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1. Still More Random Thoughts on
Teaching and Studying English

by Professor Cavid Crook

* “In our school Intensive Reading (I. R.) is known as the
super-power course.”” That’s what a Chinese teacher from
Central China said to me not long ago.

“The super-power course? Why?’ 1 asked.

He gave many reasons:

“Pirst, college entrance exams are based largely on the
I. R. approach. So unless or until this is changed, middie
school teachers ;cmd students will be forced to memorize long
lists of rules and words. And they'll be taught to analyze
passages without learning how to read, write, speak or un

detstand living English at a reasonable speed. Then if the
teachers have stuffed them enough, and the students have swal-
lowed enough undigested vocabulary and grammar, the&’ll
pass the English entrance exam.” S
" “Affter that, will they be liberated from the ‘L. R. Super~
Power’?” 1 asked. : N
"“Far from it,” said my friend. “In college the process goes
on, because the leaders and older teachers generally stress
L, R, They give it so-many class and homework hours that. it



dominates the timetable. If they are too busy to do all
their preparation and review, the last thing the students are
willing to give up is L R. Even if they are unwell and get
written permission from the doctor for a few days rest, they’ll
cut other courses but still stagger into the I. R. class.

“This is not hard to understand,” he went on. “The older
teachers may have excellent English and they say I. R. is
most important. So the students think, if we-do as they say,
we’ll have excellent English, too. And some teachers, it seems,
think: ‘I learnt my English mainly through I. R. Why shouldn’t
the students do the same? :

The question is, did these teachers learn their English A
because of 1. R. or in spite of 1. R.? If they had used another
method, might they not have learnt twice as much in half
the time? The saying ‘goes: ‘No pains, no gains’. There
is something in that. But if you can learn something easily
 instead of painfully, why learn it the hard way? The Chinese
slogan duo kuai hao sheng may not be so fashionable now.

It's hard to translate into English as pithy as the Chinese.
" “Much, fast, good” —what next? Economically? The word is
too long. Anyway, if one can learn much, fast and well, why
learn .a little, slowly, and at great cost? After all, there has
been a revolution in the science of language teaching and
studying in recent years. China is stressing modernization
~ in other respects, why not in this one too
' Another obstacle my teacher friend spoke of was this,
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After you get into college, you have to get out again and
go to work. And when schools, government organizations
and offices have jobs to offer, they offer them to graduates
with — among other things — good study records. What
counts most in your English study record7 Why, the marks
you got in I. R. That’s another thing that makes students,
teachers and school leaders so keen on it and which makes
it a super-power.

Well, one divides into two. That law applies to everything.
So perhaps there is some good in I. R.? Yes, perhaps there
is. In an article I worte (Yingyu Xuexi Number 5, 1982) I
said; “Perhaps in China today a little I. R. may be unavoidable
... because for the moment we haven’t enough Extensive Read-
ing (E. R.) books.” Since then I have sought advice not only
from the teacher quoted above, but from some twenty others
teaching in many parts of China. Most of them think that a
small amount of I. R. is not only unavoidable but necessary
at certain stages and within certain limits after students enter
college. This may help them pay attention to set phrases (such
as the phrase ‘pay attention t0’), to verb patterns and gramma-
tical structure and to solve problems independently, using
reference books. It can also ensure that students coming from
different middle schools gain the same language skills and
have the same foundation and approach. But I. R. must not
be allowed to become a super-power taking up so much time
that it dominates the curriculum and the timetable. It must

LI TR

o



be used as a means to the end of accurate communication in

reading, writing, speaking and understanding the spoken lan-

'guage and ensuring accuracy in translation. But it must not

~ be allowed to run riot. We must make sure that I. R. doesn’t

‘ become an unbreakable habit, which is carried over into read—
ing which is called extensive but actually is not. By the

start of the third year at college students should be able to

read much and fast — and to use their training in I. R.

