom.

The ‘internal syllabus’: final comments

As the discussion above shows, the debates surrounding the ‘internal
syllabus’ and the Teachability Hypothesis are linked to several other
key questions within ELT, from aspects of classroom practice to
theories of second language acquisition. Yet the ‘internal syllabus’ is
a further important learner contribution to language learning. Drawing
on ‘universalist’ perspectives (and thus contrasting slightly with the
individual characteristics featured in Chapters 7 and 8), it adds to the
complexity that teachers face in the L2 classroom.

Thus although much still remains unknown about the ‘internal
syllabus’, and the ways in which it might interact with external factors
such as instruction are still rather unclear (Littlewood, 1998), ‘there
is something moving in the bushes’ that cannot be ignored (Larsen-

Task 9.1 ‘Teachability’ in practice . . . and in your
practice

• Johnson suggests that the ‘internal syllabus’ is ‘an idea that refuses
to go away’ (2008: 76). Why do you think this might be?

• To what extent does the idea of an ‘internal syllabus’ seem
reasonable to you? To what extent do you think it can or might
be accommodated within L2 classrooms generally . . . and in your
professional context?

• What might an L2 classroom based upon the learners’ ‘internal
syllabus’ rather than an external syllabus ‘look’ and ‘feel’ like?

TC



 

Freeman and Long, 1991: 92). Consequently, Ortega (2009: 138)
advises that:

[while] language teachers should carefully consider what their
students are developmentally ready to learn . . . the principle of
learner readiness . . . should not be followed slavishly.

Learners and the ‘significance’ of L2 learning: social and
psychological considerations

As we have seen in both this chapter and earlier discussions, many
theories of L2 development focus on those mental processes that are
said to cause the development of learner interlanguage (Ellis, 1997);
as noted in Chapter 6, learners’ minds are often metaphorically likened
to computers that ‘process’ information. This perspective is evident in
the above discussion of the ‘internal syllabus’. However, SLA theorists
also recognize the importance of social factors in L2 development 
and it is to these we now turn. Interestingly, whereas the ‘internal
syllabus’ focuses on the route of interlanguage development, more
social perspectives tend to focus upon issues that affect learners’
eventual success (or otherwise) in language learning and, implicitly,
their rate of acquisition. Social conceptualizations of SLA also re -
introduce and further explore key concepts surrounding learner
motivation and attitudes, which were first examined in Chapter 7.

Acculturation: linking ‘social distance’ to L2 learning

Language learning and social distance: the Acculturation
Model
As Brown (2007: 193) notes, second language learning ‘implies some
degree of learning a second culture’ and, to some extent, the acquisition
of a second identity. The Acculturation Model (Schumann, 1978)
suggests that learners need to change their social and psychological
behaviour in order to adapt to, and integrate with, the target language
culture, that is, they ‘acculturate’; and the further learners acculturate,
the more successful their language learning may be.

Developed around the metaphor of social ‘distance’ (Ellis, 1997),
acculturation requires learners to move socially and psychologically
from being an ‘outsider’ in the target-language culture to being an
‘insider’. This may involve learners initially experiencing culture shock
or anomie, that is, the feeling of social uncertainty or dissatisfaction
when caught between two cultural groups (Schumann, 1978; Brown,
2007), as they recognize, and try to accept and adapt to, differences
between their own culture and culture of the target language. It also
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involves changes in learner attitudes and motivation, both aligning
more closely with the target culture (Daniels, 2004). Schumann (1978)
suggests that a failure to acculturate, which may result from, for
example, social isolation or the absence of motivation, means that
learners will not progress beyond the early stages of interlanguage
development. In effect, the L2 fossilizes, that is, it remains pidginized
(see also, McLaughlin, 1987).

Difficulties with Acculturation
Larsen-Freeman and Long suggest that the Acculturation Model has
‘served to turn what have otherwise been rather vague notions about
the role of social and psychological factors in SLA into coherent
predictions’ (1991: 260). However, they also highlight a number of
problems with the theory. First, and like some other theories we have
examined, it seems untestable, that is, there is no reliable way of testing
‘psychological and social distance’. Additionally, several studies have
reported contradictory evidence, finding instances where learners’ L2
has developed effectively in spite of apparently high social distance
with the target language culture. Furthermore, the acculturation model
does not explain how learning takes place. Ellis (1997), meanwhile,
observes that attitudes, motivation and the desire to integrate are not
‘fixed’ but are potentially variable over time dependent on the learners’
experiences, which the model does not readily acknowledge. Despite
these concerns, however, acculturation goes some way to explaining
the motivational factors that underpin L2 learning and acknowledges
learners’ deeper social and psychological needs when learning the
target language (Littlewood, 1998).

And in ELT contexts? The potential relevance of acculturation
As the above discussion suggests, the Acculturation Model aims to
explain the relationship between ‘culture learning’ (Brown, 2007) and
L2 development in contexts where learners might use the target
language for everyday communication, that is, it seems particularly
relevant to ESL learning contexts. Thus, does the model have any
relevance to classroom-based and/or ‘foreign’ language learning
contexts where learners have little contact with the L2 away from their
formal learning environment, especially in a world where English is
increasingly learned for international purposes without any need to
integrate with, for example, predominantly English L1 cultures?

Drawing on Ehrman’s (1996) notion of ‘language ego’, that is, the
personal and egoistic side of second language learning, Brown suggests
that, at some level, all meaningful L2 development involves an element
of identity conflict ‘as language learners take on a new identity with
their newly acquired competence’ (2007: 158). Applicable across the
diverse range of ELT contexts, this implies that all learners might feel
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alienation as they learn a second language: alienation from the target
language (and culture), from their home culture, from their teacher
and classmates, and from themselves. Alienation, that is, psychological
distance, reminds teachers of the need to be sensitive to the ‘fragility’
of learners (Stevick, 1976). Clearly, distance also is likely to affect
learner motivation in ELT contexts and classrooms, with clear
implications for L2 learning. Thus, as McLaughlin comments, the
concept of acculturation certainly has ‘something to say to teaching
practitioners’ (McLaughlin, 1987, in Daniels, 2004: 3).

A more ‘critical’ perspective: social identity and
investment in L2 learning

Learner identity and the ‘right to speak’
The relationship between the social dynamics of language learning,
learners’ individual identities and the ways in which they consequently
participate in the L2 classroom and beyond has been the focus of
increasing attention since the mid-1990s. Taking a broadly ‘critical’
stance, Norton Pierce (1995) suggests that learners’ social identities
and the power relationships that exist between learners, teachers and
other target language users affect, and can limit, language learning.
Noting that a learner’s social identity is ‘multiple, a site of struggle,
and subject to change’ (10), she proposes that learning is most effective
if learners can assume an identity that gives them the ‘right to speak’
and to be heard; she suggests that this is not always easy.

Norton Pierce drew upon the experiences of adult immigrants
learning English in an ESL context. They were often ignored and found
it difficult to assert an identity that would benefit L2 learning (for
example, they found difficulty in accessing social networks that 
could have provided opportunities to speak, practice and develop
their L2). Meanwhile, Toohey (1998) observes that in more formal
classroom contexts, some learners are quickly labelled as less able, and
may be subsequently excluded from practice activities and learning
opportunities from which they could benefit. Investigating a specific
classroom context, she noted, for example, that some learners were
physically marginalized through the classroom seating arrangements
while help-seeking from peers was also discouraged. In effect, the
learners were engaged in a ‘struggle’ to be recognized and heard on
their own terms.

Further perspectives on learners: from the individual 
to the social
Both Norton Pierce and Toohey, then, view language learning as a
process in which learners have to struggle as they negotiate complex
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power and identity relationships within the L2 classroom and beyond.
Thus, Norton Pierce (1995) suggests, several notions examined in
earlier chapters need to be rethought in order to recognize fully this
social complexity. Moving beyond our earlier discussion of motivation
as a somewhat abstract yet personal concept, language learning is said
to require learner ‘investment’, learners only investing in a second
language if they believe that this will give them access to ‘cultural
capital’, that is, the knowledge and ways of thinking that they need
to function successfully in society (Norton Pierce, 1995; Ellis, 1997).
In effect, learners will ‘invest’ in language learning if they think they
will achieve a good social ‘return’. From this perspective, ‘motivation’
is seen as an individualistic and relatively fixed personality trait while
the metaphor of ‘investment’ captures the constantly changing
relationship between the L2 learner and their complex social world,
and recognizes that ‘an investment in the target language is also an
investment in a learner’s own social identity, an identity which is
constantly changing across time and space’ (Norton Pierce, 1995: 18).

The recognition of learner identity, struggle and investment as
essential elements in language learning also adds to, and to some extent
challenges, our earlier discussions of the ‘good’ or effective language
learner (see Chapter 8). Clearly recognizing that what individual
learners can do and that the range of behaviours available to them is
limited by powerful social constraints, they again suggest that ‘best
practice’ cannot be independent of social context (Norton and Toohey,
2001). Thus, Norton and Toohey (2001) argue that the success of
effective language learners is best explained through investment and
the ways in which learners assert their social identities to access ‘a
variety of conversations in their community’ (310), rather than by
listing more ‘technical’ characteristics of the ‘good language learner’
such as attending to linguistic form and meaning or exploiting learning
strategies successfully. From this perspective, effective language
learning depends not only on what learners do individually, but also
upon their social context and relationships (ibid.).

In the classroom?
Although, like the Acculturation Model, the role of identity and
investment in L2 development was first explored in ESL settings, these
more social theories of second language learning again have relevance
for other ELT contexts. As noted in earlier chapters, the L2 classroom
is a social environment, Toohey’s study (1998; see above) showing
that learners face issues of identity, ‘voice’, inclusion and exclusion in
this context as well as in society more generally. Norton (2001) addi -
tionally identifies instances of learner non-participation in class as
potential acts of identity. Echoing our earlier discussion (see Chapter 7),
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she emphasizes that if the classroom methodologies, practices and
curriculum goals do not match the learner’s expectations and their
beliefs about who they are, how they should act and what they can
do, then learner non-participation may result, as:

We not only produce our identities through the practices we engage
in, but we also define ourselves through the practices we do not
engage in. Our identities are constituted not only by what we are
but also by what we are not.

(Wenger, 1998: 164, in Norton, 2001: 159)

We can see here echoes of Allwright’s ideas concerning learners’
deliberate ‘underperformance’ in the L2 classroom (see Chapter 3),
albeit approached from a different theoretical perspective. This again
emphasizes that the L2 classroom is a social as well as pedagogic
environment. It is worth noting, however, that, in terms of investment
and social identity, non-participation is not quite the same as ‘under -
performance’; it is performance of a different kind and for a different
purpose.

Thus, teachers and teaching cannot ignore social identity and learner
investment in the L2 classroom; indeed, identity and investment are a
further contribution that learners make to language learning and the
complexity of L2 classrooms.

Bringing ideas together: focusing on the language
classroom

Learners and ‘receptivity’ in language learning
The social models of second language acquisition discussed above
suggest that L2 learning takes place when learners perceive it to be a
‘significant and meaningful’ activity (see earlier) in which they are
prepared to invest. Language learning is also an activity that changes
who learners are, that is, it changes their social identity and their
relationship with their social (and classroom) context.

Some of these ideas are evident in Allwright and Bailey’s discussion
of learner ‘receptivity’ in the language classroom (1991: 157),
receptivity being:

a state of mind, whether permanent or temporary, that is open to
the experience of becoming a speaker of another language,
somebody else’s language.

Allwright and Bailey propose that receptivity, and its opposite,
‘defensiveness’, are active states of mind, learners ‘working actively to
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promote the learning experience . . . or taking definite steps to avoid
it’ (ibid.).

Although not theorizing as much personal change as Schumann’s
Acculturation Model, nor as ‘critical’ as Norton’s conceptions of
social identity and investment, Allwright and Bailey (ibid.) highlight
a number of areas where learners’ social and psychological ‘openness’
in the classroom might affect learning, including receptivity to: the L2
and, hence, its culture (as with the Acculturation Model); the teacher
as a person; being associated with fellow learners; classroom practices
and norms; class and course content; teaching materials; the idea of
communicating with others; and the idea of being a successful language
learner (in which learners need to feel that any investment in L2 learn -
ing brings with it rewards that outweigh the efforts made). In effect,
they draw upon ‘receptivity’ to provide a more clearly classroom-
focused account of how learners actively and critically engage with
their social context when investing in language learning.

Metaphors for learning . . . and moving on
As the above discussions illustrate, social conceptions of L2 acquisition
draw upon very different views of language learning to those accounts
explored in earlier chapters and earlier in this chapter. While those
previous accounts are primarily focused on discovering universal
cognitive processes in which all individuals engage, socio-cultural
models of L2 learning link learners to their social context, and suggest
that there cannot be a single universal language learning experience
or process; learners will learn in differing ways dependent on their
social identity, degree of investment and social context. Indeed, this
difference is encapsulated by the various metaphors the differing
approaches are built around – from learners as ‘computers’ to learner
‘struggle’, ‘investment’ and ‘openness’, as we have seen. As noted in
earlier chapters, metaphors can provide useful insights into the nature
of language teaching and learning and it is to these ‘significant images’
of learners that we now turn.

Task 9.2 Reflections on theory and practice

a. Changing identities in language learning

• Have you experienced moving from being an ‘outsider’ to an
‘insider’ in a community or culture? What did this process involve?
Was it difficult or unsettling? If so, in what way or ways?
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• How far do you agree that learning another language implies
learning another culture?

• In what ways, if any, does the Acculturation Model add to your
understanding of L2 learners, learning and teaching in your own
professional context?

• How might teachers ‘be sensitive to the fragility of students’ who
are experiencing ‘social and psychological change’ in the L2
classroom?

• To what extent do you think learners have to ‘struggle’ for the ‘right
to be heard’, both in class and beyond (if appropriate to your
professional context)?

• Thinking about a group of learners you know, what kinds of social
identities do they bring to class, and how does this affect class -
room life and your own practices as a teacher?

Allwright and Bailey (1991: 157) suggest that in state schools,
particularly in Britain, younger learners are often receptive to language
learning at school, while teenagers are more defensive, resentful and
uncooperative.

• Do you think there might be a relationship between a learner’s age
and issues of acculturation, investment and receptivity? If so, in
what ways?

b. Differing perspectives on language learning and learners

Over the course of this chapter and in earlier discussions, a number
of theories and conceptions of language learning and learners have
been explored – in this chapter, for example, the ‘internal syllabus’,
acculturation and investment; elsewhere, the input and output hypoth -
eses, information processing, and learner attributes and attitudes.
Consider some of the differences between them:

• How far does each theoretical insight or approach view L2 
learning as a consequence of universal processes, which every -
one shares or a result of individual learner characteristics and
behaviours?

• To what extent does each envisage L2 learning as a conse-
quence of the ‘internal’ mental processes of learners or the 
result of learners’ social behaviour in their social (and learning)
context?
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Further insights into language learning: images of
language learners

The value of metaphor in illuminating concepts within ELT was noted
in Chapter 3, where a number of metaphors for language teaching,
teachers and classrooms were explored (e.g., Breen’s conception of the
classroom as a ‘coral garden’). As noted, although metaphors are
sometimes seen as somewhat rare or particularly idiosyncratic ways
of thinking, they are, in fact, commonplace and are drawn upon
within many discussions of L2 learners and learning by researchers,
teachers and learners alike (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Ellis, 2001;
Kramsch, 2003). Indeed, identifying the metaphorical constructs
embodied within theories of L2 learning can help clarify the differ-
ences between them. Additionally, if the metaphors that lie behind
approaches to L2 learners and learning are identified, then the hidden
assumptions that might direct and constrain our thinking are revealed
(Ellis, 2001). Thus examining metaphors can tell us about learners
and learning, but it might also tell us something about the ‘world view’
of those who use them. For example, Ellis (2001) highlights Firth and
Wagner’s (1997) critique of much SLA research, which, they argue,
portrays learners as ‘defective communicators’ who are ‘handicapped’
by the ‘problem’ of an underdeveloped interlanguage. Firth and
Wagner suggest that this metaphor has enabled SLA theory to focus
on psycholinguistic aspects of L2 development (e.g., learners’ internal
cognitive processes) at the expense of social and contextual factors
(e.g., the work of Norton Pierce, above). Indeed, the term ‘second
language acquisition’ itself is a metaphor, representing language as
something which, like property, can be ‘obtained’. This image contrasts
with, for example, L2 ‘development’ or ‘growth’, terms that construct
L2 learning very differently.

Task 9.3 ‘Constructing’ learners: first thoughts

• What metaphors for learners have been noted in this chapter and
in earlier discussions? For example, learners are computers, . . .
are investors, . . . are strugglers . . .

• What other metaphors for learners and learning can you think of?
For example, learners are containers (of knowledge), . . . are
travellers . . .

• Do you think that the metaphors that theorists, teachers and
learners draw upon are likely to be similar or different? Why?

TC



 

Comparing the metaphorical constructions of learners in SLA
research with images held by learners themselves, Ellis (2001) finds
that the dominant metaphors drawn on by theorists are learners as
containers (as seen) and as machines (resembling the computer meta -
phor discussed earlier). Both metaphors represent learners as passive,
unempowered and lacking control; knowledge is ‘put into’ the
restricted space of a container, while, according to Ellis, learners have
to learn in keeping with the internal mechanism of their minds (i.e.,
machines) and its component parts.

As we have seen, however, other constructions of learners do exist
within SLA theory, although they are less common than those above.
In Chapters 2 and 6, learners were conceptualized as negotiators of
meaning. However, although a more active image than container or
machine, Ellis (2001) suggests negotiator in fact often supports these
dominant metaphors, negotiation making ‘data’ available for learners’
internal mechanisms to process. In contrast, Norton Pierce (1995, and
above) conceptualizes negotiation very differently, suggesting that
learners negotiate identities, while her image of learners as investors
implies active, empowered individuals who have some control over their
learning, the purposes for it, and its potential outcomes. Clearly, these
differing images of learners underpin very different perspectives on
language learning, classroom life and, indeed, the nature and purposes
of ELT and education more generally (see Chapter 2; see also Chapter
12 for further discussion of the wider educational purposes of ELT).

There is thus a tension within SLA research, between those
approaches that focus on psycholinguistic processes that are seen as
universal to all learners, and those that take a more social perspective
where individuals differ from one another. The former, which, Ellis
suggests, dominate ‘mainstream’ SLA, tend to construct L2 learning as
an automatic and unconscious process, something that mechanistically
takes place ‘when the right conditions prevail’ (2001: 83). The latter see
learners as ‘agents’ who exert more control over their own L2 learning.
Indeed, this tension may be symptomatic of the emergence of a new
paradigm within SLA research (see Chapter 5 for further discussion of
paradigm change).

Of course, many ELT practitioners are likely to recognize and
identify with elements of more than one approach, and one further
useful metaphor from SLA theory, which identifies psycholinguistic
learning processes but also acknowledges learner agency, is the image
of learners as problem-solvers who, for example, test linguistic
hypotheses when they consciously ‘notice’ language (see Chapter 4).
This perspective portrays learners as active in shaping what they learn,
and, as Ellis (ibid.) notes, the metaphor also accommodates learner
difference as individuals can choose what problems to focus on and
how they might address these issues.
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Interestingly, learners as problem-solvers was also identified by
learners themselves in Ellis’s study, their other images including learners
as sufferers, workers, travellers and strugglers. It is noticeable that all
these images portray learners as active and engaged in conscious
mental activity; as Ellis (2001: 83–4) summarizes:

They saw themselves as travellers on a long journey, coping with
the affective and cognitive problems that confronted them. Their
journey was mapped out for them but they are the ones that must
make it and in that respect they were the agents of their own
learning.

