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Chapter 1

Basic Concepts and Theories

Although foreign language teaching (FLT) is not a new discipline, when asked about

13

some basic concepts and theories related to FLT such as “ What is foreign language

teaching”, “What is foreign language learning”, and “What is a method”. Many FL
teachers and students even today are still not clear about them. So we consider it
extremely important to clarify these basic concepts in the very first chapter of this book.
Besides, it has been widely accepted that linguistics and language teaching are closely
related. To be more specific, modern language teaching theory has been strongly affected
by developments in linguistics. Therefore, modern linguistic schools and theories are also

covered in this chapter.

1.1 Key Terms in Foreign Language
Teaching and Learning

1.1.1 Teaching

According to Hammerly (1982:119), a broad definition of teaching is “helping
someone to learn”. In this broad sense, not only teachers but also parents, ministers,
journalists, even policeman teach. In a narrow sense, teaching is the interaction between a
teacher and his students whereby planned learning takes place by the latter.

As we all know, teaching, the attempt to induce learning, does not always succeed. In
order to teach successfully, one has to be able to answer with considerable precision a lot
of questions such as “What is to be learned”, “When is it to be learned”, “What are the
characteristics of the learner”, “Was it learned”, and “If not, what can be done about it”.
There are other important factors one has to take into consideration: the instruction setting
(classroom, etc.), the time available for instruction, the opportunity for the students to
communicate, the availability of technological aids, etc.

1.1.2 Foreign Language Teaching

Language teaching can be defined as the activities which are intended to bring about
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language learning (Stern 1983: 21). Foreign Language teaching is a systematic effort by a
teacher to induce the learning of a foreign language by one or more students who are
native speakers of a different language or languages. It differs in nature and objectives
from other school subjects. The main difference is that in foreign language learning, one
learns a new code that is quite different from or conflicts with a known code, not
something new via a known code. Besides, unlike natural language acquisition, which
simply is what it is, foreign language teaching can be what we make it to be, on the basis
of principles we choose because they fit our subject matter and our purposes.

A teacher’s understanding of the nature of language will determine to a large extent
how he teaches a language. At the same time, a teacher’s understanding of how the learner
learns a language will determine his philosophy of education, his teaching styles, his
approach, methods, and classroom techniques. For example, if he, like B.F. Skinner,
regards language learning as a process of habit formation, he will teach accordingly. If he
views foreign language learning basically as a deductive rather than an inductive process,
he will probably present the grammar rules to his students directly rather than let them

“discover” those rules indirectly.
1.1.3 Learning

Learning may be defined as a relatively permanent change in knowledge or behavior
resulting from experience. This is a general definition of learning which applies both to
formal learning resulting from instruction and natural acquisition in which knowledge or
behavior patterns are “picked up” unconsciously. The concept of learning, as it is
understood today, has been greatly influenced by the psychological study of the learning
process. The psychological concept of learning includes not only the learning of skills
(swimming for example), but also the modification of attitudes, the acquisition of interests,

etc. It also refers to learning to learn and learning to think.
1.1.4 Foreign Language Learning

Foreign language learning refers to the development of foreign language competence
resulting from instruction. It involves not only developing knowledge about a language
but primarily developing knowledge of a language, that is, the ability to function in it,
fluently and accurately. This involves a long-term learning task, not just something that
can be done in a few days or weeks. It is a difficult endeavor. Naturally a long-term,
complex learning task requires a high degree of commitment on the part of the student.

Usually foreign language learning involves a number of factors: who learns, why he
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learns, how he learns, what he learns, from whom he learns, and by what means he learns,

etc.
1.1.5 Foreign Language Competence

Foreign language competence is that knowledge of a foreign language that enables a
speaker to understand and use the language accurately, fluently, and appropriately to meet
all communication needs in the corresponding cultural settings. It is made up of three
types of competence—linguistic, communicative, and cultural. The language (linguistic
competence) is used to communicate (communicative competence) within the framework

of a culture (cultural competence).
1.1.6 Curriculum

A modern English dictionary defines “curriculum” in the following way: “All of the
courses, collectively, offered in a school, college, etc. or in a particular subject.”
(Webster’s New World Dictionary 1988) As is seen from the definition, the term is
commonly used in two related senses. It refers to (a) a program of study at an educational
institution or system and (b) content in a particular subject or course of studies. In the
latter sense, “curriculum” is synonymous with the British term “syllabus”. In fact, the use
of the two terms in Europe and North America has caused a great deal of confusion in
second language teaching.

