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As we begin a new century and a new millennium, it seems natural to look back
over the past several years to see what we have accomplished and, at the same
time, look forward to see what challenges lie ahead. In the language teaching pro-
fession, we have been both blessed and challenged by the substantial growth of
knowledge that has taken place in our field in the past few decades. We have been
blessed with a renewal of interest in language learning in this country and a
greater recognition of its place in the curriculum of the future. We have been revi-
talized by the excitement generated as we pursue new directions in research and
develop more creative ways to enhance learning in the classroom. Yet we are chal-
lenged by the many unanswered questions that our research efforts have only
begun to address, and by the need to sort through the profusion of developments
and ideas in our field and clarify for ourselves our own vision of the
learning/teaching process.

Rod Ellis, in his excellent book, Understanding Second Language Acquisition’, ar-
gues that language teachers would greatly benefit from attempting to make ex-
plicit their own theories of how second-language acquisition occurs. This
continuing struggle to understand, clarify, and articulate one’s beliefs and prac-
tices is at the very heart of what it means to be a professional. We as teachers need
to be able to choose wisely among the multitude of options that are presented in
the professional literature and to know why we think these choices are best. At the
same time, all of us need to be willing to be open to new ideas that lead to profes-
sional growth and positive change.

This book has been written in an attempt to assist readers interested in class-
room language learning in the process of clarifying their own beliefs about lan-
guage teaching and learning. I have chosen to organize this third edition of
Teaching Language in Context around the set of hypothesized principles of lan-
guage teaching that I presented in the first edition—principles derived in part

1 Rod Ellis, Understanding Second Language Acquisition. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1985.
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from my own understanding of the concept of “proficiency,” as described in the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines®. These principles represent some of my own assump-
tions about teaching and are offered as one way to look at the issues before us. But
the set of hypotheses is not meant to be prescriptive. As Strasheim? pointed out in
1976, we have moved out of the period of our professional history that was gov-
erned by absolutes. Neither are these hypothesized principles meant to define a
particular methodology. Many practitioners reject the idea that one “true way”
can be found for all learners, who bring a wide variety of personalities, cognitive
styles, and learning preferences to our classrooms. Rather, the principles set forth
in the third chapter of this new edition are derived from the theories explored in
Chapters 1 and 2 and serve as an organizer for the discussion of theory and prac-
tice that unfolds in subsequent chapters.

Although the set of hypothesized principles is not new to this edition, there
are a number of new topics that are reflected throughout the chapters of the
book. First, the third edition includes a discussion of the Standards for Foreign
Language Learning?, which represent the efforts of a large group of professional
organizations and individuals to outline goals for foreign language study in the
twenty-first century. The standards movement has already had a strong influ-
ence on the thinking of the profession and promises to challenge us to work to-
ward improving our language programs in significant ways in the years ahead.

A second topic that has been integrated throughout the third edition is that of
the role of technology in language teaching. Most of this new material has been
contributed by Robert M. Terry, whose expertise in this area far exceeds my own. I
am grateful to him not only for contributing to the new edition in this way, but
also for his help in reading and commenting on the entire manuscript and providing
a number of ideas for classroom activities that are also new to this edition.

The third edition also includes an updated review of some of the literature in
the fields of second-language acquisition and foreign language education. Some
of the topics that are of special interest to researchers and practitioners today
are the role of instruction in language learning and the importance of focusing,
at least to some extent, on formal features of the language within a commu-
nicative approach. Additional topics of high interest include the integration of
culture and language study and the development of alternative assessments to
measure students’ progress, particularly in light of the standards. The sheer vol-
ume of research that has taken place in the past several years in second-language
acquisition and foreign language learning prohibits any comprehensive review
of all of the relevant literature, but it is hoped that the new materials included

'ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines—Speaking. Yonkers, NY: American Council on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages, 1999.

?Lorraine Strasheim, “What Is a Foreign Language Teacher Today?” Canadian Modern
Language Review 33 (1976):39-48.

3 Standards for Foreign Language Learning: Preparing for the 21st Century. Yonkers, NY:
National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1996.
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in this edition will lead readers to some interesting and helpful resources that
treat the various topics in greater depth.

A brief summary of the chapter contents for this edition follows.

