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Introduction

0.1 The Grammar-Translation Method and foreign
language teaching

7 0.1.1 Concept of language teaching

Language teaching can be defined as the activities that are
intended to bring about language learning. All that need to be
pointed out here is that ‘language teaching’ is more widely
interpreted than ‘instructing a language class’. Formal instruction
and methods of training are included, so is individualized
instruction, self-study, computer-assisted instruction, and the use
of media, such as radio or television. Likewise, the supporting
activities, such as the preparation of teaching materials, teaching
grammars, or dictionaries, or the training of teachers, as well as
making the necessary administrative provision inside or outside an
educational system — they all fall under the concept of language
teaching (Stern, 1997).

7 0.1.2 Studies on language acquisition

No one knows exactly how people learn language although a
great deal of research has been done into the subject. Certain
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theories have, however, had a profound effect upon the practice
of language teaching (and continue to do so) and it seems
sensible, therefore., to consider them. In an article published in
1920, two psychologists, Watson and Raynor, reported the results
of experiments they had carried out with a young baby called
Albert. When Albert was nine months old, they discovered that
the easiest way to frighten him was to make a loud noise (by
striking a steel bar with a hammer). At various intervals over the
next three months, they frightened Albert in this way while he
was in the presence of various animals (a rat, a rabbit and a dog).
The result of these experiments was that after three months,
Albert showed fear when confronted with these animals even
when the noise was not made. and even showed unease when a fur
coat was put in front of him. The psychologists suggested that
they would be able to cure Albert’s fear but were unable to do so
because he was no longer available for experimentation, and they
even discussed the possibility of Albert’s fear of fur coats when he
reached the age of twenty! The ethics of this experiment are
highly questionable, but Albert’s experiences are an early example
of the idea of conditioning.

The idea of conditioning is based on the theory that you can
train an animal to do anything (within reason) if you follow a
certain procedure that has three major stages, stimulus, response,
and reinforcement. In the classic form of the theory, a rat is
placed in a box. A signal light is operated (the stimulus), the rat
goes up to a bar in the cage and presses it (the response) and a
tasty food pellet drops at its feet (the reinforcement). If the rat’s
behavior is reinforced a sufficient number of times, it will always
press the bar when the light comes on.
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Reinforcement in that example took the form of a reward and
was therefore positive. But you could also train the same rat not to
do something by giving him negative reinforcement, maybe in the
form of a small electric shock.

A psychologist develops an approach to the shaping of animal
behavior and demonstrates its effectiveness on rats and pigeons
and then takes the reckless step of assuming that similar solutions
apply to human behavior. Language teachers, impressed by the
apparent authority of science, follow suit and try to teach by
means of operant conditioning. The solution shifts from pigeons
to people in general to pupils in particular. B. F. Skinner held the
view that language is essentially a matter of behavior being shaped
by stimulus control which provided theoretical warrant for an
approach to language teaching which focused on habit formation.
The same model of stimulus-response-reinforcement accounts for
how a human baby learns a language. An internal stimulus such as
hunger prompts crying as a response, and this crying is reinforced
by the milk that is subsequently made available to the baby. Our
performance as language users is largely the result of such positive
(or negative) reinforcement.

Behaviorism, which was after all a psychological theory, was
adapted for some time by the language teaching profession,
particularly in America, and the result was the Audio-Lingual
Method still used in many parts of the world. This method used
consistent and unending drilling of the students followed by
positive or negative reinforcement. Of course, the approach
wasn't quite as crude as that, but the stimulus-response-
reinforcement model formed the basis of the methodology. The
language ‘habit’ was formed by this constant repetition and the