There is thus an evident difference in the agency learners ascribe to
themselves compared to many of the images held by SLA researchers.
This difference may be unimportant; learners and researchers have
different agendas and objectives. However, listening to learners’ own
perspectives can provide further insights into classroom life that may
guide L2 teachers’ classroom practices (Block, 1997; Ellis, 2001).

Summary: focus on the language learner –
understandings, intuitions and instincts

This chapter has investigated contrasting theoretical perspectives on
language learners and language learning. Examining ideas surrounding
the ‘internal syllabus’ of L2 learners, the discussion initially focused
on those internal mental processes that are said to be universal and
also ‘asocial’, that is, generally unaffected by the learners’ social
worlds. These ideas were then contrasted with more social-cultural
approaches to second language acquisition, which envisage learning
as a social process in which learners’ social identities and their complex
social relationships change over time. SLA theorists tend to research
in one tradition or another; however, ELT practitioners are not so
constrained and are likely to draw upon those elements that seem
intuitively appealing, plausible and recognizable in their own
professional context as they search for understanding of language
learners and the language classroom.

And yet, as this chapter shows, it is difficult to gain a clear picture
of language learners, the ways in which second languages are learned,
the activities that learners engage in and the consequences of these
practices; the range of possible perspectives on classroom life is broad
and, at times, appears contradictory. Thus, while Strevens observes
that ‘it takes better teachers to focus on the learner’ (1980: 17),
O’Neill offers a word of caution: ‘of course, even the best teachers
cannot really know what works or does not work for students. All
they can do is sharpen their intuitions and instincts . . .’ (1991: 302).
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Of course, our understandings, intuitions and instincts, and the
hidden assumptions and metaphors that we draw upon to construct
our view of learners and learning, are both constrained by and serve
to construct the institutional frameworks and social contexts in which
we live and work. It is to these that we now turn in the final part of
the book.
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Part IV

Institutional frameworks
and social contexts
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10 From global trends to
local contexts

Language dilemmas in the ELT
classroom

Learning can, and should, be seen in the context in which it takes
place. Learning is not just a mental process, it is a process of
negotiation between individuals and society.

(Hutchinson and Waters, 1987: 72)

This chapter will:

• highlight those contextual factors that are likely to affect English
language classrooms, and, indeed, the variety of English that is
taught, in any given ELT environment;

• outline key debates surrounding the growth of English in the world,
and examine how these debates might affect perceptions of what
English is, and, hence, what variety of English might or should be
taught and learned in specific ELT contexts;

• consider the place of ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ English in the language
classroom;

• examine how, in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) contexts, an
explicit focus on learners’ specific language needs affects the type
of English taught and learned, and explore the dilemmas this raises
for ELT professionals;

• encourage readers to reflect upon whether and how these discussions
may be relevant to their own professional context.

Introduction: the world beyond the classroom

The social, cultural and, indeed, political dimensions of English
language teaching and learning have been increasingly recognized in
recent years. Stern observes that we can investigate the ‘sociology’ of
ELT whereby language teaching is ‘an enterprise . . . a set of activities
in society’ (1983: 269), while Pennycook (2000: 89) notes that:
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classrooms, both in themselves and in their relationship to the
world beyond their walls, are complex social and cultural spaces.

Previous chapters have investigated in some detail the social complexity
found within ELT classrooms. The discussions have also acknow -
ledged, but not yet examined in detail, how all L2 teaching and
learning takes place within specific institutional environments and
social, economic and ideological contexts. Thus, it is to the relationship
between everyday classroom practices and the wider socio-cultural
environment that we turn in our final three chapters, for, as Auerbach
(1995: 9) maintains:

the day-to-day decisions that practitioners make inside the
classroom both shape and are shaped by the social order outside
the classroom.

In this chapter, we shall ask what ‘type’ of English might be taught
and learned in any given ELT context, linking global trends to
immediate local contexts and classroom practices; the following
chapter will examine how institutional and social factors might affect
how this language might be organized for learners through ELT
curricula and learning materials; and our final chapter will explore
the wider social and educational contexts and potential purposes of
English language teaching and learning.

The social context of English language teaching and
learning

Given the range of environments within which English language
teaching takes place, from state sector, primary level classes in low-
resource contexts where most learners might share an L1 to
‘technology-rich’ commercial language schools where adults who speak
a variety of first languages might be taught in small groups, how can
contextual factors be conceptualized? Stern (1983), adapting Mackey
(1970) and Spolsky et al. (1974), provides the framework illustrated
in Figure 10.1.

As Stern (1983) notes, at the centre of the framework is the particular
language teaching and learning situation, perhaps, for example, an
English class in the UK, USA or Australia for adult immigrants, or a
primary or secondary school class in, for example, China, Japan or
Libya. The school, institution or educational system provides the
immediate environment for the language class, affecting classroom
practice by providing or instituting, for instance, the language learning
curriculum and broader educational policies and values. It is, in turn,
located in a neighbourhood or community that provides the linguistic,

MOSTEFA
Texte surligné 

MOSTEFA
Note
to be read 



 cultural and socio-economic setting within which language learning
takes place. For example, whether a community is multilingual or
largely monolingual may affect the extent to which L2 learning is seen
as a valuable activity or how ‘language aware’ learners might be.

Beyond this immediate environment, the model highlights the
regional, national and international contexts for English language
teaching and learning that may influence attitudes and policy, thereby
affecting, both directly and indirectly, what happens within educational
institutions and the language class itself. In multilingual Singapore,
for example, the government promotes English over other official
languages such as Malay, Mandarin and Tamil, in order to meet the
perceived needs of the global economy. Additionally, how ever, the
Singaporean government also strongly promotes Standard Singaporean
English (SSE), which is grammatically and lexically similar to Standard
British English (with some phonological differences), over a widely
spoken Colloquial Singaporean English (CSE, or Singlish), which
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Figure 10.1 An inventory of contextual factors in language teaching

Source: Stern, 1983: 274.
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features a range of non-standard language features. The government
promotes SSE through school curricula, class teaching and the attitudes
and values that underpin the government-supported ‘Speak Good
English Movement’ (SGEM); fearing that CSE will harm Singapore’s
international competitiveness, the SGEM both promotes SSE and
discourages the use of Singlish (Jenkins, 2009). Of course, as an
example of the links between ELT classrooms and the wider social
context, Singapore is not alone in this approach to English language
and English language teaching and learning, as we shall see later in
the chapter.

As Stern’s model and the example of Singapore suggest, the
immediate and wider social context of ELT includes a range of issues
that may affect teaching, learning and the L2 classroom. According
to Stern (1983), these include:

• Linguistic factors: for example, the extent to which English may
already be used within the learners’ local, regional or national
community (as in Singapore), or the degree to which multilingualism
is accepted as the norm.

• Socio-cultural factors: for example, the perceived economic, political
and cultural status of English or a particular variety of English and,
consequently, its relationship with other languages in a community.

• Historical/political factors: for example, policy shifts towards, or
away from, teaching English based on attitudes towards the British
Empire and imperialism or towards current US influence in the
world.

• Geographical factors: for example, Central and South American
learners may tend towards General American English norms (i.e.,
the Standard English of the USA); Standard British English may
have more importance in European countries (clearly, however, 
as Stern (1983) points out, ‘geography’ cannot be interpreted too
mechanically; perceptions of the esteem and importance of a variety
(i.e., socio-cultural factors) will be more influential than straight-
forward geographical distance).

• Economic and technological developments: for example, English
may be seen as important for economic development (as in
Singapore); or, from a very different perspective, the cost of ELT
materials and technological equipment (e.g., computers), and the
economic resources available, will affect teaching and learning in
many contexts.

• Educational factors: for example, the age at which children start
school, whether English is a compulsory subject within the
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curriculum, the role of other languages within the education system
and the number of hours tuition for each school subject.

As Stern (1983: 283) notes, for English language teaching (and, indeed,
for all language teaching), ‘society and culture are more than back-
ground and even more than context’; what happens in a language
classroom is inseparable from its socio-cultural context.

Task 10.1 Your classroom and the wider socio-
cultural context

Consider the contextual factors that affect language teaching and
language classrooms in your own professional context:

• What kind of institution do you work in (e.g., primary, secondary,
tertiary, state, commercial language school)?

• How does this affect teaching and learning in your classes? In what
ways does your institution affect what happens in your classroom,
either directly (e.g., by providing the syllabus or materials, allocating
a certain number of hours for classes) or more indirectly (e.g.,
though its values, goals, or objectives)?

• How might the ‘typical’ home and neighbourhood environment of
the learners affect L2 learning in your classroom or institution? For
example, is language learning seen as a valuable and interesting
social or educational activity; do learners come from largely
monolingual or bi- or multilingual environments, and how might
this affect learning (e.g., in terms of motivation and beliefs,
language awareness or practice opportunities outside class)?

• In what ways do regional, national and international attitudes and
policies affect what happens in your language classroom? For
example, is English taught as one of several language options, or
as the primary second or foreign language? Why? What policies
are there surrounding a national curriculum or national testing
system for English language?

• What historical or political trends affect ELT in your professional
context, and how?

• To what extent do economic and technological resource issues
affect what happens in your language classroom?



 

Thinking about English: ‘what might teachers teach 
and learners learn’ revisited

In Chapter 4, we recognized that ‘what English language teachers teach
and learners learn’ is a more complex question than it might at first
appear; there, we addressed the issue in terms of how language is
conceptualized (for example, as ‘innate knowledge in an individual’s
mind’, as ‘a set of sentences’ or as ‘a skill’). Now, however, we shall
explore what is meant by English, and discuss the possible implica-
tions of these developing understandings for teachers and other ELT
practitioners both in the classroom and beyond. As Widdowson (1992:
333) puts it: ‘What, to begin with, is this English language we teach?
How is the subject to be defined?’ The discussion brings together global
trends, national and institutional policies and values, and individual
learners’ needs, beliefs and reasons for learning.

Changing English, World Englishes: dilemmas for 
the ELT classroom

Introductory questions
The spread of English around the world is well documented. Graddol
(2006) notes that English is now spoken by almost 2 billion people,
and in almost every country of the world. For some, English is a first
language; others use English in countries such as India or Nigeria where
it is an ‘official’ or institutionalized second language (used, for example,
in government or law); a third group of English speakers are those
who live in countries where English does not have an acknowledged
official role, for example China, Germany or Mexico (Jenkins, 2009).
Significantly, there are fewer English L1 speakers (approximately 330
million) than L2 speakers in countries where English has an official
status (approximately 430 million); these L2 speakers are, in turn,
fewer in number than the roughly 1 billion people learning or using
English elsewhere in the world (Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2009). It is
worth noting, however, that these figures are likely to have increased
since Crystal’s 2003 estimates.

Additionally, there are clearly differences in the expertise of English
speakers (Rampton, 1990) and the variety of English spoken both
within and between these different groups. Some speakers will be able
to make themselves understood more effectively and across a wider
variety of English language contexts than others (an attribute that does
not necessarily depend upon being a native speaker), while varieties
and dialects are a characteristic of most English language environments
(e.g., in Singapore, as we have seen).

The global use of English raises a number of difficult questions:
why has English become so important in the world – a ‘happy
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coincidence’ or a result of ‘linguistic imperialism’? Are the benefits of
English evenly spread or do some countries (and people) benefit more
than others? What are the links between English and globalization?
What is the relationship between English and other languages? How
has English changed as it has spread, and should we now refer to
Englishes? What are our attitudes towards this variation and the
different ways in which different groups of speakers use English? Is
the fact that there are fewer L1 than L2 and other speakers of English
significant? What kinds of communication is English actually used for
in the world? And what are the implications of these debates for
English language teaching?

These key issues are reviewed in detail elsewhere (e.g., Phillipson,
1992; Pennycook, 1994; Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2009; Seargeant,
forthcoming), and we shall return to the political and ideological
questions they raise when we discuss the wider educational purposes
of ELT in Chapter 12. Yet some have direct implications for classroom
practice and it is to these that we now turn.

In the classroom: which variety?
Traditionally, the question of which English to teach focused on the
perceived competition between British and US English; as Jenkins
(2009: 119) observes:

The Englishes that are revered, and are the goal of teaching and
testing in many parts of the world are still native speaker varieties,
particularly British and North American; the methodologies and
materials that are promoted are still those favoured by the ENL
[English as a Native Language] centres – communicative approaches
with an emphasis on ‘learner autonomy’ and monolingual (English-
only) textbooks; the teachers who are most highly sought after are
native speakers of English; and the tests which are taken most
seriously measure learners’ competence in relation to native-speaker
norms.

However, the relevance of this perspective for many ELT contexts has
been increasingly questioned. As noted above, there are fewer L1
English speakers than speakers of English as a second language or
English speakers from other contexts around the world. Additionally,
for many speakers, the purposes for which English is being learned
and used have changed, with English increasingly used as a Lingua
Franca (ELF) between non-native speakers who do not share an L1,
rather than primarily for communication with native speakers of
English (which might still be termed an EFL, that is, a foreign language,
situation). Furthermore, the linguistic characteristics and associated
communication strategies used in Lingua Franca contexts may differ
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from native speaker norms (Jenkins, 2000 and 2007; Kirkpatrick,
2007); Seidlhofer (2004), for example, shows that ELF communication
often includes, for instance, non-use of the third person –s (e.g., he
play) and use of a single question tag (e.g., isn’t it?), features that do
not hinder communication or understanding, and which appear to be
accommodated by ELF speakers.

Thus, in many contexts, the assumption that British or North
American English is the ‘natural’ variety for English language teachers
and learners to focus upon is potentially problematic, or, at least, open
to review. Of course, as Jenkins (2009) observes, some learners will
always need or aspire to native speaker norms and varieties, perhaps
for travel to, or study in, the UK, US, Australia or New Zealand, for
example. Yet even here, Jenkins argues that learners should be made
aware of the differences between native and Lingua Franca forms and
contexts (ibid.). For learners whose main purpose is to use English in
their immediate socio-cultural content or as a Lingua Franca, however,
it seems possible that native speaker English is less appropriate than
localized non-native varieties or a focus on language features that 
are typical of ELF communication. At the very least, this may mean
spending less time (and resources) attending to specific native speaker
English features such as question tags or native speaker English idioms,
and accommodating a variety of ‘acceptable’ ELF forms in the
classroom. Alternatively, it could, in the future perhaps, mean teaching
Indian or Chinese English in South or East Asia, where English
language communication may be dominated by these two powerful
and influential economies or, for example, Nigerian English in Nigeria,
Singaporean English in Singapore and so on (Kirkpatrick, 2007).
Meanwhile, Willis identifies six possibilities for ELT in Lingua Franca
contexts:

Option 1: Teach standard (British?) English;
Option 2: Define a form of ‘international English’ and teach that;
Option 3: Offer a range of Englishes in the classroom;
Option 4: Offer successful L2 speakers of English as models;
Option 5: Give learners exposure to largely native-speaker English

but place a very low premium on conformity;
Option 6: Include the study of language and dialects in a language

teaching programme.
(Willis, 1999, in Jenkins, 2005: 129)

The debates surrounding English and Englishes, the notion of
acceptable Lingua Franca language features and the extent to which
non-native varieties and variation should be recognized within the ELT
classroom are fiercely contested by applied linguists and teachers alike
(and, indeed, by politicians, policy-makers and other interested parties
in many countries). Variation away from native speaker norms is still
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seen as ‘worse’ rather than ‘different’ in many contexts, while several
applied linguists argue that teaching non-native speaker English fails to
meet learners’ needs and aspirations (e.g., Quirk, 1990). While this may
be linked to issues of linguistic clarity and intelligibility, the apparent
prestige and status of native speaker Englishes compared to other
varieties clearly remains an issue for many. There are, addition ally, a
number of practical difficulties with the idea of teaching non-native or
Lingua Franca English(es), such as resource availability, syllabus and
textbook norms and standards, and international testing requirements
(as Jenkins identifies, above). Of course, these could be addressed
relatively easily if the prevailing discourses, which tend to promote
native speaker norms within many ELT contexts, were to evolve. We
shall return to this and to related issues, such as the appar ently
dominant status of the ‘native speaker teacher’ within language
teaching, in Chapter 12.
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Task 10.2 In your context: which English?

• Why are learners in your professional context studying English?
Who are they likely to communicate with in English, and for what
purposes? Are they likely to talk to native speakers or to non-native
speakers?

• What are the implications of this for the variety or varieties of
English they could learn?

• What variety of English is taught in your professional context, for
example, British English, North American English, another variety
such as East Africa English or Hong Kong English, and why?

• Is it possible to imagine teaching a different variety of English in
principle . . . and in practice? Why/why not?

• Refer back to Willis’s options for the ELT classroom in Lingua
Franca contexts. To what extent do you think each suggestion is
a realistic possibility? Consider issues such as the needs of the
learners and their learning preferences; the resources you have
available; your institutional approach and other factors relevant to
your social context.

• From a critical perspective, the current sociolinguistic realities of
English language variation and use around the world often appear
to be overlooked by materials writers and publishers, within
syllabus and curriculum design, by international testing systems
and, it is suggested, by ELT methodologists. How far do you agree
with this perspective?
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Notions of English, Englishes and ELF therefore require ELT
professionals to consider ‘whose usage [we are] to take as the model
for language learners to aspire to’ (Widdowson, 2003: 30); it is to
further questions surrounding which ‘model’ of English might be most
appropriate for language learners that we now turn.

Appropriate for learning? Language description, 
‘real English’ and ELT

As Seidlhofer (2003) notes, although the global spread of English and
its implications for the ELT classroom are obviously controversial,
developments in corpus linguistics and associated advances in descrip -
tions of English at first seem less problematic for language teachers.
However, notions of ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ language do, in fact, present
ELT professionals with a number of dilemmas – whether to teach
‘genuine’ or ‘artificial’ language content in class, whether corpus-based
language description tends to assert native speaker norms in ESL and
ELF contexts, and, more philosophically, whether ‘real’ language can
ever be ‘authentic’ once it is removed from its original context and
studied in the language classroom (Widdowson, 1978; 1998). Although
‘authenticity’ and ‘real’ language data are issues that relate closely to
debates surrounding ELT textbooks and materials, in this discussion,
we shall focus specifically on questions of pedagogical effectiveness
and appropriateness, addressing those issues specific to teaching and
learning resources in Chapter 11.

‘Real English’: what and why?

Task 10.3 First thoughts: real and invented
language in the classroom

Look at the two transcripts below. The first is a real conversation
recorded in a hairdressing salon; the second is an invented dialogue
from a popular English language textbook:

• In what ways does the language in the two extracts differ?

• How might you use each transcript in class? What would you focus
upon with learners?

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of each transcript 
for teaching and learning? Which would you prefer to work with and
why?