Curriculum is the totality of an organized learning experience; it provides the
conceptual structure and a set time frame to acquire a recognizable degree, and describes
its overall content, e.g. the curriculum of a three-year-degree program in “Foreign
Linguistics and Applied Linguistics” at a certain higher education institution. Course is
the totality of an organized learning experience in a precisely defined area, e.g. the course
on “Language Teaching Methodology” within the curriculum “Foreign Linguistics and
Applied Linguistics”.

1.1.7 Syllabus

Syllabus is the prescription of details on a specific course, such as what will be
learnt (and when), the texts to be read, the areas in which expertise is expected to be
demonstrated.

Here is a definition by J. P. B. Allen, which is adequate to our purposes: “Curriculum
is a very general concept which involves considerations of the whole complex of
philosophical, social and administrative factors which contribute to the planning of an
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educational program; syllabus, on the other hand, refers to that subpart of curriculum

which is concerned with a specification of what units will be taught.”
1.1.8 Language Teaching Methodology

Methodology in language teaching has been characterized in a variety of ways. A
more or less classical formulation suggests that methodology is that which links theory
and practice. Within methodology a distinction is often made between methods and
approaches, in which methods are held to be fixed teaching systems with prescribed
techniques and practices, whereas approaches represent language teaching philosophies
that can be interpreted and applied in a variety of different ways in the classroom. This
distinction is probably most usefully seen as defining a continuum of entities ranging
from highly prescribed methods to loosely described approaches.

Theory statements would include theories of what language is and how language is
learned or, more specifically, theories of second language acquisition (SLA). Such
theories are linked to various design features of language instruction. These design
features might include stated objectives, syllabus specifications, types of activities, roles
of teachers, learners, materials, and so forth. Design features in turn are linked to actual
teaching and learning practices as observed in the environments where language teaching

and learning take place. This whole complex of elements defines language teaching

methodology.
Theories of Instructional Observed
Language and Design Teaching
Learning Features » Practices

LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODOLOGY

(From Theodore S. Rodgers, Professor Emeritus, University of Hawaii)

1.2 The Concept of Methods

Language teaching came into its own as a profession in the 19th century. Central to
this phenomenon was the emergence of the concept of “methods” of language teaching.
The method concept in language teaching—the notion of a systematic set of teaching

practices based on a particular theory of language and language learning—is a powerful
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one. And the quest for better methods was a preoccupation of teachers and applied
linguists throughout the 20th century.

Most of us in the language teaching profession hear and use the term method so
much and so often that we hardly pause to think about its meaning. As the study of
teaching methods and procedures in language teaching assumed a more central role within
applied linguistics from the 1940s on, various attempts have been made to conceptualize
the nature of methods and to explore more systematically the relationship between theory
and practice within a method. William Mackey, a distinguished professor of language
teaching at the University of London and the author of an authoritative book on method,
Language Teaching Analysis, lamented that the word method “means so little and so
much” (1965: 139). “The reason for this,” he said, “is not hard to find. It lies in the state
and organization of our knowledge of language and language learning. It lies in wilful
ignorance of what has been done and said and thought in the past. It lies in the vested
interests which methods become. And it lies in the meaning of method” (Mackey 1965:
139). What Mackey said nearly four decades ago is true of today as well.

Mackey’s book Language Teaching Analysis (1965) elaborated perhaps the most
well-known model of the 1960s, one that focuses primarily on the levels of method and
technique. Mackey’s model of language teaching analysis concentrates on the dimensions
of selection, gradation, presentation, and repetition underlying a method. In fact, despite
the title of Mackey’s book, his concern is primarily with the analysis of textbooks and
their underlying principles of organization. His model fails to address the level of
approach, nor does it deal with the actual classroom behaviors of teachers and learners,
except as these are represented in textbooks. Hence it cannot really serve as a basis for
comprehensive analysis of methods.

In describing methods, the difference between a philosophy of language teaching at
the level of theory and principles, and a set of derived procedures for teaching a language,
is central. In an attempt to clarify this difference, a scheme was proposed by the American
applied linguist Edward Anthony in 1963. He identified three levels of conceptualization
and organization, which he termed approach, method, and technique.

The arrangement is hierarchical. The organizational key is that techniques carry out a
method which is consistent with an approach.

An approach is a set of correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of language
teaching and learning. An approach is axiomatic. It describes the nature of the subject
matter to be taught.

A method is an overall plan for the orderly presentation of language material, no part
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of which contradicts, and all of which is based upon, the selected approach. An approach
is axiomatic, a method is procedural. Within one approach, there can be many methods.

A technique is implementational — that which actually takes place in a classroom.
It is a particular trick, stratagem, or contrivance used to accomplish an immediate
objective. Techniques must be consistent with a method, and therefore in harmony with an
approach as well (Anthony 1963:63-67).

