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FOREWORD

WHEN Li Xiaoju launched her communicative approach from her Guangzhou base in 1979
or earlier, all her friends voiced support but did so with fingers crossed. After all, a text-based,
teacher-centered learning pattern had dominated China for so long that although everybody thought
a break was long overdue few believed that to be possible. It was too deeply entrenched, in cur-
riculums and books and educational thinking to be pulled down by a handful of teachers, however
inventive as experimentalisté, and however devoted. It wasn’t that China had remained static
socially or educationally (although this has been our post-facto view), for between 1950 and: 1976
there was a centrally inspired teaching reform once every three years, each with an enthusiastically
acclaimed new method lasting an average span of about six months or slightly longer. It was on
when a political movement was on, oﬁ’ when it was off, begun with fanfare and terminated as a rule
with a sigh of relief. Whatever new method was adopted, in the center of it was the teacher deli-
vering knowledge from a text and the student receiving it notebook in hand. Each reform pro-
mised a get-away from our stereotyped education but in the end invariably surrendered to tradition
which was thought dependable though uninnovative. .

Then something truly different came on the scene—in 1964, that mid-year in the lull before the
storm. It was the audio-lingual method, or in plain Chinese, the listen-and-speak method. Some
literature came along with it which gave the semblance of arationale in TEFL. Language being in its
primary state spoken language, the printed text was in some cases deliberately done away with and
in most cases withheld from the students until audio-lingual drills- bad been.thoroughly
done. The lesson began with a story told by the teacher, who after rebearsals did it with skill and
charm. The students listened avidly, knowing well they were to be questioned on the content after
the telling was over. Then came the questions, all carefully structured, each with a statement
followed by a tag question. Using the built-in answer for his response the respondent was both.
quick and accurate. Classes were filled from beginning to end with an orchestrated pattern play,
and the occasional visitor would be amazed and delighted—but for the first hour only. The second
hour entertained him with much the same orchestration—that of word or phrase substitution in a
given slot. It would then be seen that the whole performance was but a demonstration of Bloom-
field’s Stimulus-Response Theory, fashionable during the last war and for some years immediately
afterwards, but already thought antiquated by the mid-1960s.

Now why was it that the S-R theory could have been so unquestioningly embraced in China,
and went on well into the 70’s, and this after Chomsky, after the two scathing reviews of B. F. Skin-
ner, after the Colorado experiment, and after our own discovery that the 1964-66 experiment failed
to provide a sound foundation for a learner’s first two years ?
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It is, I think, not difficult to give an answer. The audio-lingual method, in spite of its oral-
approach novelty, fitted in well enough with the country’s centuries-old tradition of teacher-cen-
tered education. It went one step further, and for worse. In the old type of education, 'tcaching
was at least meaning-related, and a student would be asked to pre-read a text, to make .sensc out
of strings of printed forms before coming to class, where he was expected to answer questions,
generally on poiats likely to have escaped him. A thoughtful student did educate himself that way
and speed away on his steam . Under the pattern drill orchestration, however, language was taught
in formulas or patterns, and every exchange between student and teacher was pre-structured to per-
fection. Every sentence was made to be predictable although unpredictability was the very essence
of human communication. With automatic response as the aim, the student was being trained as -
an automaton, who in actual communication finished his stock of drilled responses in a matter of
minutes.

The early seventies saw the advent of Pingpong diplomacy and Kissinger and Nixon—and a
variety of TEFL targets and the means to get there. Teaching began to be split into listening,
reading, speaking and writing—no doubt a welcome change, but the Bloomfieldian S-R stayed on,
the teacher-centeredness remained unchallenged.

And there were other methods, each with a theory and a book to substantiate that theory.
Then came Xiaoju’s Communicative Approach, which differed from the rest in two important
ways.

1. Because the method was new in every way, it met with considerable resistance from the
start. It not only proposed the communicative approach: it actually viewed language itself as
communication. What role was then lgft for the teacher, or for that matter, for examinations ?
How about grammar, which strings words into meaningful utterances, and general knowledge,
which provides matter for communication ? Your adult learners will of course be interested—
but where are they going to learn the means for appropriateness and pointedness ? Questions were
followed by discussions and these by patched-up agreements—hardly a concerted effort aided by an
unshaken faith which was so important to any innovator.

Xiaoju remained firm; she thought and read and revised and redesigned; her work went on as
she went on undaunted; gradually, a feasible model evolved of itself, receptive to modifications but
never losing sight of its original goal. The devotion she was known for now became infectious, and
in time there grew up a core of devotees, loyal to the experiment, to its initiator and leader, to each
other. One and all, they were the designer and writer of the book which is now before us.