TC
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Example 1

[In the hair salon]

A: Do you want to come over here?
B: Right, thanks (3 secs) thank you
A: Tea or coffee?
B: Can I have a tea, please?
A: Do you want any sugar?
B: Er, no milk or sugar, just black thanks
C: Right
B: I hate it when your hair just gets so, you know a bit long

[C: yeah] and it’s just straggly
C: Right
B: It just gets to that in-between stage

[C: Yeah] doesn’t it where you think oh I just can’t stand it
any more (2 secs) I think when it’s shorter it tends to, you
notice it growing more anyway
[C: Mm] you know it tends to grow all of a sudden

(Carter and McCarthy, 1997: 106–7)

Example 2

[At the hairdresser’s]

Jane: . . . Oh, yes, my husband’s wonderful!
Sally: Really? Is he?
Jane: Yes, he’s big, strong, and handsome!
Sally: Well, my husband isn’t very big, or very strong . . . but he’s

very intelligent
Jane: Intelligent?
Sally: Yes, he can speak six languages
Jane: Can he? What languages can he speak?
Sally: He can speak French, Italian, German, Arabic, and Japanese
Jane: Oh! . . . My husband’s very athletic
Sally: Athletic?
Jane: Yes, he can swim, ski, play football, cricket and rugby. . .
Sally: Can he cook? My husband can’t play sports . . . but he’s an

excellent cook
Jane: Is he?
Sally: Yes, and he can sew, and iron . . . he’s a very good husband
Jane: Really? Is he English?

(Hartley and Viney, 1978, in Carter, 1998: 46)

Extract from the Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of English (CANCODE) 
“In the hair salon” in Ronald Carter, Michael McCarthy, Exploring Spoken
English, 1997, Copyright Cambridge University Press, reprinted with permission.
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The extent to which classroom texts should be ‘authentic’ (that is,
originally written for non-teaching purposes) and tasks should replicate
naturally occurring, ‘authentic communication’ outside the classroom
has long been discussed within ELT, especially since the advent of
Communicative and Task-based learning (see Chapter 5). ‘Authentic’
texts and tasks, it is argued, draw upon more realistic models of
language use and leave learners better prepared for life outside the
classroom. From the 1980s onwards, these debates have been fuelled
by the emergence of new and detailed descriptions of English language
use derived from the qualitative and quantitative study of corpora, a
corpus being a principled (i.e., representative) collection of written or
spoken texts stored on a computer (O’Keefe et al., 2007; see also
Cheng, forthcoming).

Corpora studies show that actual language use is often quite
different to the language features recorded in standard grammars of
English, and that naturally occurring spoken language includes many
features not dealt with in grammars or English language textbooks
(Carter, 1998). Thus, suggesting that many teachers pay little attention
to ‘the facts’ of English language description and, in fact, take for
granted a ‘mythology’ about English language behaviour, Sinclair
(1997: 31) argues that teachers should ‘present real examples only 
. . . language cannot be invented; it can only be captured’. Sinclair
acknowledges that teachers may think up and use quick, informal
examples to exemplify a point in class, but argues that, in the
presentation of language models, ‘it is essential for a learner of English
to learn from actual examples, examples that can be trusted because
they have been used in real communication’ (2005: ix). Sinclair (ibid.)
maintains that teachers find it difficult to invent realistic examples,
while learners can deal with ‘real’ language with less difficulty than is
often supposed. Thus, according to Willis:

Contrived simplification of language in the preparation of materials
will always be faulty, since it is generated without the guide and
support of a communicative context. Only by accepting the
discipline of using authentic language are we likely to come
anywhere near presenting the learner with a sample of language
which is typical of real English.

(Willis, 1990: 127, in Seidlhofer, 2003: 78)

Questions and concerns
Perhaps unsurprisingly, many teachers and applied linguists (indeed,
many corpus linguists!) disagree with the suggestion that only ‘real’
language should be presented in ELT classrooms. ‘Unreal’, scripted or
simplified language may be more accessible for learners and, thus, more
appropriate, or, as Carter (1998: 47) comments, more ‘real pedagogic -
ally’; ‘authentic’ English may be more difficult to comprehend or



 

produce, and thus less useful or real pedagogically (ibid.). Similarly,
Widdowson (1998: 714–15) suggests that:

The whole point of language learning tasks is that they are specially
contrived for learning. They do not have to replicate or even
simulate what goes on in normal uses of language. Indeed, the more
they seem to do so, the less effective they are likely to be.

Widdowson also argues that language in fact ceases to be ‘authentic’
when removed from its original context as learners cannot possibly
understand it in the same ways as its original users; learners are, by
their very nature, outsiders to the original discourse community and
to the actual communicative purposes for which the language was used
(ibid.). Additionally, as most ‘real’ language descriptions within ELT
are drawn from native speaker usage (e.g., the COBUILD ‘Bank of
English’ Corpus), not only is the language potentially ‘unnatural’ in
many English Lingua Franca ELT contexts, it is ‘culturally marked’,
reinforcing native speaker norms (and, consequently, the status and
position of native speaker teachers within ELT), leading Prodromou
to ask ‘whatever happened to world Englishes?’ (1996: 372).

Ways ahead?
Despite these concerns, corpus-based descriptions of English and ‘real’
language clearly have important implications for language teachers and
teaching (Cook, 1998). Yet the extent and ways in which ‘real English’
is drawn upon in ELT classrooms will depend upon a number of
contextual factors including: the extent to which learners, teachers and
other ELT professionals (e.g., textbook and materials writers) regard
‘authentic’ language as both the aim of learning and relevant to
classroom life; the learners’ social context, their reasons for learning
and the relationship between ‘real’ English and local Englishes; and
the availability of relevant resources, ranging from, for example,
textbooks based around ‘real’ English to CALL facilities through
which learners may be able to explore corpus data themselves.

Thus, there are a number of ways in which ‘real’ language data
might be used by or with learners, from self-directed language aware -
ness tasks to teacher-led presentations, and very few applied linguists
or teachers ‘would ever advocate simply dumping large loads of corpus
material wholesale into the classroom’ (McCarthy, 2001: 129).

English and learners’ needs: specific English for
specific purposes

The above discussion suggests that decisions about what type or
variety of English should be taught and learned are not as straight -
forward as they may at first appear. In any classroom, the English
taught reflects, either overtly or implicitly, both practical concerns and
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more ‘ideological’ perspectives about why the learners are studying
English, what they need to know, the most effective ways of helping
them achieve this, and the nature and role of English in the world.
The ways in which ELT professionals and learners understand these
issues are likely to be affected by the range of contextual factors
identified by Stern (see pp. 182–5).

In some contexts, however, an additional question is the extent to
which learners need to develop their overall linguistic competence in
English, or whether they might focus in particular on learning the
language and skills necessary to meet a specific need or to fulfil a
particular role, in effect, learning English for a Specific Purpose (ESP).

Like ‘general English’ classes, ESP teaching and learning takes place
in a diverse range of settings around the world. ESP classes can thus
look very different in different environments (although ESP learners
are generally adults); there is no fixed language teaching methodology.
However, what draws ESP approaches together is that, rather than
focusing on general language structures, classes and courses are
designed to help learners communicate effectively in a specific work
or study situation (Robinson, 2004), for example, as hotel employees,
trade unionists or architects, or as students undertaking academic
studies in English (a context that has its own acronym, EAP, that is,
English for Academic Purposes).

ESP thus provides a further perspective on the English that 
teachers might teach and learners might learn; the language taught 
is determined primarily by learner ‘needs’ that can be identified and
specified to a much greater degree, it is claimed, than the needs of
‘general English’ learners (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987). Analysing
learners’ current or future language needs (including functional lang -
uage skills) in a particular context might typically involve shadowing
or observing learners in their workplace, and the collection of authentic
texts and materials that may later be used as teaching materials. Thus
the debates surrounding ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ language (see above) are
particularly relevant within ESP contexts as learners work to discover
and use the preferred forms of spoken or written discourse used 
by members of the target community, group or profession. Hence, 
the English that is taught and learned in ESP contexts is essentially
genre-based.

Robinson (2004) highlights a number of dilemmas surrounding the
teaching and learning of ESP such as: the extent to which ESP classes
should include elements of ‘general English’ and aim to develop
learners’ broader linguistic competence; whether ESP requires a basic
level of language competence (e.g., intermediate) before learners can
make satisfactory progress in complex and specialized language; and
how far teachers are teaching language, and how far work-related 
non-linguistic content. Robinson (2004) also questions whether some
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ESP programmes, particularly short introductory courses, really
develop genuine linguistic competence or merely teach ‘language-like
behaviour’. For example, airline in-flight attendants attending a one-
day ESP course may acquire a limited set of useful routine phrases,
but might not be able to create their own original utterances or
respond during unpredictable or unexpected interaction (ibid.).

The work-related focus of ESP teaching and learning makes clear
the links between the language classroom and wider contextual factors
(as documented in Stern’s model, see above). Most ESP programme
literature and teacher development texts refer to sponsors or stake -
holders (e.g., employers, training institutes) who may organize and
commission classes for learners (e.g., Hutchinson and Waters, 1987;
Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998). Meanwhile, the relatively recent
development of English for ‘peacekeeping’ or ‘security’ pro grammes
in countries and contexts ranging from Angola to Azerbaijan and
Latvia to Libya is impossible to imagine without the immense global
geopolitical changes of the last twenty years (see, for example, Woods
(2006) for further discussion). Additionally, links between ESP, inter -
national business and globalization can be seen in the emergence of
‘call-centre English’ programmes in India and elsewhere (Forey and
Lockwood, 2010), where historical, political and economic trends
link global trends to local contexts. (It is worth noting how these
examples bring into focus potentially difficult questions concerning
the relationship between ELT and global power, politics and economics
to which we shall return in Chapter 12; see also our earlier discussion
of the role of values in ELT, Chapter 3.)

Task 10.4 From teaching English to teaching
‘content’: thinking about CLIL

This chapter has reflected upon the problematic issue of ‘which
English’ might be appropriate for teaching and learning in any given
ELT classroom. Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)
approaches, however, suggest that English should not be the primary
focus of classes at all. Increasingly popular in many contexts, CLIL
involves ‘using a language that is not a student’s native language as
a medium of instruction and learning for primary, secondary and/or
vocational-level subjects such as maths, science, art or business’
(Mehisto et al., 2008: 11). Hence, there is no predetermined language
syllabus; learners learn the necessary and specific language for a
particular subject as they study its content. Central to CLIL, therefore,
is the notion of ‘learn as you use’ rather than ‘learn to use’ (ibid.); 
it is thus similar to immersion programmes and other forms of 



 

Summary: English . . . and values in ELT

This chapter has investigated what is meant by English, problematizing
an issue that is less straightforward than it might at first appear. The
discussion has examined key debates surrounding the Lingua Franca
function and forms of English; the extent to which ‘real’ English
should be the goal of, and a resource for, ELT and, indeed, whether
‘real’ language is a coherent pedagogical concept; and the ways in
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content-based instruction, and we can also discern links to ideas,
examined earlier, of ‘learning through exposure’ and the Input
Hypothesis (see Chapters 4 and 6). CLIL classes, however, may be
more content-driven or more language-driven as appropriate:

• How widespread is CLIL in your professional context? Have you
ever experienced CLIL, either as a teacher or a learner?

• What connections can you identify between CLIL and issues and
ideas summarized in earlier chapters? For example, what is the
relationship between CLIL and ‘strong’ forms of CLT (see Chapter
5)? How might CLIL draw upon ideas such as comprehensible input
and output (Chapter 6)? In what ways might CLIL affect learner
motivation (Chapter 7)?

• It has been suggested that CLIL is more challenging for both
teachers and learners than a focus on ‘just’ language. How far do
you agree with this perspective?

• To what extent do you think CLIL might be more suitable for some
learners than others?

• In what ways do you think adopting a CLIL approach involves a
significant degree of change for teachers who have a background
teaching only language, and in what ways do you think CLIL
‘cannot be separated from standard good practice in education’
(Mehisto et al., 2008: 27).

• Most CLIL programmes around the world are taught in English. To
what extent, then, might the development of CLIL approaches in
schools and other educational institutions promote English at the
expense of other languages? In other words, how far does CLIL
serve to reinforce the dominant position of English in the world by
replacing, rather than complementing, other languages? (See
Chapter 12 for further discussion of English in the world.)



 

which learners’ specific purposes for learning can and should be
prioritized through ESP. As we have seen, the issues we have examined
are subject to fierce debate among applied linguists, teachers and
learners, and there are clearly no simple answers to these challenging
questions. A variety of global and local contextual factors may affect
decisions about what variety of English might or should be taught and
learned in any particular ELT environment.

Implicit in much of the discussion is the notion of values. Classroom
practice and ‘ideology’ or ‘values’ are inseparable, not only in terms
of how teachers teach (see Chapter 3), but also, the current discussion
suggests, in terms of what they teach. While this is extremely clear
when exploring the relative prestige of varieties of English (e.g.,
Standard British English compared to English as a Lingua Franca), it
also an important consideration when reviewing the apparent
‘pragmatism’ and ‘neutrality’ of much ESP (and CLIL) teaching, which,
from a critical perspective, accommodates a status quo view of the
world (Pennycook, 1997). Whether one agrees fully with this perspec-
tive or not, it does invoke Davies’ key question, that is, ‘what are we
trying to achieve in ELT?’ (1995: 145).

We shall return to this question in Chapter 12. However, before we
do so, we shall examine the possible ways in which ELT curricula and
materials shape and organize language for teachers and learners, again
linking classroom practices and interventions to broader institutional
and social trends, as we move to the next chapter.
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11 Planning and organizing
L2 learning and teaching

Contexts and curriculum,
possibilities and realities

In deciding on [language teaching] goals, planners choose from
among alternatives based on assumptions about the role of teaching
and of a curriculum. Formulating goals is not, therefore, an objective
scientific enterprise but a judgement call.

(Richards, 2001: 112)

This chapter will:

• explore the ways in which the terms ‘curriculum’ and ‘syllabus’ have
been conceptualized;

• identify the principles around which L2 syllabuses might be organ-
ized, noting the influence of course designers’ beliefs, assumptions
and values in this process, and recognizing that syllabus plans and
principles are not necessarily realized in practice;

• examine the role and purposes of assessment and testing within ELT,
and the dilemmas language testing raises for teachers and policy-
makers;

• explore the key debates surrounding instructional materials within
ELT, encouraging readers to reflect upon how materials may
support language learning, and the ways in which materials have
been critiqued;

• note the links between the dilemmas, debates and interventions
highlighted in this chapter and issues identified in earlier chapters
concerning values in ELT, language teaching methods and theories
of language and of language learning.

Introduction: the language curriculum – clarifying
concepts

Previous chapters have suggested that L2 classrooms are complex
social spaces in which learners engage with learning opportunities in,



 

at times, unpredictable ways. We have also noted that, within any given
teaching and learning context, teachers will be guided by their sense
of what is or is not ‘plausible’. However, teachers (and learners) are,
of course, rarely ‘free agents’; the day-to-day decisions that practi -
tioners make inside the classroom, and the ‘shape’ of classroom life,
are influenced by broader societal and institutional factors. One of the
most obvious and wide-ranging of these is the language curriculum,
which, in this chapter, we will examine as a broad set of interrelated
factors and processes (Richards, 2001).

As the belief in Method as the central aspect of language teaching
has faded (see Chapter 5), theorists and practitioners alike have paid
increasing attention to L2 curriculum design (Graves, 2008), focusing,
among other things, upon: learners’ and teachers’ expectations for a
given ELT programme; the purposes of learning and programme goals;
teaching and learning styles; the resources, materials and textbooks
to be used; and evaluation, that is, both programme evaluation and
learner assessment (Richards, 2001: ix). Thus, how might ‘the language
curriculum’ be conceptualized? There are a number of competing and
overlapping perspectives.

Drawing upon a British perspective (the use of terminology differs
in the USA), White (1988: 4) defines the curriculum as ‘the totality of
content to be taught and aims to be realized within one school or
educational system’. Stern identifies what this might mean in more
detail, suggesting that ‘curriculum’ refers ‘not only to the subject
matter or content, but also to the entire instructional process including
materials, equipment, examinations and the training of teachers’ 
(1983: 434). From this perspective, a curriculum involves ‘planning,
implementation and evaluation’ (Hall and Hewings, 2001: 1), although
in some contexts, the curriculum may only be implicit, inferred, for
example, from the textbooks or assessments used by an institution.

In the USA, ‘curriculum’ tends to be synonymous with British
understandings of ‘syllabus’ and, indeed, these two terms are often
used interchangeably throughout ELT (including the UK). However,
in contrast to the British understanding of curriculum, a syllabus is
generally understood to be the content of a particular language
programme (or subject area) or the step-by-step guide that sequences
and structures content, specifying what is taught (but not necessarily
what is learned, as noted in earlier chapters!). Although syllabuses are
public documents, their format and length can vary, ranging from ‘no
more than one or two pages in length’ or, in some institutions, the
contents pages of textbooks, to ‘over one hundred pages’ (Taylor,
1970: 32, in White, 1988: 3). Additionally, while syllabuses focus upon
content, ‘the what and how of language teaching can be closely
connected’ (Johnson, 2008: 216); thus, by outlining course content, a
syllabus is likely to affect classroom methodology (see Chapter 5 for
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further discussion of the links between language content and language
teaching methodologies).

As Graves remarks, ‘while these definitions are straightforward,
curriculum processes are hardly neutral’ (2008: 149). White (1988)
observes that any curriculum reflects the beliefs, values and theories of
those who produce it, while Graves (2008: 149) suggests that a
curriculum ‘is a product of someone’s reasoning about what education
is, whom it should serve and how’, which serves ‘the interests of some,
but not all’ (Jackson, 1992: 21, in Graves, 2008: 149). We shall return
to this point later in this chapter, and again in Chapter 12. Additionally,
the ways in which curriculum design is undertaken and implemented
can vary widely, from potentially hierarchical, ‘specialist’-designed
curriculums, which aim to be ‘teacher-proof’ with little practitioner
input and decision-making, to teacher and learner-centred curriculums
whereby classroom participants determine policy according to their own
perceptions of their needs (Johnson, 1989: 12). We shall examine this
in more detail shortly, when we explore process and negotiated
syllabuses.

To summarize, therefore, the planning and organization of L2
teaching and learning, that is, the processes of curriculum development,
results from the interaction of a range of factors – from policy-based
social and institutional concerns to the ways in which classroom
‘cultures’ might shape what is and is not possible when a curriculum
is implemented or ‘enacted’ in practice (Graves, 2008). Thus, according
to Johnson, ‘a coherent language curriculum reconciles what is
desirable (policy) with what is acceptable and possible (pragmatics)’
(1989: 18).

This chapter does not explore every aspect of the L2 curriculum,
but instead focuses on the key debates surrounding syllabus design,
testing and assessment and the role of materials in teaching and
learning. The discussion will develop some of the broad themes raised
in this introduction, investigating how and why teachers and other
ELT professionals might plan and organize L2 learning, and the
implications of these potential interventions for ELT practice.

Thinking about the ELT syllabus

Syllabus design can be a complex process based around, for example,
an initial analysis of learners’ needs and the context for learning, and,
later, an evaluation of the syllabus’s effectiveness. Detailed summaries
of this process can be found in, for example Nunan (1988b), Hedge
(2000) and Richards (2001).

In this discussion, however, we shall examine some of the possible
ways in which syllabuses may be organized (i.e., syllabuses in theory),
before exploring some of the broader debates surrounding the role
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and reality of syllabuses in practice. We shall take a ‘broad’ view of
syllabus design (Nunan, 1988b), acknowledging the links between L2
content and methodology (in contrast to a ‘narrow’ view that focuses
only on the selection and grading of content).

Constructing a syllabus: by content, organization 
and presentation

Classifying content
Perhaps the most common way of thinking about and describing
syllabuses is in terms of their content, that is, the nature of the units
into which the syllabus is divided, for example, structures; functions
and notions; situations; genre and text-type; processes, procedures and
tasks; or language skills.