According to Anthony’s model, approach is the level at which assumptions and
beliefs about language and language learning are specified; method is the level at which
theory is put into practice and at which choices are made about the particular skills to be
taught, the content to be taught, and the order in which the content will be presented;
technique is the level at which classroom procedures are described.

Anthony’s model serves as a useful way of distinguishing between different degrees
of abstraction and specificity found in different language teaching proposals. Thus we can
see that the proposals of the Reform Movement were at the level of approach and that the
Direct Method is one method derived from this approach. The so-called Reading Method,
which evolved as a result of the Coleman Report (Coleman 1929) should really be
described in the plural—reading methods—since a number of different ways of
implementing a reading approach have been developed.

Although Anthony’s original proposal has the advantage of simplicity and
comprehensiveness, and serves as a useful way of distinguishing the relationship between
underlying theoretical principles and the practices derived from them, it fails to give
sufficient attention to the nature of a method itself. Nothing is said about the roles of
teachers and learners assumed in a method, for example, nor about the role of
instructional materials or the form they are expected to take. It fails to account for how an
approach may be realized in a method, or for how method and technique are related.

So in order to provide a more comprehensive model for the discussion and analysis
of approaches and methods, Richards and Rodgers (1986) revise and extend the original
Anthony model. They see method treated at the level of approach, in which theory of
language and theory of language learning are discussed, and at the level of design, that
level in which objectives, syllabus, and content are determined, and in which the roles of
teachers, learners, and instructional materials are specified. The implementation phase
(the level of technique in Anthony’s model) they refer to by the slightly more
comprehensive term procedure. Thus, a method is theoretically related to an approach, is
organizationally determined by a design, and is practically realized in procedure. The

following is a summary of elements and sub-elements that constitute a method.
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Approach

Method

Design

\

Procedure

a) Theory of the nature of
language

b) Theory of the nature
of language learning

¢) An account of the
conditions that allow

a) The general and specific
objectives of the method

b) A syllabus model

¢) Types of learning and
teaching activities

d) Learner roles

a) Classroom techniques,
practices, and
behaviors observed
when the method is

used
for successful use of

these processes

e) Teacher roles
f) The role of instructional
materials

The above model presented by Richards and Rodgers (1986: 28) demonstrates that
any language teaching method can be described in terms of the issues identified at the
levels of approach, design, and procedure. Very few methods, however, are explicit with
respect to all of these dimensions. So in analyzing a method, we should try to make each
of these features of approach, design, and procedure explicit.

Richards and Rodgers also point out that the model they present is not intended to
imply that methodological development proceeds neatly from approach, through design,
to procedure. Methods can develop out of any of the three categories. One can, for
example, stumble on or invent a set of teaching procedures that appear to be successful
and then later develop a design and theoretical approach that explain or justify the
procedures.

A number of other ways of conceptualizing methods in language teaching have been
proposed. For example, Larsen-Freeman (1986: xi) points out, “A method comprises both
‘principles’ and ‘techniques’. The principles involve five aspects of second- or
foreign-language teaching: the teacher, the learner, the teaching processes, the learning
processes, and the target language/culture. Taken together, the principles represent the
theoretical framework of the method. The techniques are the behavioral manifestation of
the principles — in other words, the classroom activities and procedures derived from an
application of the principles.”

The relatively new analysis of the concept of methods is made by Kumaravadivelu
(2003). According to Kumaravadivelu (2003: 24), the term method, as currently used in
the literature on second-and foreign-language (L2) teaching, does not refer to what
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teachers actually do in the classroom; rather, it refers to established methods
conceptualized and constructed by experts in the field. The exact number of methods that
are commonly used is unclear. Mackey’s book (1965) published in the mid sixties, for
instance, provides a list of fifteen “most common” types of methods “still in use in one
form or another in various parts of the world” (Mackey 1965: 151). Two books published
in the mid eighties (Larsen-Freeman 1986, and Richards and Rodgers 1986, 2nd edition
2001) — which have long-occupied the top two ranks among the books prescribed for
methods classes in the United States — provide, between them, a list of eleven methods
that are currently used. They are (in alphabetical order): Audiolingual Method,
Communicative  Method, Community Language Learning, Direct Method,
Grammar-Translation Method, Natural Approach, Oral Approach, Silent Way, Situational
Language Teaching, Suggestopedia, and Total Physical Response.

“It would be wrong to assume that these eleven methods provide eleven different
paths to language teaching. In fact, there is considerable overlap in their theoretical as
well as practical approaches to L2 learning and teaching” (Kumaravadivelu 2003: 24).

For the purpose of analysis and understanding, Kumaravadivelu (1993a) classifies
the methods into three types: (a) language-centered methods (e.g., audiolingual method),
(b) learner-centered methods (e.g., some versions of communicative methods), and (c)
learning-centered methods (e.g., the Natural Approach).

