WHEELS OF CHANGE

By Penny Ur

What are wheels?

Things that go round and round…

Do they come back to the same place?  Or do they move on?

What is change?

‘Change’ is assumed to be for the better: But it can be for the worse…

A 'Revolution' in EFL? 
Etymology: 1390, originally of celestial bodies, from O.Fr. revolution, from L.L. revolutionem (nom. revolutio) "a revolving," from L. revolutus, pp. of revolvere "turn, roll back“. See revolve.

‘Wheels’ again?!

1.  The communicative approach

An innovation of the late 20th century?  Or just another recycling of an old idea?

What are the missing words?

The basic premise of the ___________  __________ is that students will learn to communicate in the target language, partly by learning how to think in that language and by not involving L1 in the language learning process whatsoever.  Objectives include teaching the students how to use the language spontaneously and orally, linking meaning with the target language through the use of realia, pictures or pantomime

(Answer: Direct Method)

Larsen-Freeman, 1986

The communicative approach is …

… a methodological approach which encourages language acquisition through a large amount of input and a significant emphasis on the use of language in communicative activities. 

(Harmer, 1983: 34)

In both cases, the emphasis is on the use of language for communication, and on classroom interaction rather than doing exercises and drills

So – has the wheel come full circle?  Or is there a difference?

In both cases there was a later reaction back to a focus on explicit grammar and vocabulary work.

In the case of the direct method, this led to a relapse to traditional methods and later to the audio-lingual methodology.

But in the case of the communicative approach this has led to various attempts to integrate explicit teaching of accurate language forms within the communicative methodology.

For example: 

· Focus-on-form: taking ‘time off’ to look at aspects of grammar and vocabulary, within a communicative activity

· ‘Inductive’ teaching of rules

· The encouragement of ‘appreciation of language’ side-by-side with communicative work.

· Meaningful – but focused - grammar and vocabulary practice

· All these as temporary digressions, maintaining the main focus on communication.

2. Grammar teaching

Traditionally, grammar has been taught through presentation of a rule, followed by practice exercises.

English for Speakers of Hebrew, 1968

Specifically, the programme attempts to provide learners with:

adequate and explicit generalizations, that is, rules, relating to the grammatical structures taught at each level;

 ample illustration of the manner in which such rules apply through numerous examples of how such structures are manifested in actual utterances;

opportunities for extensive exposure to and practice with the application of these rules in actual usage,both spoken and written. 

And then the change: 

 ‘We acquire the grammatical rules of a language by understanding input containing these rules. Our attention is not on consciously learning the rules but on understanding the message, and we subconsciously absorb the rules the same way children absorb the rules of their first language.’

S. Krashen 

But today, back again…

Research showing that explicit teaching of grammar results in better learning 

(Norris & Ortega, 2001)

‘… the ability to use grammatical structures accurately is a skill requiring productive practice.’

(Larsen-Freeman, 2001)

And here in Israel

The previous syllabus was a grammatical syllabus, implying the need to teach grammar explicitly.

The present National Curriculum does not even mention the word ‘grammar’ in its statement of principles, implying that it should not be taught, at least not explicitly. 

But:

Under the heading of ‘appreciation of language’, explicit grammar teaching is creeping back into the books and classrooms.

The Curriculum talks about appreciation of language as contrastive analysis, the awareness that languages are different.  

But the textbooks, under the heading 'Appreciation of Language' simply list grammatical structures to be taught. 

So – has the wheel come full circle? Or is there a difference?

To some extent it has come full circle

The evidence is that teachers and textbook writers still support the use of a grammatical syllabus, a ‘pro-active’ presentation – practice model as  a basis for teaching grammar, and the use of ‘mechanical’ practice exercises and drills.

These are probably here to stay. And probably, in my opinion, rightly so.

At the same time…

The communicative component of lessons has increased; grammar is increasingly seen as a means to an end rather than an end in itself.

Meaningful and communicative grammar activities are being used as well as the ‘mechanical’ ones. 

3. Translation

The L1 was traditionally used for translation in the grammar-translation method

And today, L1 is back, in principle!

‘Treating the L1 as a classroom resource opens up several ways to use it, such as for teachers to convey meaning, explain grammar and organize the class, and for students to use as part of their collaborative learning and individual strategy use. The first language can be a useful element in creating authentic L2 users rather than something to be shunned at all costs.’

(Cook, 2001: 402)

Has the wheel come full circle? Or is there a difference?

Using some L1 in English lessons is desirable in principle, because our aim is not to get the pupils to ‘think in English ’. We are no longer trying to get them to be ‘like native speakers’.   Our aim is to get pupils to become English users, who function as effectively as possible both in their L1 and in English and are compound bilinguals. 

So there is a place for translation, for practice and review, for testing.

Advanced translation of lengthy passages is probably not appropriate as part of a standard English lesson: a skill in its own right, and VERY time-greedy!
But translation of short, tricky ‘chunks’ – probably the best way there is of increasing language awareness and compound bilingualism.
4. Learning by heart

Forty years ago…

‘At the first level of instruction, sometimes longer, learning is based on dialogues containing commonly-used everyday expressions and basic structures of high frequency. The vocabulary content is kept to a useful minimum so that the student may concentrate on establishing a solid control of structure.  The dialogues are learned by a process of mimicry-memorization.’

Wilga Rivers, 1968

And today it is back…

The importance of language play, including the learning of ‘meaningless’ repetitive texts by heart.

Guy Cook (1997)

Jazz chants

Carolyn Grahame (2006)

Has the wheel come full circle?  Or is there a difference?

Compare and contrast: 

An audio-lingual dialogue (1971)

Hello Dan..

Hello Jack.

How are you?

I am fine thank you.

Where are you going?

I am going on a picnic.

Oh, it’s late.

Goodbye.

ETJ, 1970

A modern dialogue

What’s that?

It’s a frog.

What?  It’s a frog?!

Yes, it’s a frog!

Amazing!

A jazz-chant

Throw it!

I threw it!

Catch it!

I caught it!

Hit it!

I hit it!

Wow! That’s wonderful!

Did he throw it?

Yes, he did!

Did she catch it? 

Yes, she did!

Did he hit it?

Yes, he did.

Wow! That’s wonderful!

Conclusions

The pessimistic approach:

Things never really change:

‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose’
אותה גברת בשינוי אדרת
The optimistic approach

New ideas are usually based on old ones (whether or not they admit it!), but may contain genuinely new variations within them.

What we want is an integrated teaching-learning model, combining worthwhile old ideas with useful and productive new ones. 
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