Structural syllabuses systematically introduce learners to grammar
items such as ‘the present simple tense’, ‘modal verbs’ or ‘relative
clauses’. Functions, situations or tasks may be introduced, but only to
facilitate the central focus on L2 structures and forms. However, an
evident dilemma in structural syllabus design is the extent to which it
can, or should, accommodate the learners’ ‘internal syllabus’ (see
Chapter 9). Structural approaches also tend towards a ‘focus on forms’
approach to L2 teaching and learning, which, as seen in Chapter 4, has
been criticized by applied linguists such as Long (1988). Yet despite the
impact of CLT and TBL and the widespread understanding that
‘meaning matters’, many ELT course books are still largely organized
around structures.

In contrast, functions, ‘the communicative purposes for which we
use language’ (Nunan, 1988b: 35) and notions, conceptual meanings
such as ‘logical relationships’ or ‘time and duration’ (ibid.), offer a
more meaning-focused approach to syllabus design in which the basic
units of the syllabus include, for example, ‘apologizing’, ‘requesting’
or ‘giving advice’. Similarly, a syllabus might be organized around
situations, for example, ‘at the bank’ or ‘at the railway station’. As
noted in Chapter 5, notional-functional syllabuses first emerged in the
1970s as a reaction to structural teaching and were a central element
of early, ‘strong’ forms of CLT. However, with the clear exception of
ESP programmes in which learners’ functional and situational needs
remain central (and which are also often organized around genre- or
text-based syllabuses – see Chapter 10; also, Johns, 2002; Bax, 2006),
‘pure’ notional-functional syllabuses are now rare, in part because,
while it might in theory be possible to order and sequence grammatical
structures and ultimately achieve ‘total coverage’ (Johnson, 2008), 
‘we simply cannot teach all the functions of English’ (ibid.: 224);
consequently, the selection and grading of functions and notions can
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appear arbitrary. Additionally, Thornbury (2006) suggests, functional
and notional language is also less generalizable than grammatical
structures and hence perceived as a less central part of the L2 syllabus.
Thus, while it is ‘almost inconceivable’ that a contemporary syllabus
will actually omit functions and notions (Johnson, 2008: 236), they
are often included as a relatively minor element within a ‘multi -
dimensional syllabus’ (examined shortly).

Although very different, in their own ways, structural, notional-
functional and genre-based syllabuses all focus on and categorize
language (Newby, 2004). In contrast, procedural, process and task-
based syllabuses attend more to principles of second language learning
and acquisition. Drawing upon similar principles and, indeed, seen as
synonymous by some applied linguists (e.g., Richards et al., 1985),
they prioritize the route or ‘means’ of learning (Breen, 1984) rather
than specifying L2 outcomes or the ‘ends’ of learning. Hence, process-
orientated syllabuses typically focus upon ‘who does what with whom,
on what subject-matter, with what resources, when, how, and for what
learning purposes’ (ibid.: 56), and might draw upon a bank of available
activities such as planning a journey from a rail timetable, following
instructions to draw a map, or continuing and completing stories
(Prabhu, 1987; see also Chapter 5). Unless tasks are selected to focus
upon particular language items, the actual language to be taught (and,
hopefully, learned) is not specified in advance; it is likely, however, to
be recorded retrospectively.

Thus a distinction can be made between product-oriented and
process-oriented syllabuses (Nunan, 1988b; Newby, 2004), as summa-
rized by White (1988) and illustrated in Table 11.1.

Procedural, process and task-based syllabuses appear to engage with
many of the applied linguistic debates identified in previous chapters;
for example, the learners’ ‘internal syllabus’ appears less problematic
if there is no ‘external’ sequence of language points to follow, they
encour age a focus on form rather than forms, and they have clear
implications for issues of control and decision-making within ELT.
However, as noted in Chapter 5, process and task-based teaching can
be problematic. In addition to the difficulties of developing a coherent
syllabus, the lack of predetermined linguistic goals and outcomes raises
questions con cerning accountability and testing that are a concern for
institutions, governments, and, indeed, many teachers and learners
(Newby, 2004).

Thus, perhaps the most common contemporary syllabus is the
multidimensional or multi-layered syllabus, which, drawing on the
debates above, is a ‘hybrid’ approach to syllabus design. Typically,
these syllabuses combine structures, functions and notions and
elements of task-based learning and skills development, although, as
Littlejohn’s (1992) detailed investigation suggests, core elements of
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many syllabuses and textbooks tend to be structural, with other
content ‘grafted on’ in a subsidiary role (see also Thornbury, 2006).

Organizing, sequencing and grading
There are a number of ways in which content might be sequenced in
L2 syllabuses. Perhaps the most widely recognized criterion is difficulty,
whereby language that is thought to be easier is taught before language
that is thought to be more difficult. However, this apparently common-
sense approach raises a number of questions. An item which has a
simple linguistic form may be difficult conceptually; for example, as
Johnson (2008) notes, English language articles are simple in form (i.e.,
a/ an/ the), but the intricacies of use are difficult to explain. We can see
here links with ideas of ‘teachability’ (see Chapter 9). Similarly, and as
noted above, the existence of the learners’ ‘internal syllabus’ further
complicates perceptions of what language items learners are ready to
learn and, therefore, which language they are likely to find ‘difficult’.
Finally, learners who have different L1s may experience differing
degrees of difficulty with some L2 items (see Chapter 1), this final point
suggesting that syllabus sequencing could potentially derive from a
contrastive analysis of the learners’ L1 and the target language.

Usefulness (or urgency) provides another principle around which
L2 syllabuses may be planned. Usefulness focuses upon learners’
immediate needs and may be particularly relevant for learners who
have recently arrived in an L2 environment and need to cope with
every day life, or for learners of ESP. Usefulness is also the overriding
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Table 11.1 Key characteristics of product and process approaches to syllabus
design

Product-orientation Process-orientation

Focus: What is to be learned? Focus: How is it to be learned?

Interventionist
External to the learner Internal to the learner
Other directed Inner directed or self-fulfilling
Determined by authority Negotiated between learners and 

teachers
Teacher as decision-maker Learner and teacher as joint decision-

makers
Content selected by expert Content identified by learner
Content a ‘gift’ to the learner from Content what learner brings and wants

the teacher or knower
Objectives defined in advance Objectives described afterwards
Assessment by achievement or mastery Assessment in relationship to the 

learners’ criteria of success
Doing things to the learner Doing things for or with the learner

Source: White, 1988: 44–5.



 

principle behind process and negotiated syllabuses, in which syllabuses
and language content emerge through a process of negotiation between
teachers and learners.

Usefulness has also been linked to frequency, whereby syllabuses
might introduce more regularly occurring language before less frequent
items. Frequency information, of course, can be increasingly obtained
from language corpora. However, the relationship between usefulness
and frequency is not as straightforward as it may at first appear, as,
in certain contexts, relatively infrequent words such as ‘ticket’ and
‘passport’, or even ‘help’ and ‘lost’, might be more useful than more
frequent words such as ‘the’ or ‘on’ (Thornbury, 2006).

Thornbury (2006) also observes that tradition influences syllabus
design, items being included because learners and teachers expect
them; for example, despite its relative infrequency, reported speech
can be found in many syllabuses. Johnson (2008), meanwhile,
highlights the principle of ‘grouping’ items that ‘go’ together to form
simplified pedagogic rules; for example, some is often taught with any,
will is often taught with going to and so forth.

Although syllabuses may be organized linearly, whereby language
items are dealt with one after another and mastery is assumed before
learners move on, content is often organized cyclically, through a spiral
syllabus (Corder, 1973). Here, learners return to the same content area,
exploring it in more depth on each occasion. Typical of this approach
are syllabuses that first examine, for example, can as an expression of
ability (e.g., he can swim), later, can as an expression of permission
(e.g., can I interrupt you for a moment?), and, later still, as a ‘general
probability’ (e.g., it can get very cold here in winter).

Links to methodology: presenting content
Clearly, the principles around which syllabuses are organized build
upon the more theoretical perspectives of language and language
learning that have been explored in earlier chapters. Thus, syllabuses
may present language synthetically, language being ‘broken down’ into
a series of constituent parts that are taught separately; alterna-
tively, language may be approached analytically, where there is much
less careful linguistic control within the learning environment and
language is not seen as a series of components to be progressively
mastered (Wilkins, 1976). Synthetic approaches to syllabus design are
closely linked to structural syllabuses and, consequently, to Grammar-
translation and audiolingual language teaching methods. More
analytical approaches clearly relate to process syllabuses and underpin
stronger forms of CLT and TBL (see Chapter 5). Of course, many
contemporary syllabuses draw upon both approaches, Wilkins (1976)
suggesting a continuum exists between the wholly synthetic and the
wholly analytical.
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To summarize, therefore, syllabus design involves a number of
decisions about language content, organization and presentation that
draw upon many of the debates examined in previous chapters. Given
the number of competing and conflicting perspectives, it is, as Johnson
comments, ‘a process full of uncertainties and compromises. Messy,
and certainly an art rather than a science’ (2008: 223).

We shall now further explore notions of conflict, uncertainty and
‘messiness’ as we examine the relationship between syllabuses and L2
teaching and learning in practice, where theory and reality may differ.

Syllabuses in practice: realities and agendas

‘Hidden’ syllabuses
As Newby (2004) observes, syllabuses provide transparency, clarifying
learning objectives for teachers, learners and other interested parties
(e.g., parents and policy-makers). They also regularize and guide

Task 11.1 Syllabuses in your context

Consider the syllabuses that are followed in your professional context:

• Are they largely product or process-oriented? What is their main
‘unit of content’? e.g., largely structural; based around functions
and notions; tasks and processes . . .

• How is the content organized and sequenced? e.g., according to
difficulty, usefulness . . .

• What view of language and of language learning do the syllabuses
draw upon?

• To what extent do you think that:

• Syllabuses should not postpone useful structures because they
are difficult to teach.

• ‘Learnability’ is the key difficulty within syllabus design.

• The most effective way of teaching and learning language is to
break it down into constituent parts and teach it in a specified
sequence.

• Learners should determine the pace and direction of learning.

• What are the implications of these perspectives for syllabus
design?



 

teaching and learning, specifying what content is taught and how 
it is organized. Yet attempts to ensure uniformity are potentially
problematic given the debates identified in earlier chapters concerning
what and how learners learn and the influence of individual character -
istics upon language learning outcomes; that is, what learners learn is
potentially unpredictable and likely to vary from what is planned for
within a given syllabus. Thus, Nunan (1989b) suggests that learners
have a ‘hidden’ syllabus or agenda, Johnson (1989: 6) noting that:

A great deal of behaviour which appears inexplicable and even
bizarre in terms of the official policy can readily be understood once
the ‘hidden’ syllabus has been identified.

However, it is not only learners who may have a ‘hidden syllabus’.
Johnson (1989) observes that if the ‘official’ syllabus differs radically
from teachers’ beliefs about what should be taught and how this
content should be organized, then L2 classroom practices are likely
to conform to this ‘alternative’ syllabus. Indeed, all interested parties
– learners, teachers, parents, school administrators and policy-makers
– may have ‘hidden syllabuses’ and agendas that might cause
mismatches between the ‘official’ syllabus and actual practice, for
example, ‘are they on course for the examination?’ rather than ‘are
they gaining in communicative competence?’ (ibid.).

In other words, what happens in the L2 classroom is not necessarily
the same as outlined by the syllabus; here, there are clear parallels to
the debates explored earlier concerning idealized methods and actual
classroom practices (see Chapter 5). Given this potential difference
between planning and practice, the ‘psychological comfort’ syllabuses
offer teachers and learners may be as important as their clarifying and
guiding role in the L2 classroom (Allwright, 1983).

Guiding or constraining?
Although syllabuses act as a guide for teaching and learning, as Newby
observes, ‘the dividing line between guiding and constraining can
easily be overstepped’ (2004: 591). Syllabuses that are too prescriptive
or overly comprehensive may be viewed by teachers as controlling and
‘disempowering’ documents that impose both content and classroom
methodologies (see Pennycook, 1989 (also, Chapter 5), and van Lier,
1996). Newby thus observes that the status syllabuses enjoy among
teachers and learners depends on the extent to which they are consulted
in the design process and whether a syllabus leaves scope for individual
interpretation.

Syllabus design and subsequent classroom practices, therefore, take
place in specific institutional and social contexts, and the form a
syllabus may take results from:
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the interrelationships that hold between subject-specific concerns and
other broader factors embracing socio-political and philo sophical
matters, educational value systems, theory and practice in curric ulum
design, teacher experiential wisdom and learner motivation.

(Clark, 1991: xii, in Richards, 2001: 90)

Thus:

Rather than merely being an ordered sequence of selected and, as
it were, innocuous items of content, timeless and obscure in origin,
separated from the world, [the syllabus] reveals itself as a window
on a particular set of social, educational, moral and subject matter
values. Syllabuses seen in this perspective stand, then, for particular
ideologies.

(Candlin, 1984: 30)

The wider educational and ideological nature of ELT will be further
explored in Chapter 12. However, this chapter will continue by exam -
ining two further aspects of the ELT curriculum, that is, assessment
and instructional materials, where debates concerning values and
ideologies are never too far away.

Exploring language assessment and testing

Second language assessment and testing is a ‘complex and perplexing
activity’ (McNamara, 2000: 85). Tests are disliked by many teachers

Task 11.2 Reflections on practice

• To what extent do you think learners and teachers have a ‘hidden
syllabus’ that might differ from the ‘official’ syllabus in your
professional context? What kind of things might differ? e.g.,
purposes for learning, language content. . . .

• To what extent do you (and learners) find syllabuses:

• a ‘psychological comfort’?

• a useful guide?

• a constraint on practice?

• To what extent are you involved in the design of your own syllabus?
To what extent are you able to adapt the syllabus that you work
with?



 

and learners. They are stressful for learners (and, in different ways,
for teachers), divert time and resources from the perceived ‘real’
purpose of education, that is, learning, and are often perceived as
unreliable, unfair and unduly controlling (Johnston, 2003). And yet,
most learners and teachers accept that some form of testing and
assessment is an essential part of education, providing learners (as well
as teachers, parents, institutions, employers and other interested
parties) with an indication of their progress. Thus while Johnston
characterizes testing as a ‘necessary evil’ (2003: 77), Johnson more
positively suggests that ‘teachers need testers’ (2008: 302).

Terminology and test types

Although many applied linguists and teachers use the terms inter -
changeably (e.g., Clapham, 2004), Rea-Dickins (in Hedge, 2000: 376)
defines ‘assessment’ as ‘the general process of monitoring or keeping
track of the learners’ progress’; ‘testing’, meanwhile, is one form of
assessment, ranging from the more formal and standardized tests that
might be found at the end of a sequence of classes to inter national
tests such as the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) and
IELTS (International English Language Test Score) examinations.
Assessment and testing can, of course, fulfil both a formative and
summative role.

Language tests can be categorized according to their method and
their purpose. Test methods range from discrete point testing (e.g.,
multiple choice tests) to integrative tests, which test learners’
performance more holistically (e.g., cloze tests), to more overtly
performance-focused tests, which assess language skills in acts of
communication, for example, by eliciting extended samples of speech
or writing (McNamara, 2000; Johnson, 2008). Meanwhile, test
purposes are commonly identified as being either achievement or
proficiency related. Achievement tests relate to a course or programme
of instruction and may include, for example, end-of-course tests or
portfolio assessments specifically based around the programme
syllabus. In contrast, proficiency tests do not relate to a specific
programme but instead assess what learners can do in the L2, that 
is, their level. They may be designed with a specific end use in mind
(e.g., study in an English language-medium university) or offer a 
more general evaluation of proficiency that may be valid for 
‘real’ or ‘general’ life. Placement tests administered at the start of
language programmes are also proficiency tests. As McNamara (2000)
notes, language courses may prepare candidates for proficiency tests
once the tests are established (e.g., IELTS or TOEFL preparation
courses).
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Challenges in test design

It is impossible to document the full range of considerations and
innovations in language test design in this chapter (for fuller reviews,
see, for example, Bachman, 1990; Alderson et al., 1995; McNamara,
2000; Douglas, 2010). However, a number of key concepts are
regularly cited as essential characteristics of an effective test. They are
validity, reliability and practicality.

Validity
A test is valid ‘if it measures what is it supposed to measure and nothing
else’, thereby providing an accurate reflection of a learner’s ability to
perform in the area tested (Heaton, 1988: 159, in Johnson, 2008: 310).
Of course, testing ‘nothing else’ is extremely difficult; for example,
testing writing skills through an essay question will inevitably involve
learners utilizing non-linguistic topic or content knowledge as they
construct an answer.

As well as including valid content (i.e., content validity), tests also
require face validity, that is, they should meet the expectations of those
using them (e.g., learners, teachers and policy-makers). In effect, tests
need to appear convincing to test users. Clearly, although often
perceived as largely ‘technical’ or ‘asocial’ phenomena (McNamara,
2000), language testing is a social enterprise. We shall examine this
perspective in more detail shortly.

Reliability
Tests that provide consistent results are said to be reliable. Thus,
learners at the same level should achieve similar scores, and, if learners
were to take the same test twice, they should achieve similar results
on each occasion. The extent to which a test is reliable depends in
part on factors such as clear instructions, uniform test conditions,
unambiguous test questions and consistent rating procedures (including
marker training and moderation). However, as McNamara (2000)
points out, rating learners’ communicative ability and concepts such
as ‘fluency’ remains ‘intractably subjective’ (37) with ‘enormous poten -
tial for variability and hence unfairness’ (45). Johnson (2008) thus
notes the potential tension between reliability, which can be achieved
through ‘unadventurous’ questions that have easily identifiable right
or wrong answers, and validity, which, for the assessment of com -
municative effectiveness, is more likely to be established through more
complex tasks and rely on marker judgement.

Practicality
Clearly, of course, language tests need to be practical. If a test cannot
be administered effectively, the results cannot be trusted. Indeed,
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Thornbury (2006) argues that test designers may in fact sacrifice
validity and reliability in ‘low stakes’ assessment in the interests of
practicability. Meanwhile, computer-based testing is increasingly seen
as a practical way of administering and marking large numbers of tests
(ibid.), Clapham (2004: 51) observing that:

The competing requirements of test validity and financial practicality
will maintain the distinction between tests which can be admin -
istered reliably to large numbers of students, and more holistic tests
which can potentially reveal all aspects of the candidates’ language
proficiency.

As Johnson comments, therefore, ‘testing is sometimes the art of the
possible’ (2008: 315).

English language testing: wider contexts

As this brief review of validity, reliability and practicality shows:

Language testing is an uncertain and approximate business at the best
of times, even if to the outsider this may be camouflaged by its
impressive, even daunting, technical (and technological) trappings,
not to mention the authority of the institutions whose goals tests
serve. Every test is vulnerable to good questions.

(McNamara, 2000: 85–6)

Thus, language testing is a social practice that, ‘like language itself,
cannot ultimately be separated from wider social and political
implications’ (ibid.: 77).

For example, tests ‘sort and select’ learners (Davies, 2003: 361),
often with significant consequences for learners’ lives (‘high stakes’ tests
such as TOEFL and IELTS, for instance, are often used for selection
and admission into North American, British and Australian univers -
ities). Tests can therefore perform a ‘gate-keeping’ role, including
some learners and excluding others from resources and future oppor-
tunities.

Tests can also influence syllabuses and classroom learning and
teaching through both positive and negative ‘washback’ (Taylor, 2005).
For example, ‘teaching for the test’ is a relatively well-known phenom-
enon. Additionally, Jenkins (2006) suggests that international tests such
as IELTS and TOEFL penalize the use of Lingua Franca forms of English
(see Chapter 10), which, in turn, affects ELT syllabuses around the
world.