Language-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with linguistic
forms, also called grammatical structures. These methods seek to provide opportunities
for learners to practice pre-selected, pre-sequenced linguistic structures through
form-focused exercises in class. And they treat language learning as a linear, additive
process. In addition, language-centered methods generally advocate explicit introduction,
analysis, and explanation of linguistic systems.

Learner-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with language use
and learner needs. These methods seek to provide opportunities for learners to practice
pre-selected, pre-sequenced grammatical structures as well as communicative functions
(i-e., speech acts such as apologizing, requesting, etc.) through meaning-focused activities.
Learner-centered methods aim at making language learners grammatically accurate and
communicatively fluent.

Proponents of learner-centered methods, like those of language-centered methods,
believe in accumulated entities. The one major difference is that in the case of
language-centered methods, the accumulated entities represent linguistic structures, and in

the case of learner-centered methods, they represent structures plus notions and functions.
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Furthermore, just as language-centered methods advocate that the linguistic structures of a
language could be sequentially presented and explained, learner-centered methods also
advocate that each functional category could be matched with one or more linguistic
forms and sequentially presented and systematically explained to the learner.

Learning-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with learning
processes. These methods seek to provide opportunities for learners to participate in
open-ended meaningful interaction through communicative activities or problem-solving
tasks in class.

According to the learning-centered methods, language development is a nonlinear
process, and therefore, does not require pre-selected, pre-sequenced systematic language
input but requires the creation of conditions in which learners can engage in meaningful
activities in class.

To summarize, any language teaching method consists of a specified set of
theoretical principles and a specified set of classroom procedures. Theoretical principles
are insights derived from linguistics, second language acquisition, cognitive psychology,
information sciences, and other allied disciplines that provide theoretical bases for the
study of language, language learning, and language teaching. Classroom procedures are
teaching and learning techniques indicated by the syllabus designer and/or the materials
producer, and adopted/adapted by the teacher and the learner in order to jointly
accomplish the goals of language learning and teaching in the classroom.

1.3 Fundamental Principles of Language
Teaching and Learning

1.3.1 Principles of Language Learning

Children learn their first language subconsciously with relative ease and little if any
stress. When all circumstances are normal, most children learn the basic structures and
vocabulary of their first language within the first four years of their life. The language
continues to develop through life in sophistication and complexity depending primarily on
the child’s eventual level of education and use of the language in question. Generally
speaking, all people are successful in the acquisition of their first language, and their
speech tends to be marked by the accent and regional expressions of the area where they
grow up.

Although people are capable of learning any number of languages during their
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lifetime, many experience failure to different degrees in the process of learning other
languages. Adults often complain that the target language (second or foreign language) is
difficult to understand or pronounce. Anyone who has ever seriously attempted to master
another language knows that it is a time consuming and challenging effort. Yet, research
and experience demonstrate that the only area most negatively affected by a “late” onset
of language study is pronunciation; in other words, a second or foreign language speaker
can often be recognized by an accent caused by the characteristics of the first language
phonology; few second or foreign language learners can ever “disguise” themselves as
native speakers of the target language. This issue is of no concern, however, since there
are so many distinctly different accents and even varieties of English itself throughout the
world that all English speakers have an accent in someone else’s ears. If one considers
language study to mean only the memorization of some vocabulary and sentence
structures with “good” pronunciation, the entire effort is doomed to failure from the
beginning. The study of another language is far more extensive than that. The reader
should refer to Freeman and Freeman (2004) for a simply and clearly written explanation
of the components of language which one needs to know in order to teach language. In
short, the linguistic components the learner and the teacher need to delve into are syntax
(sentence structure), phonology (sound system), lexicon (vocabulary), semantics
(meaning), and pragmatics (usage). Language is a complex whole, the mastery of which
requires the learner’s total commitment for life, especially if the standard sought is the
educated native speaker. Language learning is a process which takes time under the best
of circumstances, when the learner is motivated and has everything available to help him
to reach his goals.

It is important to note that language learning is never a linguistic phenomenon only.
It is affected by several sociolinguistic and psychological factors which are all intertwined
in unique ways in the case of each learner. The learner’s prior experience as a student in
general and self-image specifically as a language learner will determine how the learning
task is viewed, whether it, for example, will seem impossible or doable. The person’s
prior knowledge, attitudes, personality, learning styles and skills and motivation, to
mention a few, are all factors related to the eventual outcome of the language study. (For a
comprehensive overview of the process of second language acquisition, see Brown 2000.)
The most critical element, however, which appears to determine the relative failure or

success of language acquisition, is the learning environment itself.



