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THE DEVEI.OPMENT OF
LANGUAGE TEACHING THEORY
( 1940s—1980s )

Lu Shouchun

The primary aim of this Paper is to exam-
ine the change of second language teachinc
theor¥ since the 1940s in terms of linguistic
theorY change and the change in the role of
language in society.Various social and psycho
logical influences will also be taken into con-

sileration in the development of language teach-

ing theory.

1.The first impact of linguistics on
language teaching theory. structural

linguistics and audiolingualism

Until the forties of this century, the field
¢ 1 v



of language teaching had been very quiet, It
had been dominated by the traditional “gram-
mar translation” method through the ages (Kel-
1y 1969), This method, while it “has little or
no basis in experimental linguistics”, “is best
understood as a wayY to teach classical lan-
guages such as Greek or Latin”(Qvando & Collier
1985:72) and as a preliminary to the study

of literary works, Through deductive instruc—
tion of grammar and large use of the native lan-—
guage, the students fearn to read and write
in the targel language or vice versa, Here,

language learning is viewed as a mental exer-
cise for the purpose of apPreciating literary

works and is taught jn the same way as any other
academijc subjccts, There is no difference be-

tween teaching mathematics and a foreign language
in principle and pratcice, The target language
is only a set of written symbols to the students,
The learaers can neither listen nor speak the
language, There is no communication taking
place,

The first revolution came in the fortjes
mainly in the United States, It appeared {o both a
« 2



Practical and theoretical summons, Practically,
World War II required a large number of peo-
ple who had the listening and speaking ability
in foreign language which the traditional method
could not supply, Theoretically, with theestab-
lishment of structural linguisties, “ linguistics
has come of age”(Hamp 1961:180) as a science of
language, Linguistics had become strong enough
to lead and influence tanguage teaching theory,
This new situation brought about what we refer
to as Amnrican “ Army Method”® in language
teaching, Genperally, it had the fcllowing cha-
racteristics:

1 )1t placed linguistic scholars in a leading
role in the solution of the Janpuage teaching
problems that had to be faced,

2 )t demonstrated that language training
does not necessarily have to be done in the conven—
tional school type language course,

3 )It claimed to show that languages can be
taught to much larger populations of ordinary
learners and much more quickly than had pre-
viously bren thought possible,

4 )1t demonstrated the possible aivantagss

v 3



of intensive language training and of an oral em-
phasis ( Stern 1983 :1¢2), _
Structural linguistics laid a solid theoreti=~
cal foyndation in this development, According
to Bloomfield ( 1933 ), linguistics is concerned
with the corpus of ytterances to discover regu-
larities and structures, Or in Saussure’ s terms,
language is in the specimens of parole, “In the
division of scientific labor, the linguist deals
only with the speech signal”(Bloomiield 1933 : 32),
Bloomfield also believed in an empirical, des-
criptive linguistic science whose principles and
concepts turn into a well balanced and ynified
Structure, As the founder of structuralism, Bloom~
field was very well aware of the role that lingyuists

could play in language teaching, He expressed

for the Practical Study of Foreign Language
(1942), in which he emphasized the prescnce of
a trained linguist in language teaching, He also
argued that language learning is based on record-
ing, imitating, practising and momorizing, At
the same time,he attacked the theory and practice

of the period by writing, “The textbooks are
.i. 4‘..



far from perfect and some teachers have not suf-
ficient command of the foreign language, Often
enough the student, after two, three, or four years
of inStruction, can not really uSe the language
he has been studyineg” (1942),

Based ypon Structuralism and the “Army
Method”, there came a new method in language
teaching—what we refer to today as aydiolingua-
lism, Aydiolinguyalism is the first breakthroyeh
in languyage te~ching theory under the inflyence
of a linguistic theory and in reSponse to the
social demand for language use, “It was not yn-
til the early years of the World War 1 that
linguisticS was recogni%ed as an important, per—
haps even as the most important component in
language teachiny theory” ( Stern 1983 :156),
Although the clearly defined period of aydiolin-
gualism as a distinct language teaching theory
and of greatest influence was comparatively
short(1959-1966), the influence of the theory is
far beyond that., The term was [irst proposed
by Brooks (1964 : 263 ) and i1he ideas were ex—
pressed in f{ive sjogans ( Moylton 19613 8;-90)

which reflected the influence of structural
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linguistics:

1 )Lapguage is spcech, not writing,

2 ) A language is what its native speakers
say,not what someone thinks they ought to say,

3 ) Languages are different,

4 ) A language is a set of habits,

5 ) Teach the language, not aboyt the lan-
gulige,

The techniques employed by auydiolingualism
are best presented by the idea of “Practice
makes perfect”, Discrete pattern drills,memoriza~
tion of dialogues, stimulus-response process and
cOnscjous repetition are carried out in the hope
of forming the students’ habit in the target
language, 1t is believed that, when time comes,
the students can transier what they have con-
sciously learned in class into unconscious prac-
tical use, The focus is geared to the parole
instead of language, “It was not until the mid-
sixties that,under the inflycace of transforma-
tional generative grammar, the liguistics of

these tenets was serioysly questioned” ( Stern
1083 : 158) ,

T 6§



2.The second shock wave, transforma-
tional generative grammar and cogni-

tive approach

With the publication of his first major
work, Syntactic Stractures (1957), Chomsky
brought about a revolution in linguistic theory
in the sixties by establishing the transforma-
tional generative grammar, Linguists before
Chomsky treated language as a static entity or
finished Product which can be objectively
eXxamifnied, analyzed, and described, The Choms-
kyan approach treats language as a “rule-governcd”
system, emphasizing the “creativity of
lauguage” and recognizing the process of linguis-
tic production and interpretation, which Struc—
tural linguists had disregarded, According to
Chomsky, the statement of syntactic structure
should not be a collection of utterances that
have already been produced, Instead. the gram-
mar statement Should be a set of rules which.
if followed rigidly, leads to grammaiically

correct Sentences, A grammar myuSt be So de=

'!Th



signed that “by following its rules and convern=-
.tions we could produce all or any of the pos-—
sible sentences of the tanguage” ( Palmer 1071,
150 ) .Chomsky’s theory, based ypon rationalism,
may be underStood as a vyiew from “forest to
trees”, while lhe Siructurc! theory,based uPon
empiricism, from “irees to forest” , As Aare-
1¢ff wrote, “Transformational generarive gram-
mar was linked to antecrdenrs in the ITth and
18th centuricsS.hoth as n matter of intellectual
intercst and to Serve 1ha pyrpose of Polemics
agains' i's own immediate prelecessor in linguiS-
tice, the traditisn which can he called Bloom-
fiedian--" (1987 101), The malor contrasts be-
tween fransfrrmational gereralive zraommar and
Structuralism that have imDoriant implication for
language tenching can he suuimarized in the fol-

lowing issyes:

1 ) Langyage i35 2 “rule—governed” system in-
stead of a collection of habits, Ta language
teachinz,imitation, mermorization and mechan-
ica! drill of unrelated items do not lead to the

mastery of these rules which are “not only in-
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tricate but also quite abstract” (Chomsky 1906;
47),

2 )While trarsformational generative
grammar distinguishes surface structure from
deep structur€,structuralismcan only deal with
suriace structure, Patternpracticeis not effec-
tive in providing better insight into language,
“The learaing of fundamental syntactic relations
and Processes will not beaccomplished by drill
based on analysis of surface structure alone”
(Spolsky 1970, 151),

3 ) Transformational generative grammar
emphasizes {he Productive or creative character
of language, while structur«lism is based on the
analysis of the given corPus., “The most abvious
and characteristic Property of normallinguistic
behavior is that it is stimulus-free and innova-
tive (Chomsky 1966: 4¢). “An infinite number
of sentences can be produced by what seems to
be a rather small finite number of grammatical
rules, A speaker does not have to store a large
number of ready-made se.tences in his head; he
just needs the rules for creating and understand-

ing these sentences” (Diller 1978 25),