Davies thus concludes that that tests are ‘inevitably political’ as they
are designed to ‘meet society’s needs’ (2003: 361). Indeed, Johnston
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maintains that testing, ‘more than any other aspect of teaching’, 
is value-laden (2003: 76). Shohamy (2001) refers to ‘the power of 
tests’ in shaping educational and social policy, and argues that ELT
professionals should explore the rationale and motivation behind
language tests; for example, why is a test being used/taken? Whose
agendas underpin the test? Who gains and who loses from the test?
How will the results be used? Who is interested in the results and why?
What does the test mean for test-takers and their schools? And will
how the test affect teaching? (ibid. xii-xiii). From this perspective, the
‘why’ of language testing is as important as the ‘how’.

Material issues: change, controversy and the ELT
curriculum

Teaching and learning materials of one form or another are ‘almost
universal’ elements of ELT (Hutchinson and Torres, 1994), yet, until

Task 11.3 Your experience of language testing

For a language test you are familiar with (either as a teacher or test-
taker):

• What is the test supposed to measure? Does it achieve this? If so,
how? Is any other knowledge necessary for the test to be taken
successfully?

• What kind of questions does the test include? To what extent do
the test scores rely on marker judgement?

• How easy is the test to administer?

• What is the social context of the test? What are its ‘broader
purposes’?

• What do test-takers hope to achieve by taking the test? Why do
they want/have to take it?

• What are aims of the teachers, school and education system in
setting and administering the test?

• Who gains and who loses from the test?

• How are the results to be used? Who is interested in them and
why?

• Does the test affect classroom teaching, learning and the L2
syllabus? If so, how?

TC



 

recently, relatively little attention has been paid to their role and
impact in comparison to, for example, the role of teachers, learners,
methods and syllabuses (Richards, 1998). In recent years, discussion
has been stimulated by developments in CALL (see Chapter 2) and
the emergence of the ‘teaching unplugged’ metaphor in some contexts
(see Chapter 3).

A ‘broad’ view of materials encompasses anything that assists
teaching and learning, including textbooks and workbooks; black -
boards and whiteboards, including interactive whiteboards (IWBs);
audio and video-materials; wall-charts; Cuisenaire rods; and the
hardware and software that supports the many forms of CALL (both
offline and online). Clearly, the materials available to teachers and
learners vary widely according to context; teachers and learners may
also use similar materials in different ways depending on, for example,
their beliefs, knowledge and skills, and wider social and institutional
norms and expectations.

Over time, changing conceptions of language competence and L2
learning, combined with technological development and evolving
societal perspectives on education, have led to changes in ELT
materials, ‘older’ materials being supplemented or supplanted by newer
resources that may themselves, in turn, become marginalized (Sercu,
2004). Hence, like many elements of ELT, there is thus an element of
‘fashion’ in materials development and use that, Sercu (ibid.: 394)
suggests:

Makes it an absolute necessity that teachers are able to perceive
both the strengths and weaknesses of available teaching aids, and
can make well-considered judgements as to when, how and to what
end they can most effectively be harnessed to particular learning or
teaching tasks. Often such decisions are influenced by considerations
beyond the control of the course designers and producers.

Sercu also notes the understandable tendency for many teachers to
use what is familiar in the face of the hyperbole that often surrounds
new L2 materials, and suggests that it is almost impossible to prove
the effectiveness of one particular resource over another when the
complex situational, relational, educational, cognitive and affective
variables that are at play in any group of learners are considered. In
effect, then, ‘recommendations to use particular media remain largely
based on assumptions, not on generalizable facts’ (ibid.: 297).

Materials evaluation frameworks to assist ELT professionals in the
process of materials evaluation and selection can be found in, for
example, Breen and Candlin (1987), Tomlinson (1998) and Harwood
(2010).
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Focus on textbooks

Richards (1998) suggests that textbooks are the primary source of
teaching ideas and materials for many teachers around the world,
‘indeed, the extent of English language teaching activities worldwide
could hardly be sustained without the help of the present generation
of textbooks’ (127). Yet whether they are a help or hindrance to
teaching and learning has been debated by applied linguists and ELT
professionals alike.

Well-designed textbooks have a number of obvious benefits for
teachers and learners. They provide language input and exposure for
learners; they can provide interesting and motivating material,
organized in an appealing and logical manner; and they provide a
written record of what has been studied, allowing for revision and
continued study beyond the classroom. Textbooks also reduce the
amount of time teachers require for preparation. A ‘difference view’
of textbooks therefore suggests that professional materials writers and
teachers have different and complementary areas of expertise, and that
the use of well-presented, professionally published textbooks frees
teachers to deal with ‘practical and fundamental issues in the fostering
of language learning’ (Allwright, 1981: 6).

Task 11.4 Setting the scene: materials in your
context

• What materials are available for teachers and learners in your
professional context, both inside the L2 classroom and beyond?
e.g., textbooks, IWB, wall-charts . . .

• Which of these materials do you use in your own teaching? Why
do you use them – in what ways do they support teaching and
learning? Are there any ways in which they hinder teaching 
and learning?

• How do you use materials in your classroom? e.g., if you use a
textbook, do you follow it precisely, adapt items, or omit items? In
what ways do you utilize CALL resources?

• What is your rationale for the way you use materials? Why do you
use them as you do? e.g., to save time when preparing, to motivate
learners, to make the materials more relevant to your own
professional context . . .

• To what extent do the materials in your professional context affect
or determine your curriculum and syllabus?



 

A number of counter-arguments have been put forward, however.
Textbooks may create a ‘dependency culture’ in which they can:

. . . seem to absolve teachers of responsibility. Instead of partici-
pating in the day-to-day decisions that have to be made about 
what to teach and how to teach it, it is easy just to sit back and
operate the system, secure in the belief that the wise and virtuous
people who produced the textbook knew what was good for us.
Unfortunately, this is rarely the case.

(Swan, 1992: 33)

Textbooks can thus become ‘reified’ (Richards, 1998), attributed with
qualities of excellence, authority and validity that they might not
have, and, thus, seen as superior to ‘deficient’ teaching (Allwright,
1981). Ultimately, if teaching decisions are based largely on textbooks,
teachers may become ‘de-skilled’, losing their ability to think critically
and work independently in the L2 classroom (Richards, 1998).
Textbooks are also said to fail to cater for individual needs, lead to
material- rather than person-centred classes and constrain classroom
creativity (e.g., Meddings and Thornbury, 2009), although these claims
are strongly contested (e.g., Hutchinson and Torres, 1994).

However, criticisms of textbooks extend beyond these more peda-
gogic or classroom-focused concerns. As well as being an educa tional
resource, textbooks are commercial products, which, it is claimed, are
innately conservative in order to sell as widely as possible. This caution
might be methodological (Littlejohn, 1992), or it might be reflected
in the cultural images that textbooks present (Gray, 2001). Most
textbooks, for example, continue to focus on native speaker lives,
lifestyles and language varieties, V. Cook (2008) observing that images
of successful L2 learners are notably absent from ELT materials;
likewise, images of poverty, disability and many other aspects of 
‘real life’ are difficult to find in many textbooks. Thus, like syllabuses
and tests, textbooks are not ‘neutral’, but reflect a particular view of
society. It would be unfair, however, to imply that textbook writers
and publishers are not aware of or concerned about these issues; yet
producing a marketable product that does not ignore global and local
realities and contexts is a difficult challenge.

Related debates: new technologies revisited

Textbooks, of course, are just one form of materials, and many of the
debates that surround their role and impact are also relevant to new
computer and web-based technologies (we touched on some of these
issues in Chapter 2). Indeed, in some contexts, the boundaries between
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textbooks and new technologies are becoming increasingly blurred.
Many major textbook series are now supported by CD-ROMs and
web-resources that teachers and learners can access in the class-
room and beyond. However, echoing Sercu’s perspective of materials
in general (see above), Lewis (2009) observes that while technology
appears to offer attractive learning opportunities to teachers and
learners, it is a means, not an end; thus teachers and learners should
manage, not be managed by, technology (89).

Thus, as Harmer (2007) observes, the questions policy-makers and
curriculum planners need to ask of new technology are very similar
to those surrounding all aspects of planning and organizing language
teaching. These include exploring the origins of a possible intervention
or innovation, and the motives, theories or ideologies that lie behind
it; examining who benefits from the way in which teaching and learning
is organized and resourced; and considering whether a particular plan
or policy is the most effective way of facilitating L2 learning, and, if
so, why. Thus by engaging with these critical issues, teachers and other
ELT professional ‘can evaluate what they are being offered, not only
in a cynical, but also in a positive light’ (ibid.: 197).

Summary: from curriculum concerns to educational
contexts

Stern suggests that ‘language teaching can be looked upon as a delib-
erate intervention into ethnolinguistic relations which can be planned
more or less effectively’ (1983: 284). This chapter, then, has looked
at the ways in which aspects of the ELT curriculum might be planned
and organized. We have examined the ways in which L2 syllabuses
might be organized, noting both the theoretical foundations and the
practical dilemmas inherent in a variety of approaches.

We have also noted the key considerations that underpin second
language testing, and the ways in which ELT materials might benefit
or constrain teachers and learners. Yet even after curriculum planners
navigate these debates, it is evident that ELT syllabuses and materials,
like methods, are ‘continually reinterpreted and recreated by the teacher
and learners when it is actually used in the classroom’ (Breen, 1984: 47).
Thus, although curricula aim to regularize and guide learning 
and teaching (indeed, Skehan (1998: 260) refers to a ‘conspiracy of
uniformity’), complexity and diversity remain inherent characteristics
of ELT classrooms and institutions.

Furthermore, the discussions in this chapter have focused upon what
might be characterized (or caricatured) as more ‘technical’ or ‘asocial’
issues such as ‘structures or functions’ or ‘test reliability’ and also wider
debates surrounding the social role and purpose of English language
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learning and teaching. Thus, while ELT practices and interventions
build upon conceptions of language and language learning, they also
reflect wider, value-based conceptions concerning the purpose of, and
priorities for, ELT in any given context; and it is to these possible
wider purposes and priorities of ELT that we turn in the final chapter.
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12 ELT in the world

Education and politics, contexts
and goals

Language education is an international business and activity. It is
inevitable, therefore, that the influence of the culture of the society
in which language education takes place will play a significant role
in communication and miscommunication, in cooperation and
conflict; in short, in politics.

(Alderson, 2009: 25)

This chapter will:

• note the relevance of an educational perspective within English
language teaching, exploring differing conceptions of the goals of
education (and ELT) in society and for individuals;

• also acknowledge that educational and commercial discourses 
co-exist within ELT;

• explore the ways in which English language teaching might be
understood as a political undertaking, focusing upon both the
global role of English and ELT, and local contexts, agendas and
goals;

• examine the notion of ‘teachers as researchers’, noting some of 
the ways in which teachers might explore their own professional
environments.

Introduction: emerging debates and broadening
perspectives

Until the late 1980s, theories of second language teaching and learning
focused primarily on individual psychological processes or viewed the
L2 classroom in isolation, a place where individual learners came
together to communicate but where the broader social and political
contexts of learning were largely unimportant (Johnston, 2003: 50).
One of the most notable developments in ELT and applied linguistics
since this time, however, is an acknowledgement of the social, cultural,
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political and historical contexts of English language teaching, their
potential effects on classroom practices, and the possible implications
of the spread of English and ELT around the world for individuals
and communities. Thus:

where before there was only really the question of what, psycho-
linguistically speaking, was the most efficient way of acquiring a
language, now there are matters of ideology, that is, beliefs about
values . . . in relation to politics and power relations.

(Johnston, 2003: 51)

The terms ‘politics’ and ‘political’ are, of course, potentially prob-
lematic. Many teachers do not consider themselves to be political and
do not see the L2 classroom as an environment where politics should
be discussed. However, we have touched on several issues in earlier
chapters that are political in nature, for example, control in the
classroom, the philosophies and worldviews that inform differing
language teaching methods, decisions about what to include in the L2
curriculum and what kind of English to teach in a changing world,
and the role, purposes and potential ‘gate-keeping’ function of
language testing. We have also observed on several occasions that 
ELT professionals are not ‘free agents’ as they engage with these
debates in their daily working lives, but are guided (or constrained)
by institutional norms, policies and resources and societal goals and
expectations, that ‘what happens in the language classroom is
intimately linked to social and political forces’ Tollefson (1995: ix).

It is clear, therefore, that ELT is much more than a ‘technical’
enterprise; it is also a ‘profoundly and unavoidably political under -
taking’ (Johnston, 2003: 50) in which who teaches and learns 
English, and why and how they carry this out, can be traced back to
how policy-makers, institutions and individuals perceive the broader
goals and purposes of English language teaching and, indeed, education
in any given context (Kennedy, 2010). This chapter, therefore, brings
together these key debates, exploring the ways in which English
language teaching is talked and written about, that is, the principal
discourses that reflect and construct ELT practitioners’ understandings
of their professional lives; the key debates surrounding English and
ELT in the world; and the ways in which these global trends may be
understood in diverse and complex local settings.

Towards an educational perspective

ELT in its most widespread form takes place in educational settings,
that is, ‘mainstream’ or state schools, private language schools, colleges
and universities, yet, despite this, ‘it is . . . surprising to note how little
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thought has been given to the relationship between language teaching
and the study of education’ (Stern, 1983: 419). Likewise, Pennycook
(1990: 304) observes that second language education is ‘strangely
isolated’ from educational theory and suggests that, as language is both
the content and the medium of the L2 classroom, language teaching
theory has tended to ‘look in on itself and become overly concerned
with the inner workings of language and language learning at the
expense of other issues’. Meanwhile, Crookes (2003) suggests that
recognizing the broader philosophical foundations of applied linguistic
theory will help teachers develop their own practical ‘philosophies of
teaching’ (see Chapter 1 for the related discussion of teachers’ beliefs).

The goals of education: society and the individual

Among the array of educational philosophies that have emerged since
schools as we now know them first appeared from around 1000 BCE

in China and 450 BCE in Greece (Crookes, 2009), a number of
perspectives are regularly cited in contemporary discussions of the
possible role and goals of education. Most simply and, perhaps,
superficially, education is seen as the ‘transmission’ of information or
skills, or the ‘means whereby we may live and know our surroundings’
(Crookes, 2003: 54). Yet, this is not a ‘simple’ process; as noted in
Chapter 5, ‘knowledge is interested’ (Pennycook, 1989), that is, the
knowledge identified as important within a curriculum is likely to
reflect the needs of dominant interests, for example, the government,
business or ‘the people’ (Crookes, 2003).

From this perspective, education serves the needs of society, either
as currently organized, in which case it is sometimes characterized as
‘traditional, conservative or custodial’ (ibid.: 55), or with a view 
to fostering social and political change, whereby it draws upon
‘progressive’ principles (ibid.). Beyond this mainstream or ‘liberal’
approach to social change, further philosophies of ‘radical’ social
transformation can be found in the form of ‘critical’ pedagogy 
(e.g., Freire, 1970/1993), elements of which now inform many other
educational debates, albeit usually focusing upon more limited
conceptions surrounding the nature of knowledge and learning rather
than emphasizing radical societal change (see, for example, the discus -
sions of ‘critical’ approaches in previous chapters and in the discussion
of ‘knowledge, learning and the curriculum’ that follows shortly).

In addition to links between education and society, education can
also be seen as a process of, or opportunity for, self-development or
self-realization of the individual. However, although self-development
and state or societal development are sometimes seen as being
oppositional, these philosophies of education co-exist to some degree
in most societies (Crookes, 2003).
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An inherent difficulty in any discussion of educational values is the
degree to which philosophies become caricatured as ‘Western’ or ‘non-
Western’. For example, ideas surrounding state-building educational
systems that also support personal advancement first emerged in 
China, yet it is notable that many texts written in English treat
educational theory and philosophy as synonymous with Western
thinking about education (Crookes, 2003; 2009). Additionally, while
localized philosophies of schooling exist, the legacy of Western colonial
and economic power means that some educational traditions and
perspectives are shared between apparently culturally diverse countries
such as China or Korea and the UK or the USA (Crookes, 2003).
Consequently, debates about the role and purposes of education (and
ELT) need to recognize ‘a complex mixture of old and new ideas,
continually struggled over and rarely clearly manifested’ (ibid.: 59).

Knowledge, learning and the curriculum: differing
perspectives

The differing ways in which education is conceptualized, and the
values, philosophies and purposes that these perspectives embody,
plainly affect the curriculum and pedagogy. Writing from a critical
perspective, Canagarajah (1999: 14) notes ‘the “hidden curriculum”
of values, ideologies and thinking that can mould alternate identities
and community allegiance among the students’ (see also the discussion
of the ‘hidden syllabus’ and agendas in Chapter 11).

Hence, Canagarajah characterizes two very different orientations
towards knowledge and learning – a ‘traditional’ or ‘mainstream’
view that ‘separates’ the classroom from its social and political context,
and a ‘contextualized’ or ‘critical’ perspective that more clearly recog -
nizes and accounts for the diverse, complex and ‘situated’ nature of
teaching and learning, as summarized in Table 12.1.

Clearly, elements of the ‘traditional’ orientation offer useful insights
into classroom life (e.g., ‘learning is a cognitive activity’), and, as
Canagarajah observes, it would be ‘unwise’ to argue for a ‘critical’
orientation ‘in absolute terms, without reference to the contexts and
purposes of teaching’ (1999: 17). However, the latter perspective
acknowledges more readily the influence and importance of social,
cultural and political factors on learning and teaching.

‘Not only education’

Educational discourses alone offer only a partial account of English
language teaching and learning. The role of commercial and quasi-
commercial institutions within ELT is well documented (Alderson,
2009: 15), and commercial concerns affect much of the ‘business’ or
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‘industry’ of ELT, from private language schools to higher education
programmes. The UK, for example, derives nearly £1.3 billion
(approximately $1.9 billion USD) each year from the ELT sector alone
and around £10 billion, or $14.5 billion USD, from education-related
exports (Graddol, 2006). From this perspective:

Second language programmes can be viewed within a marketing
framework. It is clear that we are suppliers of a product (or services)
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Table 12.1 ‘Traditional’ and ‘contextualized’ orientations to teaching and learning

‘Traditional’ orientation ‘Contextualized’ orientation

Learning is a cognitive activity – the Learning is a personal activity – the 
mind analyzes, comprehends and personal background of the learner 
interprets. influences how something is learned,

and what is learned shapes the person
(e.g., their consciousness, identity,
etc.).

Learning is transcendental – the learner Learning is situated – learners are deeply 
is impartial and neutral in terms of influenced by larger political and social 
society, culture and ideology. contexts.

Rules, regulations, curricula, 
pedagogies etc. are shaped by socio-
political realities.

Learning processes as universal – Learning as cultural – established 
teaching is value-free and efficient. methods of learning embody the 

preferred ways of learning/thinking of 
the dominant communities.

Therefore knowledge is factual and Knowledge is socially constructed, 
impartial, and correct for everyone. so what is considered true and real

might vary.

Curriculum is value-free. Curriculum is value-laden/ideological, 
containing the assumptions and
perspectives of the dominant group.

Curriculum is a ‘bank’ of established Curriculum is negotiated between 
facts and is therefore transmitted. communities in terms of values, beliefs

and prior knowledge.

Collaboration between groups leads to 
the social construction of knowledge.

Learning is instrumental – teaching Learning is political – teachers have an 
as an innocent and practical activity ethical responsibility for negotiating the 
of passing on correct facts. hidden values and interests behind

knowledge.

Source: Adapted from Canagarajah, 1999: 15–17.