mainly as an aid to appreciate good writing, to distinguish good
writing from bad and have an elementary grasp of style and
diﬁ'er_ept types or levels of language. This will make I. R. not
a super-power but a respectable member of the family of
language courses.
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2. An American Theatergoer

by Doctor Phebe Chao

A Last term I gave a lecture course on-American drama in
the Fulbright program at Beijing University, I taught drama as
literature. 1 thought your listeners might be interested in
hearing something about the -American theater in its relation—
ship to the public, namely the general theatergoer. '

First of all, in the United States as in China, where you
live makes a big difference.l There are more plays in New
York' City as there are more plays in Beijing. For one thing,
these cities are the artistic capitals of their respective countries,
and ‘there are many theaters that are in operation. New
York has Broadway, a term that stands for the commercial
theater. Most of the commercial theaters are in the vicihity
of Athc street named Broadway, especially those clustered in
the :mid-fown blocks, say from 42nd St. to 53rd St. New
York also has Off-Broadway, a term that ‘describes the geo-
graphic location of theaters away from the area I just mention—
ed, but applies even more to a non-commercial development
in American theater, aimed at bringing new and experimental
plays before the public as well as reviving neglected classics.
There is even Off-Off-Broadway. A good seat at the commer—



cial theater costs 20 to 25 dollars. This fall Nicholas Nickleby,
brought from London to New York, which began at 1:30 in
the afternoon, broke for dinner, and continued in the evening,
9 or 10 hours in all, charged 100 dollars per seat. Off-Off-
‘Broadway can cost as little as 4 dollars.

Tours of plays from other cities, and indeed from foreign
countries, also make their stops in New York as they do in
Beijing. You call them difangxi and we call them regional
theater. Interestingly enough, regional theater is a move~
ment to decentralize theater in the U.S. away from New York,
City. For example, to name a few, San Francisco, Seattle,
San Diege in the Far West; Chicago, St. Louis, Minneapolis,
and Milwaukee in the Midwest; Providence and Boston in
New England all have their own repertory companies, resident
companies - that put on maybe four to six plays each year.
My friend, the director Philip Minor, who just gave a talk at
Beida. during one theater season, directed a Feydeau farce in
qutsmouth, New Hamf)shire, went to New York to mount
& Gilbert and Sullivan operetta and a medieval Christmas pa-
geant at.the Metropolitan Museum of Art, then to Providence,
Rhode Island, where he directed an excellent production’ of
Bugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh, ending his season in
Long Island with Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya. We were able
to attend-gll of them.

Now let us take me for a sample American theatergoer —
not typical, just a sample. I teach at Beanington .College: i
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Vermont, a liberal arts college that was founded with John
Dewey’s educational philosophy in mind: “Learn by doing.”
Bennington has always included the performing arts. We have
an active theater department. I see many student productions
every semester. A few are full-scale productions; most are
small workshop showings. Students have the opportunity to
try plays that commercial theater couldn’t hope to do.

I go to New York several times a year, to keep myself
au courant, up-to-date. In order to teach drama, I must
know what is happening. Very typically, I might go to a
straight play on Broadway Friday night, maybe an opera
at the Metropolitan Opera House Saturday afternoon, matinee
performance: then perhaps an early off-Broadway in the West
Village (Greenwich Village) Saturday evening; then occasionally
I have been known to go to another late performance Off—Off-
Broadway in the East Village. Sunday afternoons and evenings
tmany Off-Broadway houses and Of-Off give performances
also. A very full and very expensive weekend!

Sometimes I hear there is an interesting play in some
other city nearby. For example, I made a special trip to
New Haven, Cinnecticut, to see an adaptation of The house of
Mirth, a fine novel by Edith Wharton. As it turned out, the
play wasn’t worth my efforts. But often, I can’t know in
advance, or even if I do know, I might- feel I ought to seé
how and why the play failed. Sometimes, a play is so seldom
performed, one feels one must see it at any cost. I went
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tegularly to Stratford, Ontario, in Canada, far as it was,
because there was a time I thought it was the best repertory
theater in the Western Hemisphere. DI've seen plays in
England, in France, in China. But I have to admit that here
I find the best jingju, like Ye Shao Lan as Lu Bu, more vital
and interesting than contemporary theater. The potential

is here, 1 know, and I’m looking forward to more theatergoing
in Beijing this year.