2. What was even more important than the'formation of a core of devoted teachers was the
formulation of a language-teaching thgory, and I believe it was this that really distinguished Xiao-
ju and her group. o

Ilove to read Xiaoju’s theorizings. These sometimes assume a tone of finality which some may
not like. But there is in-depth reasoning all through, and it caries conviction. She quotes spar-
ingly if at all. The theory is from her own experience, and from her own pen. Without using
quotes, I shall now re-present Xiaoju’s position as I see it.
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Ist query: The student has to have some foundation prior 0 communication. What would
you say that foundation is ? .

I would not presume they would be ready for communication on the first day. Nevertheless
we’ll put them on communication right from the start. We don’t believe in teaching students to
learn. Rather, we believe in having students Jearn how to learn—by themselves. Of course the first
lessons are going to be difficult—the students have to undergo a process—and language iearning
is a process, not an event—of reorientation from grammatjcal correctness to sociolinguistic ac-
ceptability. ,

2nd query: Sociolinguistic acceptability involves a good mahy things—perhaps too many to be
teachable ? _

Exactly. Communication involves the forms of a language, the use of forms, and the infor-
mation carried in the forms. Learning a language’s forms, we thought, is not really learning the
language but pre-learning it; real language learning begins only when learners start using it in a com-

- municative context—authentic interpersonal exchanges where information is sought and given, at-
titudes are made out, opinions distinguished from facts, conclusions evaluated for their worth and
80 on.

3rd query: But perhaps there is a separate stage for everything ?

There can be different stages. However, we believe in plunging students into 2 dynamic—three-
dimensional if you like—use of language, our end-of-the-term tests avoid testing forms as such but
only in relation to communicative effectiveness. Scoring is not going to be easy though, because it
is still very much an empirical balance between form, use and content.

On the other hand, concentration on forms, held axiomatic in most of our TEFL classrooms,
in the end tend to be de-motivating to the adult learner, who hates baby talk. Language lessons
that seem to contain a little too much—and ours certainly do—may seem frightening to the learner
at the orientation stage, but once that is over, he will be moving along until acculturation is reached.

4th query: As well as language, you took a holistic view of the learner, Please explain.

A learner is not a mark-book entity; it is sad to reflect that too many of our teachers view him
that way. He, sitting in your class, is still in his formative years. His classroom experience will
not be the begin-all and end-all of his education. The world outside the classroom is infinitely:
wider, richer, entirely unpredictable and totally chailenging. His intellect grows as his exposure to
the world widens, and his language grows with it. All right, here is his graduating essay and you
as his supervisor give a mark to it. But what is that mark to what he will learn in future years ?
The learner, on his part, will have been fully aware of the worid that always welcomes an inquiring
mind. There is a learner beyond the classroom learner, a language beyond the teacher’s language,
a world beyond the campus world. A good teacher never thinks that he is totally capable—even
within the four walls of his classroom, where he is king; a good learner never despairs of learning
things after leaving school and learning them well.

Finally let’s see how Xiaoju and her colleagues make her students learn how to learn. Here is
a splendid sample. '



-2 DIALOGUES 1--9: Shopping district — listening for specific information

The downtown district in most cities has the following shops. Can you tell which shop sells
what kind of things or gives what kind of service 7

antique centre . dry cleaner’s photographer’s
baker’s shop v fruit store confectioner’s
 hairdresser’s department store shoe shop
chemist’s shop . grocery store sports shop
clothing shop ironmonger’s stationery shop

A policeman is standing at the corner of Garden Avenue and Main Street. People keep stop-
ping to ask him the way. Listen carefully and write the name of the shops mentioned in the proper
spaces in the map. Some spaces will be left blank, of course.

King's Road

——

Station Road
Main Street
Pine Street

traffic

Victoria Avenue lights

X— where the policeman

Garden Avenue

is standing

3 Part of London
3.1 MONOLOGUE 1—listening for specific information

Look at the map on the next page. It shows part of central London.
Listen to the description of streets and places in central London and mark them on the map.
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T have been asked to write a short preface, but had to end up with a not too short one: I had
facing me such a plethora of ideas that I found it difficult to be brief. In my own writings I took
cognition, not communication, to be the primary function of language, but obviously this is not
the place to argue. I began by saying that Xiaoju’s friends, hearing of her 1979 undertaking, all
wished her well. Her book is now out, her ideas have matured into a beautifully-thought-out
presentation, her experiment, tentative in its initial years, has grown into an accepted project that’
not even diehards in our profession would want to ignore. Pleased and relaxed, her friends will
now say: “Well done ! There is still uphill work to do, and most likely no end of it. But never
fear the fear of Sisyphus: we are behind you.”

' Xu Guozhang
Beijing
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* PRAME 10* Pet name—dictionary work
* f 2* Bingo: The English alphabet—game
t ¥R t From China Daily
[ Are you Prof Brown from England?
/ W How do you spell thatfit ?
) A 45 B Is that right (now) ?

B A 7R VL EH a surname (or family name)
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