 

Part IV: Institutional frameworks and social contexts222

which consumers need and avail themselves of. Students are con-
sumers who pay for our product directly (from their own pocket)
or indirectly (through subsidies given to them or us).

(Yorio, 1986: 670, in Alderson, 2009: 15)

Indeed, while not necessarily in keeping with the more pedagogic and
educationally focused discussions within this book, a substantial
literature addresses ELT from a more commercial and managerial
perspective, often focusing on issues of leadership or innovation (e.g.,
Impey and Underhill, 1994; White et al., 2008).

Clearly, in many ELT contexts, educational and commercial
discourses co-exist, although one or other of the perspectives might
be more influential or appear more ‘natural’ in any given environment.
Indeed, recognizing that more than one approach exists serves to
problematize the wider role and purposes of ELT as an educational
or commercial undertaking. Alderson (2009) notes, for example, that
many institutions (and governments!) have vested interests in
promoting the teaching and use of English, and it is to these more
explicitly political, and potentially problematic, aspects of the spread
of English and ELT that we now turn.

Task 12.1 ELT as an educational enterprise?

• To what extent do you agree that language teaching theory is overly
concerned with the inner workings of language and language
learning at the expense of ‘other issues’? What ‘other issues’ do
you think ELT professionals might or should be concerned with?

• Pennycook (1990) suggests that applied linguists and ELT
professionals should look beyond questions such as what is the
best age at which to start learning?’, ‘what is the relationship
between input and acquisition?’ or ‘should we teach grammar and
if so, how?’ to ask ‘in what ways can educational technology limit
and in what ways expand the possibilities of L2 learners?’, ‘how
can teachers (and learners) gain control over the evaluation
process?’ or ‘how can one work with limited language yet avoid
trivializing content and learners?’. To what extent do you share his
opinion? How appropriate are these ‘critical’ questions in your
professional context?

• What do you understand by the notion ‘all knowledge is
interested’? To what extent are notions of education for change,
either liberal and progressive or more radical and transformative,
relevant and/or appropriate:



 

English and ELT: a global concern . . . and local concerns

Characterized as ‘lively’ by Seidlhofer, the debates surrounding the
global spread of English and ELT understandably provoke ‘strong
feelings’ (2003: 7) due in particular to their links with issues of identity
and economic opportunity. Hence, the aim of this discussion is not to
argue a particular case, but to draw attention to a number of key issues
and contextual factors which ‘people concerned with ELT cannot
ignore’ (Brumfit, 2001: 139).

Early debates: ‘a lot of English is taught; how much is
learned?’

In one of the first and most provocative critiques of English language
teaching, Rogers (1982) argues that much ELT activity is unrealistic
or even ‘dishonest’. Arguing that Western ‘experts’ create rather than
solve problems, Rogers suggests that English language professionals
often raise false hopes among many learners who study English in order
to gain well-paid jobs that utilize their language skills, but subsequently
discover that few such employment opportunities exist. He also notes
the high financial cost and poor results of many ELT programmes
around the world, and reflects upon the ‘imposition’ by ELT
professionals of non-local values, norms and ‘solutions’ in varied and
diverse con texts around the world. Rogers suggests a set of causal
relationships, illustrated in Figure 12.1, which sustain a situation in
which ‘a lot of English is taught . . . [but] how much is learned?’ (11).

Thus, Rogers argues that instead of Teaching English for No
Obvious Reason (i.e., TENOR), ELT could be restricted to specific and
identifiable groups of tertiary level learners for whom using English is
a genuinely realistic prospect. He does acknowledge, however, that this
is an unlikely scenario given the widespread demand for English and
for ELT around the world and the difficult issues surrounding selection
that it raises (also discussed in Chapter 7, although from an SLA

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111

ELT in the world 223

• in your professional context?

• in ELT more generally?

• To what extent are educational and/or commercial discourses
recognized in your professional environment? To what extent do
you attend to these debates in your role at your institution?

• To what extent do you consider ELT more generally draws upon
educational and/or commercial discourses?



 

perspective). We should also acknowledge that this critique was first
published in 1982 since when, it could be argued, circumstances have
changed. That said, ‘whether or not present day situations are consist -
ent with historical circumstances’, Rogers’ discussion facilitates the ELT
community reflecting upon its responsibilities (Crookes, 2003: 98).

Changing perspectives: global English, ‘native
speakers’ and local contexts

Rogers’ critique problematizes ELT in a number of ways, raising
fundamental questions about the purpose of English language teaching
and learning in the world, the ways in which different groups of ELT
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Figure 12.1 ‘Too much English’: causal relationships within ELT

Source: Rogers, 1982.
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professionals are accorded unequal status and influence in the profes -
sion and, consequently, the ways in which some ELT practices may
not be appropriate in particular local contexts.

English in the world: further insights
Chapter 10 identified some of the main trends associated with the
spread of English, noting, for example, the emergence of non-UK or
US varieties of English, and suggesting that the prestige associated with
these varieties and their perceived worth to learners is, in effect, a
question of values, that is, a political judgement. Beyond questions of
‘which variety?’, however, the spread of English itself has been
critiqued.

The role of British colonialism and imperialism and the subsequent
rise of US economic, political and cultural power are regularly
identified as the two key processes that have sustained the spread of
English (e.g., Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2009), while the contemporary
relationship between globalization and English is regularly commented
upon (e.g., Block and Cameron, 2002).

All accounts acknowledge the threat posed to local languages and
cultures. Johnston (2003: 54) refers to the ‘predatory action’ of English,
while Crystal (2000) suggests that at least 50 per cent of the world’s
six thousand or so languages are predicted to die out in within the
next century, partly as a result of the global status of English. However,
accounts differ in the extent to which the growth of English is
attributed to being ‘in the right place at the right time’ (ibid.). An
alternative thesis posits that the global position of English is a
consequence of ‘linguistic imperialism’ (Phillipson, 1992), whereby the
spread and teaching of English is said to perpetuate colonial (or neo-
colonial) attitudes and practices, thereby promoting the political and
economic interests of English L1 speaking countries. Yet the thesis of
linguistic imperialism itself has been criticized for projecting an
unrealistic view of English language learners and non-native speakers
as ‘passive victims’ of powerful global processes, thereby failing to
acknowledge how English may be used, and changed, by learners for
their own purposes (Bisong, 1995). As Canagarajah (1999: 76) notes,
communities might appropriate English:

to dynamically negotiate meaning, identity and status in context -
ually suitable and socially strategic ways and, in the process [modify]
the communicative and linguistic rules of English according to local
cultural and ideological imperatives.

We may connect these perspectives to the debates identified above and
in Chapter 10 surrounding varieties of English and English as a Lingua
Franca (ELF).
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Language norms, prestige and ‘native speakers’
Among the many issues associated with the spread of English, perhaps
the most problematic, and, indeed, paradoxical, is that of the ‘native
speaker’. As English has spread, more traditional descriptions such as
Kachru’s (1985) three-circle categorization of English have ascribed a
high-status, ‘norm-providing’ role to ‘Inner Circle’ countries such as
the UK and US and, therefore, to native speakers. In Kachru’s model,
while English is said to be ‘norm-developing’ in ‘Outer Circle’ countries
where it has an official status (e.g., India and Nigeria), in the
‘Expanding Circle’, where it has no official capacity, English is said
to depend on native speaker models of English (e.g., in China or
Indonesia). In other words, according to Kachru (as summarized in
Jenkins, 2009: 20), while Outer Circle varieties of English ‘have
become institutionalized and are developing their own standards’,
Expanding Circle Englishes are seen only as ‘performance’ varieties
lacking in official status; they are therefore dependent on the norms
and standards of Inner Circle native speakers.

Yet the growth of English in the world is more complex than this
perspective can accommodate. The emergence and potential acceptance
of Outer and Expanding Circle varieties of English challenges the
assumption that native speaker norms are necessarily the most
appropriate for any given context. Furthermore, and perhaps more
perplexingly, it undermines traditional conceptions of who or what a
native speaker is. To what extent can someone characterized as a norm-
provider from Kachru’s Inner Circle be thought of as a native speaker
of Indian or Chinese varieties of English? Similarly, if ELF is spoken
only as an L2 (see Chapter 10), do ELF forms of English have any
native speakers at all? In this context, ‘the native speaker of English’
is an increasingly ambiguous concept that is both ‘myth and reality’
(Davies, 2004: 431). Despite these debates, however, the terms ‘native’
and ‘non-native speaker’ remain widely used and largely unquestioned
within the ‘popular discourse’ of ELT (Holliday, 2006b: 385); hence,
they are used in this book, albeit with some reservations.

Despite the increasingly thorough documentation of non-native
varieties and ELF forms, it is evident that native speaker norms
continue to be seen by many as the most appropriate model for English
language teaching, as they appear to meet learners’ aspirations
(Timmis, 2002). Yet the notion of linguistic imperialism suggests that
this is not, in fact, a free choice but is restricted by discourses of native
speaker superiority, that is, by ‘native speakerism’ (Holliday, 2006b)
– the belief that native speakers and ‘Western culture’ represent an
ideal in terms of English language norms, English language teachers
and teaching, and ELT methodology (ibid.). Native speakerism is thus
an implicit element of Rogers’ critique of ELT (see above), dividing
the world into superior native speaker cultures (‘Us’) and problematic
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non-native speaker cultures (‘Them’), the latter labelled, for example,
as ‘dependent’, ‘passive’ and ‘traditional’ (Holliday, 2005; 2006b).
Native speakerist attitudes were also identified in our earlier review
of learner autonomy (Chapter 8).

Having problematized native speakerist discourses around language
norms, we shall now move on to examine the common (but inaccurate)
assumption that native speakers automatically make better language
teachers, before exploring further the relationship between ELT
methodologies and local contexts.

Good teachers: native and non-native, qualified and
experienced
As V. Cook (2008: 185) observes, the debates surrounding Native English
Speaker Teachers (NESTS) are ‘divisive’. In many contexts, the recruit -
ment of NESTs (Medgyes, 1994) rather than non-NESTS is prioritized,
and native speakers are often paid more than their non-native
colleagues. Identifying the typical strengths and weaknesses of NESTs
and non-NESTs is more than just a theoretical exercise, there fore; these
debates affect the working lives of many ELT professionals.

The most commonly cited NEST advantage is the model of English
they are said to provide for learners (see Timmis (2002), also noted
above). Yet, as we have seen, native speaker English may be only one
of several L2 models that are available to learners. They may instead
wish to model themselves upon the English of successful L2 users rather
than that of often monolingual native speakers (V. Cook, 2008: 187).
Additionally, some of the numerous regional and social accents of, for
example, the UK, USA and Australia are likely to prove more or less
desirable, or even accessible, models of English than others (ibid.).
Thus, the apparent superiority of NEST models of English is less
straightforward than it may at first appear.

Task 12.2 NESTs and non-NESTs: initial thoughts

• What are the typical (or stereotypical!) strengths of NESTs, and
their potential weaknesses?

• What are the strengths of non-NESTs, and their potential
weaknesses?

• If you work in an environment where there are both native speakers
and non-native speakers, do they have the same kind of roles and
responsibilities? For example, do NESTs and non-NESTs teach the
same kind of classes? Who manages and plans the curriculum?

TC



 

Furthermore, being a good teacher is likely to be influenced by
training, qualifications and experience, including knowledge of the
learners’ language, culture and their educational system. Thus,
Medgyes (1992) suggests that, in comparison to NESTs, non-NESTs:

• can provide models of successful L2 use;

• teach learning strategies more effectively;

• provide learners with more information about and insights into how
English works;

• anticipate language difficulties more effectively;

• are more empathetic to learners’ needs and problems;

• can benefit from sharing the learners’ mother tongue.

Clearly, of course, any discussion of NEST and non-NESTs can 
tend towards stereotyping. Yet, as the strengths of non-NEST teachers
are increasingly recognized, it seems possible that native speakerist
discourses surrounding teachers and teaching may gradually be chal -
lenged and, eventually perhaps, more attention will be given to what
teachers can do rather than where they are from.

Methods revisited: context, culture and appropriate
methodology
A central claim of the linguistic imperialism and native speakerism
hypotheses is the notion of a ‘methods trade’, first noted in Chapter 5.
In many accounts, this is characterized as the unquestioning ‘export’
of teaching methodologies and practices from Western to non-Western
contexts, that is, from the ‘centre’ to the ‘periphery’ (Phillipson, 1992),
where they may be inappropriate.

Holliday (1994; 2005), however, refines the debate somewhat, sug-
gesting that the transfer of language teaching methodologies takes place
between two very different cultures within ELT, ‘BANA’ and ‘TESEP’,
whereby:

BANA comprises an innovative, often predatory culture of integrated
skills which is located in the private sector or in commercially-run
language centres in universities and colleges in Britain, Australia
and North America. TESEP comprises a more traditional culture
of academic subjects, which is located in tertiary, secondary or
primary schools throughout the world. . . TESEP people are
mainstream in the sense that they do very similar work, with similar
initial qualifications to teachers and lecturers of other subjects . . .
BANA people come from the English-speaking West and are
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characterized by having an overactive professional zeal connected
with the notion that English and English teaching is originally
theirs. They are not mainstream in educational terms in that they
often stand outside established academic departments in schools,
colleges and universities. . .

(Holliday, 2005: 3; original emphasis)

TESEP environments can thus be found in ‘the West’, while many
BANA-oriented ELT professionals work in non-Western countries.
(Holliday, in fact, recognizes the limitations of all terminology that
divides ELT professionals into Us/Them categories and works against
a ‘common identity’; like the term ‘native speaker’, however, the terms
‘BANA’ and ‘TESEP’ serve a useful purpose in our discussions.)

Much of the thinking surrounding classroom practice and method -
ologies discussed in earlier chapters has, of course, originated in BANA
contexts. Yet many ELT contexts involve the bringing together of people
and ideas from both BANA and TESEP cultures and, as Johnson notes,
the result ‘may be a happy union. Unfortunately, there is often also an
element of clash’ (2008: 208). In a study of Alaskan classrooms, for
example, Collier noticed differences in the way ‘Anglo’ teachers paced
lessons compared to local Inuit teachers, suggesting that the BANA-
oriented teachers followed a more rational ized and technical teaching
approach which learners did not fully respond to (1979, in Holliday,
1994: 35). Drawing upon his study of an Egyptian ELT project,
Holliday, meanwhile, identifies the very different ways in which group
work is perceived in different contexts (ibid.). As we have seen, much
SLA research argues that interaction is crucial for L2 learning (Chapter
6); groupwork may also reduce learner anxiety and motivate learners
(Chapter 7); and it might help to individualize instruction (Long and
Porter, 1985). In effect, Holliday argues, the ‘learning group ideal’
allows for process-oriented, task-based, collaborative and communica -
tive language teaching (54). Yet both Holliday and Shamin (1996; see
also Chapter 3), for example, suggest that this group ideal does not
account for local contexts where large, teacher-fronted classes are the
norm and ‘transmission’ models of teaching (see above) are embedded
in local educational cultures. Similarly, Cortazzi and Jin (1996; see also
Chapter 7) identify the ‘cultures of learning’ that account for the ways
in which many Chinese learners’ classroom participation might differ
from BANA-oriented norms. In summary, then, although ideas with 
an ideological origin in BANA cultures are not necessarily and by 
their very nature inappropriate, ‘if teachers (native or non-native
speakers) grounded in English-speaking Western TESOL assume a
method ological superiority (and as a result perceive other kinds of
learning as inherently inferior), they will be doing their students and
themselves a potential disservice’ (Harmer, 2007: 76).
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Holliday (1994) suggests, therefore, that, rather than transferring
methodologies unquestioningly and attempting to ‘remove the differ -
ences’ between teachers, learners and learning environments, ELT
professionals should recognize there is no single best way to teach and
learn. Instead, methodology should be ‘appropriate’ (ibid.) while
teaching should be ‘context-sensitive’ (Bax, 2003). Thus, Holliday
(2005) refers to ‘emergent practices’ in the L2 classroom, whereby a
focus on linguistic meaning is not necessarily equated with, for
example, group-work or learner-centred, rather than teacher-led,
activity. Bax, meanwhile, suggests that rather than subscribing to a
predominantly CLT or TBL methodology, ELT professionals should
recognize that a variety of methods and approaches may be valid in
a given context, that methodology is just one factor in learning a
language, and that other factors (such as affect) may be more important
than methods.

As Bax observes, however, ‘good teachers naturally take account
of the context in which they teach – the culture, the students, and so
on’ (2003: 284); notions of appropriate methodology and context-
sensitive teaching are not necessarily new. Indeed, these debates are
clearly related to the notions of Postmethod and principled eclecticism
explored in Chapters 5 and 6, in which teachers are guided by their
sense of what is and what is not plausible in the L2 classroom. A
context-sensitive or a Postmethod approach to classroom life thus
envisages an ‘enhanced’ role for teachers in which practitioners might
develop their own understandings of classroom life and the wider
professional context through teacher-led investigations.

While acknowledging concerns (already noted) surrounding the
institutional constraints teachers face and the risk of teacher burnout,
the final section of this chapter will examine the possible ways in which
teachers may explore and research ‘personally relevant’ questions and
issues in their own professional contexts (Maley, 2003). Before that,
however, we shall briefly take note of a concern raised by some applied
linguists and ELT professionals, that several of the debates explored
in this chapter reflect ideologically based BANA thinking rather than
the real concerns of ELT teachers around the world.

‘There’s more to life than politics’ . . .?
This chapter has explored a number of issues that, in one way or
another, can be broadly labelled as ‘political’, from the goals of
education and ELT to notions of linguistic imperialism and native
speakerism. As Sowden puts it, these discourses seek to ‘empower the
marginalized and give a voice to those who are often excluded by the
dominant social and political discourses’ (2008: 284). Yet Sowden also
argues that ‘there is more to life than politics’, suggesting that some
of these critical debates politicize ELT in ways that are ‘unnecessary
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and potentially harmful’ (ibid.). He points out, for example, that
many learners and teachers regard language teaching as skills training,
and suggests that, in these contexts, ideological concerns are ‘largely
irrelevant’. Additionally, he questions whether many ELT professionals
are in fact qualified to pronounce on political and social matters.

Waters (2007) also queries what he sees as the dangers of ‘political
correctness’ and critical theory in ELT, suggesting that, although the
ideas discussed in this chapter have been influential in ELT and applied
linguistic theory, many of them have had ‘sparse grassroots take-up’
(354), achieving little widespread popularity. While acknowledging
that these debates have helped draw attention to potential abuses of
power within ELT, such as the NEST/non-NEST debate or the
relationship between ‘global’ and ‘local’ methodologies, Waters
highlights the dangers of creating new dominant ways of thinking in
ELT, which, ironically perhaps, continue to promote a ‘prevailing
intellectual ideology of the professionally predominant Anglophone
West’ (353).

Yet, as noted in earlier chapters, teachers and learners do not adopt
and implement new ideas and approaches in straightforward ways.
Instead they ‘appropriate, delete, and add to new trends in ELT

Task 12.3 In theory and in practice: reviewing the
debates

• To what extent do you recognize some of the concerns and
debates highlighted in this chapter in your own professional
context? For example:

• what elements of Rogers’ critique of ELT are valid, if any?

• to what extent are different groups of ELT professionals
accorded unequal status, if at all?

• how convincing is the idea of a ‘methods trade’ from BANA to
TESEP cultures? Is it always necessarily a negative phenomenon?

• how plausible are the concepts of ‘appropriate methodology’
and ‘context-sensitive teaching’? Are they new ideas? If not,
why do you think Holliday and Bax felt the need to draw
attention to these concepts? In what ways do you recognize
contextual factors in your own teaching?