In Chapter 1, “On Knowing a Language: Communicative Competence, Profi-
ciency, and the Standards for Foreign Language Learning,” various theoretical and
practical insights into what it means to be competent or proficient in a lan-
guage are explored. This chapter, updated for this edition, extends the discus-
sion of the first two editions about the nature of language proficiency, partly in
response to the proliferation of ideas about this concept and its meaning since
the first edition appeared in 1986. Most of us in the foreign and second
language field consider teaching “for communication” or “for proficiency”
our ultimate goal. Yet what do these terms mean precisely? In recent years,
concepts such as “communicative competence” and “proficiency” have been
used to refer to a wide variety of practices and approaches, and undoubtedly
their meanings have been overextended and sometimes distorted. These
concepts are considered in this first chapter, and various theoretical models
of language competence are reviewed and discussed. The ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines are described briefly, and oral proficiency level descriptions are sum-
marized. Research about levels of proficiency attained by students in high
school and college programs is examined, and some misconceptions about
proficiency are also discussed. In the last section of the chapter, the Standards
for Foreign Language Learning are presented, and the five interrelated goal areas
of communication, cultures, connections, comparisons, and communities are
briefly outlined.

Chapter 2, “On Learning a Language: Some Theoretical Perspectives,” deals
with the question of how adult learners develop proficiency in a second language.
Many new theoretical viewpoints have been advanced in the professional litera-
ture in the past two decades, and any approach to language teaching that we ulti-
mately choose should be informed by these developments and the insights they
provide. The sample of theoretical positions about the way in which adults ac-
quire a second language has been chosen to reflect a continuum of perspectives
from empiricist to rationalist views. Five theoretical viewpoints are reviewed and
summarized in the chapter. Because learners are not alike, theoretical models of
how learners acquire language should take into account the role that learner dif-
ferences might play in the process of proficiency development. This important
issue is therefore treated as well. The last section of the chapter considers how lan-
guage learning theory can be related to classroom practice and how research in-
terests and perspectives in the somewhat different fields of second-language
acquisition (SLA) and foreign language learning/teaching can complement and
inform one another.

In Chapter 3, a set of hypothesized principles for classroom teaching that are
derived from the discussions in Chapters 1 and 2 is presented, and a rationale for
each principle is given. The chapter then looks at a variety of methodological ap-
proaches, both from a historical perspective and in terms of current practices, an-
alyzing their salient features. Underlying theoretical assumptions are explored, as
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_well as teaching strategies and techniques that typically predominate in each ap-
proach.

Chapter 4 presents a review of the research, in both first- and second-language
learning, regarding the role of context in the comprehension and production of
discourse. The chapter ends with a discussion of content-based learning and the
whole continuum of possibilities for including both cultural and interdisciplinary
subject matter in the language classroom. Chapter 5 then offers suggestions for
contextualizing listening and reading practice, as well as a rationale for incorpo-
rating such activities into classroom instruction. In this edition, new activities
based on authentic materials have been included. The role of video and computer
technology in fostering the development of listening and reading abilities is also
discussed.

Chapters 6 and 7 provide guidelines for contextualizing practice in speaking
and writing, as well as ideas for integrative activities involving listening, speaking,
reading, writing, and culture. Creative language-use activities and formats for
small-group communicative interaction are also presented. Some ideas for re-
sponding to specific learner problems in each of these skill areas are also high-
lighted.

Chapter 8 treats the teaching of culture, including various models for choosing
cultural topics and materials and activities that integrate the teaching of language
and culture.

Chapter 9 presents formats for proficiency-oriented classroom testing, as well
as a description of oral proficiency testing techniques used in conjunction with
the ACTFL and ILR proficiency guidelines. Item types for classroom tests of listen-
ing, reading, speaking, writing, and integrated skills are presented in contextual-
ized, situational formats. Additional suggestions are included in this edition for
the use of authentic materials in classroom tests and quizzes. The final section of
the chapter reviews some of the literature on new types of assessments, including
computer-adaptive testing, portfolios, and performance-based tasks.

The epilogue to this edition synthesizes the material in the preceding pages by
illustrating how curricular planning can reflect a proficiency-oriented approach.
Practical suggestions for goal setting, text selection, and lesson planning are dis-
cussed.

The appendices to the second edition include various practical resources for
the language teacher. Appendix A includes the most recent ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines for speaking. The other appendices include additional illustrative ma-
terial relating to evaluating multimedia programs (Appendix B) and providing
feedback on students’ writing (Appendix C).

The reader will notice that certain key ideas relating to the development of lan-
guage proficiency recur throughout the book in cyclical fashion. For example, the
concept of contextualized language use is presented in Chapter 1, where models of
language competence are discussed. This concept recurs in the discussion of
methodology in Chapter 3, is examined from the perspective of the researcher in
Chapter 4, recurs in Chapters S, 6, and 7 and in discussions of practical classcoom
techniques, appears again in Chapter 8 on teaching culture, and is central to the

PREFACE » F19