• to what extent do you see ELT as a ‘political enterprise’ that is
‘infused with values’? How far are the debates raised in this
chapter ‘unnecessary and potentially harmful’?



 

according to their own principles and the values they see as important
in education’ (Lima, 2009: 273, citing Brumfit, 1981). Thus while these
educational and critical perspectives may ‘embody the state of
knowledge and understanding of language and politics we have at this
particular moment in the history of English language teaching’ (Lima,
2009), they will, like all other approaches within ELT, naturally be
subject to debate and criticism as teachers and learners search for ways
of understanding English language teaching and learning in their own
specific contexts.

Developing understanding: teacher research and inquiry

Although the debates examined throughout this book have been 
diverse and wide-ranging, a number of key themes have recurred, for
example, that classrooms are complex social environments; that
English language teaching takes place in a diverse range of social and
cultural contexts that affect classroom life; that values permeate
language classrooms and educational institutions; and that a teacher’s
(and learner’s) sense of plausibility mediates ways in which, for
example, methodologies, syllabuses, materials are realized in practice.
Consequently, the rela tion ships between practice and theory and
between (supposedly) universal principles and local understandings
have been emphasized. How might teachers and other ELT profes -
sionals develop understandings of their own professional contexts and
practices?

A number of texts focus upon the ways in which teachers might
systematically reflect upon and explore practice (e.g., Edge, 2002;
Richards and Farrell, 2005). Beyond immediate planning and post-
class reflection, teachers may engage in, for example, peer observation,
journal writing, self-recording and monitoring (via tape or video) and
team teaching. They may also engage with and reflect upon ELT and
applied linguistic literature and research findings, or wish to undertake
research themselves.

However, Nunan (1990) observes that teachers often perceive an
‘insurmountable gap’ between theory and practice. Reasons for this
include the different priorities of teaching and ‘academic’ research,
which can be broadly caricatured as the difference between ‘immediate,
practical developments’ and ‘objective truths’, and the ways in which
the tacit knowledge of teachers is sometimes devalued at the expense
of research findings (ibid.). Proposing that teachers ‘can and should
be involved in researching their own professional practices in their own
classrooms’ (ibid.: 16), Nunan suggests that teacher-research will
provide new insights into classroom life, bridge the gap between theory
and practice and place additional value on teachers’ knowledge (see
also, for example, Allwright and Hanks, 2009).
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‘Action research’ is regularly cited as a model for teacher-led inquiry,
following a cycle of problem identification, the collection of relevant
information about the issue, devising a strategy to address the concern,
trying out the strategy, and observing its effects, i.e., observing,
analysing, acting and reviewing (Richards and Farrell, 2005; Burns,
2010). Data can be collected in a number of ways including observa -
tion, teacher and learner diaries, questionnaires and interviews. Thus,
central to action research are the notions of addressing and solving
immediate problems, and researchers (i.e., teachers) who investigate
their own context; the aim is not to turn teachers into ‘researchers’
per se, but to assist with understanding and professional development
(Wallace, 1998). A typical action research investigation might focus
on, for example, the effectiveness of feedback and repair in class, or
the ways in which changes to typical classroom routines and practices
might affect learner anxiety. Action research is thus different in
intentions and outcomes to the research undertaken by applied linguists
examining other people’s institutions or classrooms, or investigations
into second language acquisition. Wallace (1998), Edge (2001) and
Burns and Burton (2008) provide numerous accounts of action research
in practice.

Action research thus provides a route towards understanding
classroom life either within a particular methodological paradigm 
(see Chapter 5) or within a Postmethod or context-sensitive framework.
Yet although generally seen as ‘empowering’ for teachers, there is the
possibility that it may add unreasonably to teachers’ workloads,
especially if imposed as a top-down requirement (Wallace, 1998).
Allwright (2003) also suggests that the conceptualization of ‘problems’
that need to be ‘solved’ is not always helpful, suggesting instead that
teachers and learners should work together to explore the ‘quality 
of life’ in the classroom without necessarily seeking to improve it. 
Thus while change might result from this ‘exploratory practice’, under -
standing is more important. Allwright (ibid.) also argues that explora -
tory practice should be integrated fully into the curriculum; for
example, rather than developing language skills and knowledge
through in-class discussion of topics such as ‘holidays’ or ‘the environ -
ment’, learners might discuss the issues surrounding language learning
and teaching, and their own classroom practices in more detail
(Allwright and Hanks, 2009).

Summary: exploring ELT

Recognizing that a number of competing discourses surround English
and ELT in the world, this chapter has explored English language
teaching as a ‘worldly’ enterprise (Pennycook, 1994), in which decisions
surrounding second language learning and teaching reflect broader
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social, cultural and political concerns. Although noting the commercial
or quasi-commercial discourses inherent in much ELT activity, the
chapter has placed ELT within a broadly educational framework,
examining a number of ways in which English language teaching 
as a ‘profession’, ‘enterprise’ or ‘industry’ has been critiqued and
problematized. Although not all aspects of this chapter’s discussion
are accepted by all ELT professionals and applied linguists, the
challenges raised undoubtedly provide a starting point for reflection
about the goals of English language teaching, that is, what we hope
to achieve and how we hope to achieve it.

Although these debates might appear more overtly ‘difficult’ or
controversial than those explored in earlier chapters, the nature of the
disagreements highlighted here are perhaps not out of keeping with
applied linguistic and ELT thinking more generally. As we have seen
in all our discussions, there are very few clear straightforward solutions
when trying, for example, to locate the ‘best’ or most effective ways
of teaching, identify how learners learn and what conditions might
promote learning, or understand the broader socio-political contexts
of learning.

It is hoped, therefore, that the debates highlighted throughout this
book will act as a stimulus for reflection whatever our professional
environment, as we link ELT practice to theory, and classroom
concerns to wider social and institutional contexts. By drawing upon
our own ‘sense of plausibility’, we may, as Brumfit (2001: 187),
suggests, edge our way towards ‘tentative understandings’ of English
language teaching in the world and our own professional practices as
we explore ELT.
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Commentary on 
selected tasks

The tasks in this book are intended as starting points for discussion
and reflection as readers consider their professional practices and
contexts in light of the many debates explored, and establish their own
perspectives on the links between practice and theory within ELT.
Many of the tasks ask readers to reflect upon their own experiences
or identify their beliefs and opinions; obviously, there is no single
answer to these kinds of tasks. For other exercises, key points and
interpretations are ‘built in’ to the main text for readers to consider
within the relevant chapter.

Consequently, this commentary does not consider all the tasks in
the book, but provides additional comment only where relevant.
Additionally, these notes are intended as further prompts for reflection,
not as answers to the tasks.

You may also be able to see connections between different tasks as
you move from chapter to chapter; for example, the discussion of the
Interaction Hypothesis and Output Hypotheses in Chapter 6 may
remind readers of issues surrounding classroom interaction explored
in Chapter 1. Thus, the tasks in this book aim to provide a starting
point for the critical synthesis of practice and theory as we explore
English language teaching.

Task 1.1 Thinking through ‘beliefs’

It seems likely that most teachers’ beliefs change over time, as a result
of both practical experiences in the classroom and by sharing ideas
with colleagues, participating in teacher training or teacher education
programmes, and engaging in, or with, research. The ways in which
beliefs change will, of course, vary from individual to individual.

Many teachers will be able to identify occasions where their
classroom practices seem to run counter to their apparent beliefs, for
example, teaching ‘from the front’ and engaging in more teacher talk
than they consider appropriate or correcting learners’ errors more (or
less) frequently than they believe is necessary. Clearly, such occasions
are influenced by the immediate circumstances of the class, that is, by
‘what works’, but also by the expectations and beliefs of, for example,
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learners, parents and institutional managers as to what constitutes
‘proper’ classroom behaviour and activity. Additionally, such occasions
raise interesting questions about how the beliefs (and values)
individuals hold may be contradictory, a point explored in more detail
in Chapter 3.

Task 1.3 Teacher talk in the L2 classroom

Listening to teachers talking in the target language can be a source 
of comprehensible input for learners (see Part II). While the benefits
of making teacher talk comprehensible are clear (i.e., it is a source of
comprehensible input for learners), the extent to which teacher talk
is modified touches on the debates that surround the place of ‘real’ or
‘authentic’ language in the classroom (see Chapter 10). How ‘real’ is
modified or simplified teacher talk and what are the implications of
this for L2 learning?

Task 1.5 Interaction, control and class size

This task reminds us of the wide range of contexts in which English
language teaching takes place, a theme to which we shall return
throughout the book.

Task 2.3 The L2 classroom in practice: thinking about
your context

Routine in the L2 classroom can provide learners (and teachers) with
a sense of security; they have general understanding of what is likely
to happen in class, for example, how a class might start, the kind of
activities to be undertaken, behavioural norms and so on. This can
make learners less anxious and increase their readiness to learn (see
discussions concerning the role of affect in L2 learning in later
chapters). However, there is clearly a point at which routinization may
lead to boredom and, consequently, classrooms based around
unvarying routines might potentially demotivate learners.

Additionally, as Chapter 2 outlines, ‘convivial’ and unexpected
discourse in the L2 classroom is seen as important in the creation of
meaning-focused learning opportunities. From this perspective, a
degree of uncertainty and unpredictability in classroom interaction is
central to L2 learning.

Task 2.4 New technologies and ELT

One obvious difference between computer-mediated interaction (CMC)
and face-to-face interaction is that CMC is usually written (although
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technological developments are increasing opportunities for spoken
online communication). Consequently, CMC may be lexically and
syntactically more complex than speech, but takes place without
intonation or other non-verbal cues (such as gestures). Written
transcripts of CMC can often be obtained, which may be used for L2
teaching and learning purposes. Some research also suggests that CMC
discussions tend to have more balanced patterns of participation than
face-to-face communication – it is more difficult for one or two
participants to dominate, and all participants can ‘speak’ at once
without having to take a formal turn in a conversation.

Task 4.2 First language acquisition and second
language learning

First language acquisition and second language acquisition or learning
differ in terms of both the learners’ personal characteristics and the
environment in which language development takes place. Innatist
accounts suggest that all children successfully acquire a first language
during their ‘critical period’ (pre-puberty), drawing upon an innate
knowledge of language that everyone is born with. From this
perspective, first language acquisition is an unconscious and ‘natural’
process.

Meanwhile, no matter what their age, all second language learners
have already acquired at least one language, and whether this know-
ledge is an advantage for L2 learners is a key debate within SLA
research. L2 learners may be able to draw upon their prior linguistic
knowledge to assist their second language development. Older second
language learners, for example, might approach language learning with
a degree of metalinguistic awareness and a range of analytical skills
that children acquiring a first language (and young children learning
a second language) lack. Not all SLA researchers share this perspective,
however; those from a more ‘innatist’ tradition suggest that conscious
knowledge and analysis of language is inevitably less effective than
the processes involved in first language development noted above.

Further possible differences between first and second language
development include: whether learning takes place formally, for
example in a classroom with a teacher, or informally, for example
through immersion in a target language-rich environment; conse -
quently, the amount and type of correction that is available and is
given to L1 and L2 learners; the time that learners have for learning;
the language available in the learning environment; reasons for
learning; and whether learners are anxious about using the language
(it is often hypothesised that L2 learners, particularly older learners,
might be more anxious about speaking the second language than
young children speaking either their first or a second language).
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Task 5.1 Language teaching methods over time

In addition to those methods listed on page 79, other often cited
approaches within ELT include Oral/Situational Language Teaching,
the Silent Way, Suggestopedia, the Whole Language Approach, Neuro -
linguistic Programming, the Lexical Approach, Competency-Based
Language Teaching, the Natural Approach, Cooperative Language
Learning, Content-Based Instruction, and Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL). Some of these methods and approaches
are explored further in later sections of the chapter. For a more
detailed review of each method, see Richards and Rodgers (2001).

Task 5.2 Thinking about Grammar-translation

As noted in the chapter, a widely perceived goal of Grammar-
translation is for learners ‘to learn a language in order to read its
literature or in order to benefit from the mental discipline and
intellectual development that result from foreign language study’
(Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 5). Language is conceptualized as a
system of grammatical rules that are taught deductively through a focus
on forms, while language learning is the memorization of these rules
and other language ‘facts’, usually at the level of the sentence. Both
teachers and learners are therefore aware of grammatical rules and
structures that are analysed and discussed in the learners’ L1. Several
weaknesses of this approach are cited in Chapter 5 (for example, its
description of language, and, perhaps stereotypically, the supposedly
tedious nature of classes taught in this tradition). However, more
positive conceptions of Grammar-translation suggest that it may be
appropriate for learners (and societies) that ‘treat academic knowledge
of the second language as a desirable objective and hold a traditional
view of the classroom and of the teacher’s role’ (V. Cook, 2008: 240).
Meanwhile, G. Cook (2010) suggests that bilingual explanation and
translation might be combined with periods of monolingual practice
in the L2 classroom.

Task 5.4 Exploring your context

The various terms used to label ‘humanistic’ methods and approaches
reveal a number of differing perspectives. As V. Cook notes (2008),
the term ‘alternative methods’ suggests that there is a common
conventional method to which they are an alternative, and that
approaches such as TPR, the Silent Way and Suggestopedia have a
great deal in common. Both these assertions are debateable. Mean -
while, labelling these approaches as ‘humanistic’ and ‘ways’ suggests
an almost philosophical or mystical take on classroom language
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learning. The term ‘designer methods’ may emphasize that TPR,
Suggestopedia and the Silent Way all have an identifiable ‘founding
figure’ (also, perhaps, suggesting a degree of idiosyncrasy), while the
term ‘fringe methods’ seems to marginalize these approaches from
‘mainstream’ ELT.

Task 6.2 Making input comprehensible

In this extract, the learners engage in a number of confirmation checks
and clarification requests as they attempt to understand the teacher’s
instructions. As this transcript reveals, it is often difficult to classify with
certainty what a particular speaker and utterance is ‘doing’ in classroom
interaction (Walsh, 2011), but one possible interpretation of this
extract sees the learners as engaging in a series of clarification requests
about their homework (i.e., ‘do we need to draw a picture?’ and ‘do we
need to write number one on the book?’). S3’s final question about
current classroom activity (i.e., ‘do we get the green book four?’) could
be regarded as a confirmation check. Whatever our classification of the
differing elements within the transcript, it is clear that the learners and
teacher have to engage cooperatively and negotiate meaning to ensure
the teacher’s initial instructions are understood.

Task 6.3 Learning a skill, learning a language

In this task, note the differences between approaches that equate L2
learning to the learning of other skills, and those perspectives that see
language learning as different to learning other kinds of knowledge
(for example, those approaches that draw on ideas of innatism and
Universal Grammar).

Task 7.1 Language learners: some initial thoughts

This task asks you to think through what learners bring to the language
classroom in terms of their key attributes and attitudes. You can
compare your answers to the points made in the discussions that follow
this task in the chapter.

Task 7.2 Aptitude: implications for teaching

Selecting learners who are likely to succeed and barring those who are
likely to fail is ‘unthinkable in most settings with open access to
education’ (V. Cook, 2008: 146), while streaming learners according
to aptitude is a common practice in many educational settings.
Teaching learners with different aptitude in different ways with varied
exercises in the same class and varied assessments may seem desirable
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but, in practical terms, would seem costly in terms of staffing and
resources. Excusing low aptitude learners from L2 learning occurs in
many contexts. Thus in addition to debates focusing on classroom
pedagogy, the question of how to deal with differences in learner
aptitude raises wider concerns of ‘access’, ‘fairness’, and, indeed, the
role of and importance attached to L2 learning in society at large (there
are links here to the discussion in Chapter 3 of values in ELT).

Task 8.1 ‘Good language learners’: first thoughts

As the chapter goes on to note, the many published reviews of ‘good
L2 learner’ characteristics quite reasonably highlight factors such as
a focus on meaning and the ability to take risks. Less often emphasized
is the notion that successful language learning involves hard work as
well as, for example, the ability to engage in social interaction! During
this task, readers might also consider whether the characteristics of a
‘good language learner’ might be different for children, teenagers and
adults (a point returned to in Task 8.2).

Task 9.1 ‘Teachability’ in practice . . . and in your
practice

An L2 classroom based solely around the learners’ ‘internal syllabus’
would see little need to follow an external syllabus. Learners would
encounter language in the classroom, but would learn according to
their own ‘natural’ learning order. By not specifying the language items
to be taught in advance, classes would develop a process or procedural
syllabus (see Chapter 10 for further discussion). A focus on form,
rather than forms, would be likely.

Pienemann’s ‘Teachability Hypothesis’ offers a slightly different
perspective to the process syllabus, suggesting that an external syllabus
can be followed, but that it should focus only on language that learners
are developmentally ready to learn, i.e., syllabuses should be organized
according to what we know about learners’ ‘internal syllabuses’
through the study of morpheme acquisition order.

An alternative viewpoint is that acquisition order studies focus on
a limited number of morphemes and draw on naturalistic rather than
classroom-based learning. Thus, while learners may have an internal
syllabus, it too difficult to predict and follow; classes should therefore
continue to follow a pre-planned external syllabus.

Task 9.3 ‘Constructing’ learners: first thoughts

Possible metaphors for learning include the banking of information;
movement or being on a journey or quest; growth; switching on a
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light bulb; travelling through fog, etc. From earlier chapters, we can
also identify ideas such as scaffolding, constructing (knowledge) and
the affective filter as metaphorical perspectives on learning.

Task 10.3 First thoughts: real and invented language in
the classroom

The real conversation recorded in Example 1 includes a range of
features that are typical of spoken language, including: discourse
markers (e.g., ‘right’), ellipsis (e.g., ‘tea or coffee?’ rather than ‘would
you like tea or coffee?’); vague language (e.g., ‘you know’); hesitations
(e.g., ‘er’); back-channelling, where listeners signal that they are
actually listening (e.g., ‘yeah’ and ‘Mm’); the use of ‘tend to’ to describe
regular actions, events or habits; incomplete utterances; and speakers
interrupting each other and speaking at the same time. In contrast,
most of these features are absent from the invented dialogue in
Example 2. There is very little vague language; speaker 2 (Sally) shows
interest by using ‘content’ words (e.g., ‘intelligent’, ‘athletic’) rather
than ‘Mm’ or ‘Right’; there are few hesitations and no interruptions.
Example 2 also focuses on specific language items – the modal verb
‘can’ is notable as is the amount of vocabulary that is introduced.

Thus, while the scripted text of Example 2 provides an unrealistic
model of real discourse, it is easier for learners to understand and,
therefore, potentially more ‘real’ pedagogically. Meanwhile, Example
1 is likely to be more difficult for learners to understand and produce
and could be considered less ‘real’ pedagogically. Nevertheless, learners
often want to know what ‘real English’ is and, as the discussion in
Chapter 10 makes clear, there is certainly a case for drawing upon
‘real’ language in the ELT classroom.

Task 12.2 NESTs and non-NESTs: initial thoughts

A summary of many of the key issues is provided in Chapter 12.
Additionally, V. Cook (2008) suggests that non-NESTs provide
learners with a model of a proficient L2 user in action, thereby showing
that it is possible to operate in a language that is not one’s own.
Additionally, non-NESTs have acquired the L2 in the same way as
the learners, providing a model of a successful language learner. 
V. Cook (2008) also notes that native speaker teachers are outsiders
who do not necessarily share the culture and values of the educational
system they work within.

Overall, however, the issues surrounding native and non-native speaker
teachers are not straightforward as they involve issues of language
knowledge, other forms of professional knowledge (e.g., knowledge of the
learners and their educational culture), training and experience.
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Glossary

Glossary entries are cross-referenced in bold.

acculturation
the process of adapting socially and psychologically to a new culture, implying the
creation of a second identity.

achievement test
an assessment measuring how well learners have done on a particular programme
of study.

action research
research often undertaken by teachers that aims to solve immediate problems and
improve practice in their own professional environment.

adjacency pair
in conversation, the occurrence of two consecutive utterances by two speakers in
which the first turn provokes the response, e.g., a question and answer or an offer
and an acceptance.

affect
feelings and emotion, including factors such as anxiety and motivation.

affective filter
a hypothetical mechanism that reflects learners’ emotional readiness to learn. A
‘raised’ affective filter is said to block or slow down learning.

agency
portraying an active and positive image of learners, agency suggests learners
approach learning with their own agendas and purposes.

anomie
a feeling of social uncertainty and lack of cultural attachment.

apprenticeship of observation
the informal and largely unreflective observation and evaluation of teachers under-
taken by schoolchildren who later become teachers themselves.

approach
sometimes distinguished from method, approach refers to the coherent set of
assumptions about language and language learning that underpin L2 teaching



 

methods and methodology. However, the term is often used interchangeably with
‘method’.

audiolingualism/audiolingual method
a language teaching method based on behaviourist theories of learning and
structural approaches to language, and emphasizing habit formation through
repetition and controlled practice.

authenticity
a notion emphasizing ‘real-world’ language, language use and texts in language
learning.

automatization
the process of internalizing knowledge so that a task can be performed auto -
matically, thereby freeing up the learner’s cognitive resources.

autonomy
the ability of individuals to take charge of, and responsibility for, their own learning.
Autonomy can be realized in a number of ways.

behaviourism
psychological theory that suggests learning, including language learning, is the result
of habit formation via a process of ‘stimulus-response-reinforcement’.

blended learning
learning through a combination of Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) 
and face-to-face instruction.

caretaker talk
the modified or simplified language sometimes used by L1 speakers to address
language learners. Some teacher talk can be conceptualized as a form of caretaker
talk.

classroom interaction
the general term for social encounters within the L2 classroom, particularly those
related to language.

cognitive learning theories
perspectives that examine the ways in which the mind receives, stores, processes and
makes connections with information. Learners’ internal mental processes are empha -
sized, language learning being seen as similar to learning other types of knowledge.

communicative competence
the ability to use language effectively and appropriately across a variety of contexts
and social settings.

communicative language teaching (CLT)
an approach to language teaching that emphasizes the importance of meaning in
interaction and the ability to communicate successfully.
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community language learning
a ‘humanistic’ language teaching method in which teachers act as ‘consultants’,
learners take responsibility for lesson content, and interpersonal relationships are
emphasized.

community of practice
a group of people engaged in the same task (e.g., language learning) with a shared
set of understandings and behaviours.

competence
see linguistic competence.

comprehensible input
language that learners can understand.

computer assisted language learning (CALL)
language learning that utilizes computers, including online and offline technologies.

connectionism
a cognitive approach to L2 learning in which learners are said to subconsciously
identify patterns within input, connecting elements and finding regularities.

content and language integrated learning (CLIL)
using a language other than the learners’ L1 as a medium of instruction for other
subjects such as maths or geography. Also known as Content-based Instruction
(CBI).

critical period hypothesis (CPH)
the suggestion that the biological mechanisms that enable children to acquire
language operate most successfully before puberty.

critical pedagogy
an approach that assumes that power and politics are central elements of education
and society, and that existing power structures should be critiqued and challenged.

curriculum
in British usage, the planning, implementation and evaluation of an educational
programme, including, for example, its overall aims, content, instructional process,
materials and assessment.

declarative knowledge
knowledge that learners have and can talk about, i.e., ‘knowing about’.

deductive learning
the presentation of rules, which are then applied.

developmental error
an error that is the consequence of the learner’s developing internal language
system.
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developmental sequence/stage
the order in which certain features of a language are acquired.

direct method
teaching based on the beliefs that only the target language should be used in 
class, that grammar should be taught inductively, and that there should be no
translation.

English as a lingua franca (ELF)
the variety of English used between non-native speakers who do not share a first
language.

English for specific purposes (ESP)
the English language and skills necessary to meet a specific need or role, for
example, an occupation or academic study.

error
incorrect or idiosyncratic language resulting from the learner’s developing internal
second language system.

exploratory practice
a form of practitioner research in which teachers and learners work together to
explore and understand classroom life.

expressive morality
the subtle acts and gestures through which teachers (and learners) send messages
about their values.

extrinsic motivation
motivation arising from factors ‘external’ to the learner, e.g., praise or a reward
from another person.

focus on form
attending to language forms and structures at any stage of instruction, often as
they arise within the context of meaningful interaction. This may be achieved by
simply highlighting the form, by correction, or by explicit explanation.

focus on forms
instruction that is organized around the systematic presentation of language forms.

foreigner talk
see caretaker talk.

formative assessment
assessment that aims to support learning and improve learners’ performance,
usually as a course is progressing.

fossilization
a lack of change in a learner’s interlanguage, with errors becoming permanent.
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global error
an error that hinders understanding and communication.

grammar-translation method
an approach to language teaching in which learners focus on grammar rules and
vocabulary memorization. Teaching is deductive and focuses on written language,
requiring learners to translate example sentences.

genre
a type of discourse, spoken or written, which has a particular form or set of
conventions, e.g., a sports commentary, a lecture, an email, an academic essay.

inductive learning
inferring rules about language from examples.

information processing
an approach to learning that suggests that there is a limit to the amount of
information learners can consciously focus on at any one time. Through repeated
practice, such information is processed and automatized, freeing learners to
attend to other things.

innatism
theoretical approaches suggesting that humans are born with an innate knowledge
of, and the mental ability to acquire, language.

input
the language, either spoken or written, that learners are exposed to.

input hypothesis
the theory, associated with Krashen, which suggests that L2 acquisition occurs
when learners are exposed to comprehensible input and have a low affective
filter, i.e., they are receptive to the input.

instrumental orientation
learning a second language for practical reasons, such as passing an exam or
getting a better job.

intake
the language that a learner retains from L2 instruction and/or input (also referred
to as uptake).

integrative orientation
learning an L2 based on the learner’s identification with the target culture and even
their desire to integrate with members of that community.

interaction hypothesis
the suggestion, by Long, that language learning results from the learners’ ability to
process input and, furthermore, on their ability to generate input and negotiate
meanings through interaction and conversation.
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interference error
an error resulting from the influence of the learner’s L1 on their L2.

interlanguage
a learner’s developing internal second language system that lies somewhere
between the learner’s first language and their second language. Interlanguages are
systematic, but also develop as learners revise their internalized hypotheses about
the L2.

internal syllabus
drawing on evidence of developmental sequences in language acquisition and
ideas surrounding the natural order of L2 development, learners are said to have
an ‘internal syllabus’ that establishes the route of L2 acquisition.

intrinsic motivation
motivation ‘from within’, e.g., the pleasure of the activity itself rather than anticipation
of an external reward.

investment
learners are said to invest in L2 learning if they believe it will provide them with the
knowledge and ways of thinking they need to function successfully in society.
Proponents of ‘investment’ suggest that this social perspective contrasts with the
more individual viewpoint implicit in the concept of motivation.

language acquisition
often used interchangeably with language learning. However, some theorists 
(e.g., Krashen) note a contrast between acquisition and learning, suggesting that
acquisition is unconscious and ‘natural’ and takes place when the focus is on
meaning rather than form.

language ego
the identity a person develops or assumes through language. Learning a second
language, with the possibility of making errors and not being understood, may
threaten a learner’s ego.

language learning
in this book, a general term for learners’ L2 development. However, learning has
been contrasted with language acquisition by some researchers (e.g., Krashen)
and involves conscious study of language.

language learning strategies
mental and physical activities that are chosen by learners in order to fulfil a specific
purpose or achieve a specific goal; learners using strategies to regulate and control
their own language learning.

learnability
see teachability hypothesis.
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learner training
focusing on how to learn rather than what to learn, learner training aims to help
learners make more effective use of the learning opportunities they encounter
and encourage learner autonomy.

learning opportunity
learners may learn from any encounter with the target language, although what
they might learn can be unpredictable.

learning styles
preferred ways of learning that are relatively stable, e.g., group-oriented or
individualistic, verbal or visual.

linguistic competence
underlying knowledge of a language system and its grammar, rather than the actual
use of language.

linguistic imperialism
the suggestion that the spread and teaching of English perpetuates colonial (or
neo-colonial) attitudes and practices, thereby promoting the political and economic
interests of English L1 speaking countries.

local error
an error that relates to only part of a message and does not prevent it from being
understood.

metalanguage
the language that teachers use to explain or describe the target language; broader
definitions of metalanguage include the language of classroom management such
as instructions.

method
an increasingly problematic concept, but traditionally seen as a theoretically
consistent set of teaching principles that would lead to the most effective learning
outcomes if followed correctly.

methodology
what practising teachers actually do in the classroom to achieve their stated or
unstated teaching objectives.

mistake
a performance error, or slip, in language that learners know and might usually get
right.

motivation
an abstract term used to explain why people think and behave as they do, and
which subsumes a whole range of motives that influence behaviour.
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native speaker
a problematic term that is increasingly questioned, but, traditionally, a person who
has acquired a particular language from an early age and is fully proficient in that
language.

native-speakerism
the belief that native speakers and ‘Western culture’ represent an ideal in terms of
language norms, English language teachers and associated ELT methodology.

natural order hypothesis
the suggestion that the order in which L2 items are acquired is predictable; see
also developmental sequences and internal syllabus.

negotiation of meaning
interaction between speakers who adjust their speech to make themselves
understood and to repair misunderstandings.

noticing
the suggestion that learners need to ‘pay attention’ to or ‘notice’ language
consciously before they can understand and produce it.

notional-functional syllabus
central to the emergence of CLT, a syllabus primarily organized around functions
(e.g., ‘apologizing’ or ‘requesting’) and notions (e.g., ‘logical relationships’ or ‘time
and duration’).

output
the language that learners produce, both spoken and written.

output hypothesis
the suggestion, associated with Swain, that language production, especially spoken
output, is necessary for L2 acquisition to take place.

paradigm
according to Kuhn, a widely accepted or common-sense way of thinking and
behaving within ‘normal science’, legitimizing what counts as ‘proper’ theory and
practice.

Postmethod
the notion that teaching and learning needs to move ‘beyond methods’, enabling
teachers to develop a ‘principled eclecticism’ that is appropriate to local contexts.

presentation-practice-production (PPP)
emerging from audiolingualism, a three-stage approach to teaching in which
language is first presented to learners who subsequently engage in controlled
practice, focusing on accuracy. Finally, learners ‘produce’ the language creatively
in ‘free practice’.
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procedural knowledge
knowledge of how to do something, and which underpins fluent or automatic
language use.

process/procedural syllabus
a syllabus that prioritizes the route or ‘means’ of learning rather than specifying L2
outcomes or the ‘ends’ of learning.

proficiency test
an assessment measuring the level learners have reached in the L2, unrelated to
a specific language course or programme.

recast
repeating a learner’s incorrect utterance, but reformulating it into a correct form,
phrase or sentence.

receptivity
with links to ideas surrounding acculturation and investment, receptivity is a
readiness, either temporary or permanent, to become a speaker of another
language.

reliability
the extent to which a test provides consistent results.

repair
a general term for the correction or modification of speech, either self-initiated or
in response to teacher or peer feedback.

restructuring
within cognitive learning theories, some theorists argue that learning does not
occur at a steady pace. Instead, restructuring is the process through which learners
accommodate new knowledge through short bursts of understanding.

scaffolding
the interactional support given to learners that enables them to communicate
successfully at a level beyond their current competence. See also social
constructivism and the zone of proximal development.

silent way
a ‘humanistic’ language teaching method that draws upon the belief that 
language learning is a personal enterprise. In practice, the teacher keeps silent 
for much of the class, thereby requiring learners to create language rather than
repeat it.

social constructivism
a view of learning that emphasizes the importance of social interaction, so that
knowledge is ‘jointly constructed’ before being internalized by individuals. See also
zone of proximal development.
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socio-cultural learning theories
see social constructivism.

standard variety
the variety of a language that is usually used in writing, taught in schools and 
can be found in grammar books. English has a number of standard varieties, 
e.g., American English, British English and also Indian English, Singaporean 
English etc.

structural syllabus
a programme of study that is organized primarily around forms, most typically
sequences of discrete grammatical items. See also focus on forms.

suggestopedia
a ‘humanistic’ language teaching method that proposes that learning can be
accelerated via the processes of suggestion, relaxation and concentration, all of
which can be enhanced by the physical environment in which learning takes place.

summative assessment
end of course tests; see also achievement test.

syllabus
in British usage, the content of a particular language programme or the step-
by-step guide that sequences and organizes content, specifying what is to be
taught.

task
a classroom activity in which attention is focused primarily on meaning as learners
aim to replicate real-world communication.

task-based learning (TBL)
also called task-based learning and teaching (TBLT) and task-based teaching
(TBT), an approach to language teaching in which tasks are the central organizing
principle of the syllabus and of lessons.

teachability hypothesis
the suggestion that instruction should focus only on language that learners are
developmentally ready to learn, i.e., that language items should be taught in the
same order as they are acquired (see also developmental sequences, the
internal syllabus and the natural order hypothesis).

total physical response (TPR)
a ‘humanistic’ language teaching method that links physical action to learning; for
example, learners follow commands.

universal grammar (UG)
the theory that all languages consist of a common set of linguistic principles, 
i.e., a universal grammar, of which humans have an innate knowledge (see also
innatism).
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validity
the extent to which a test measures what it is supposed to measure.

washback
the influence of a test, either positive or negative, on teaching and learning, 
e.g., ‘teaching for the test’.

world Englishes
a term that recognizes (and values) the varieties of English spoken and written
around the world, challenging the notion of a single native speaker norm.

zone of proximal development (ZPD)
associated with Vygotsky, the ZPD is the ‘place’ where, working with peers and
‘better others’, learners can work at a level that would otherwise be beyond their
reach.
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Further reading

Readers wishing to reflect further upon ELT can, of course, refer to
specific sources cited in the preceding chapters. Beyond this, however,
you may want to consider the following suggestions for further reading.
Some of these titles extend topics already covered in this book, others
focus on topics touched on here but not covered extensively for reasons
of space.

Books

Allwright, D. and Hanks, J. (2009) The Developing Language Learner: An
Introduction to Exploratory Practice. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
An overview of Exploratory Practice, including a thoroughly argued
rationale, case-studies and resources.

Bailey, K. and Nunan, D. (eds) (1996) Voices from the Language Classroom.
Cambridge: CUP.
A collection of papers from a variety of ELT contexts documenting the
complexities of classroom life.

Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S. and Finegan, E. (1999)
Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English. London: Longman.
One of several corpus-based grammars that increasingly inform applied
linguists’ and teachers’ understandings of the language component of ELT.

Braine, G. (2010) Nonnative Speaker English Teachers: Research, Pedagogy,
and Professional Growth. London: Routledge.
A thorough consideration of the native/non-native speaker teacher issue.

Burns, A. (2009) Doing Action Research in English Language Teaching: A
Guide for Practitioners. London: Routledge.
A guide to Action Research written for teachers and teacher educators.

Byram, M. (ed.) (2004) The Routledge Encyclopedia of Language Teaching
and Learning. London: Routledge.
An accessible and wide-ranging series of short articles and summaries
relevant to ELT.
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Carter, R. and Nunan, D. (eds) (2001) The Cambridge Guide to Teaching
English to Speakers of Other Languages. Cambridge: CUP.
Thirty-two chapters covering a range of topics relevant to all parts of this
book.

Coyle, D., Hood, P. and Marsh, D. (2010) Content and Language Integrated
Learning. Cambridge: CUP.
An overview of CLIL that examines theory and practice at both primary
and secondary levels.

Gass, S. and Selinker, L. (2008) Second Language Acquisition: An Introductory
Course. 3rd edition. London: Routledge.
One of a number of texts reviewing SLA research in some detail.

Hewings, A. and Hewings, M. (2005) Grammar and Context: An Advanced
Resource Book. London: Routledge.
A textbook that again illustrates the ways in which corpus data can add to
our understandings of the English language.

Howatt, A. with Widdowson, H. (2004) A History of English Language
Teaching. 2nd edition. Oxford, OUP.
An illuminating history of English language teaching from 1400 CE
onwards.

Johnston, B. (2003) Values in English Language Teaching. London: Routledge.
A wide-ranging discussion of values and morality within ELT.

Kramsch, C. (1993) Culture and Context in Language Teaching. Oxford, OUP.
An exploration of the links between cultural knowledge and second language
learning.

Mitchell, R. and Myles, F. (2004) Second Language Learning Theories. 2nd
edition. London: Hodder Education.
A further review of theories of L2 learning.

Levy, M. and Stockwell, G. (2006) CALL Dimensions: Options and Issues
in Computer-Assisted Language Learning. London: Routledge.
One of several texts examining developments in the rapidly changing field
of CALL and new technologies.

Palfreyman, D. and Smith, R. (eds) (2003) Learner Autonomy Across Cultures:
Language Education Perspectives. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
A collection of papers that, together, highlight how autonomy may develop
in different ways across different cultures.

Pennycook, A. (2001) Critical Applied Linguistics: A Critical Introduction.
Mahwah, NJ: Routledge.
A challenging introduction to critical approaches within applied linguistics
and ELT.
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Richards, J. and Rodgers, T. (2001) Approaches and Methods in Language
Teaching. 2nd edition. Oxford: OUP.
A title that systematically summarizes the major language teaching
approaches and methods.

Seargeant, P. (forthcoming) World Englishes: Language in Action. London:
Routledge.
An overview of the spread and current role of English and Englishes in the
world.

Seidlhofer, B. (ed.) (2003) Controversies in Applied Linguistics. Oxford: 
OUP.
A collection of reprinted articles in which prominent applied linguists argue
different positions on a series of issues.

Tomlinson, B. (ed.) (1998) Materials Development in Language Teaching.
Cambridge: CUP.
A collection of chapters that examine the relationship between teaching
materials and the language classroom.

Walsh, S. (2011) Classroom Discourse: Language in Action. London:
Routledge.
A text that examines the relationship between classroom interaction and
language learning in detail.

Williams, M. and Burden, R. (1997) Psychology for Language Teachers.
Cambridge: CUP.
An accessible book that examines language teaching from the perspective
of educational psychology.

Wright, T. (2005) Classroom Management in Language Education. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.
A thorough discussion of classroom management, covering research and
practice.

Journals
A wide range of relevant papers can also be found in the following
journals:

Applied Linguistics
www.applij.oxfordjournals.org/

This journal publishes research into a variety of applied linguistics 
topics.

English Language Teaching Journal (ELTJ)
www.eltj.oxfordjournals.org/

Articles in the ELTJ are often written by ELT practitioners and aim to link
everyday practices to theoretical concepts and discussions.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3111
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
35
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
4
45111

Further reading 255



 

System
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/0346251X

System publishes applied linguistic research into language teaching and
learning.

TESL-EJ
www.tesl-ej.org/wordpress/

TESL-EJ is an online (and free) electronic and peer-reviewed journal
publishing a range of articles and reviews concerned with ELT.

TESOL Quarterly
www.ingentaconnect.com/content/tesol/tq

TESOL Quarterly (TQ) publishes research into, and explores ideas
surrounding, English language teaching and learning.
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