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A Fragment of Autobiography

1. Introductory

[ am asked to write my personal history, as a scholar—researcher
and teacher—but presenting it in the context of the papers that are brought
together in this volume. There is no very coherent theme running through
these papers; almost all my writings have been produced in response to
some particular occasions or requests: “Please give a talk at our forthcoming
conference”, and then, when the talk has been given, “Now can we have it for
publication in our conference volume?”

So my way of working was always reactive rather than proactive. Also,
by nature I am dilettante rather than obsessive—but also stubborn, in holding
on to and following through a particular line of thought if I find it productive,
enabling me to explore critical questions and to engage with particular
problems that need to be solved.

I had no definable ambition, and no consistent plan of academic
work. After studying in China, I would have been happy to spend my time
researching into the lexicogrammar and phonology of Modern Chinese with
its vast array of dialectal varieties. But before I had ever made such a design
explicit, even to myself, it was thwarted by the political upheavals of the mid-
twentieth century world.

When I first came to be employed as a linguist, in the late 1950s, “applied
linguistics” was just appearing prominently as a distinctive label. This meant
taking up the relevant aspects of linguistic theory—and of other disciplines
as well, but with linguistics leading the way—and drawing lessons from
them to apply to real-life tasks, both research and practical tasks, so that they
could be more effectively pursued. The founders of AILA, the International
Association of Applied Linguistics, had a number of such tasks on their
agenda. Among these was included the teaching of foreign languages—but
only rather grudgingly: the organizers of the first congress, held in Nancy,
France, in 1964, were very doubtful whether it deserved a place (cf. Halliday
1990). In practice, however, for most of the remainder of the century, the
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principal domain for applied linguistics turned out to be foreign language
teaching, especially the teaching of English to speakers of other languages. In
1987, at the eighth congress in Sydney, Australia, out of 548 abstracts sent in,
half were on some aspect of second language teaching and learning. For many
students and teachers around the world, “applied linguistics” came to mean
simply the principles and practices of foreign language pedagogy.

2. Teaching Chinese as a foreign language

For the first decade and more of my working life I was a foreign
language teacher—but not a teacher of English. I had been trained in Chinese
by the British army for Chinese intelligence work; and after a year’s service
in that capacity I was transferred to work as a language instructor, in the unit
where | myself had been taught. After I came out of the army and got my
degree in Modern Chinese Language and Literature, it seemed natural to take
a job as a teacher of Chinese. I taught adults: university students, and other
groups of people who were interested in learning the language.

From the start it seemed clear to me that, in order to teach a foreign
language, especially one which was quite unrelated to the mother tongue of
the learners, you needed to understand how it works. Adult language learners,
especially beginners, need explanations, for what they will find strange and
difficult in the language they are trying to learn; and they need to be able to
make comparisons with their own mother tongue. And they need instructions,
guidance in phonetics, phonology, lexicogrammar and semantics, along
with informed feedback which assesses their own performance. I became
very aware of how far we fell short in providing these essential resources,
grounded in reliable descriptive studies of the grammar and phonology of
Chinese.

Such material was not available in the linguistic books and journals
that we had in the 1940s (I taught my first Chinese class on 13 May 1945).
Of course at that stage I didn’t even know what to look for; it was only
after I returned to England five years later, after three years’ study with two
distinguished Chinese linguists, that I started to compile what I knew into
some kind of coherent account of Chinese grammar and phonology such as I
could incorporate into my own teaching practice. From studying with Wang
Li, at Lingnan University in Guangzhou, I felt I had gained an insight into the
workings and the characteristics of Chinese; and | was beginning to recognize

2
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that my PhD supervisor, John R. Firth, was providing the framework of a
powerful general linguistic theory, and that I needed to master his ideas about
language, and his key concepts of system and structure, meaning, exponence
and the like, if I was going to organize what I knew about Chinese into an
appliable body of descriptive materials.

Learners also need texts, carefully compiled collections of data that they
can work on, and that they recognize as relevant to their own learning tasks.
During my first stint as a teacher, [ had transcribed a quantity of Chinese
writings into roman script, using Gwoyeu Romatzyh (Guoyu Luomazi,
“National Language Romanization™) as devised by Yuenren Chao—pinyin had
not yet been adopted, but in any case GR was better for foreign learners (pinyin
is lacking in redundancy). These included short stories, bits of plays, items
from newspapers and magazines, showing a little, but not too much, stylistic
variety. What was lacking was an indication of what everyday conversation
was like—how language functioned in the typical informal exchanges of
daily life. I had tried to collect Chinese equivalents of discourse fragments
such as “what’s that?”, “this is for you”, “there isn’t any left”, “I can’t tell the
difference”, “that’s not quite right”, “what a good idea!”, “I’m not convinced”;
as well as strategies for keeping the conversation going, and getting your
interlocutor to repeat something you haven’t understood without switching off
altogether because they think you simply can’t speak their language.

My own first teacher of Chinese, Walter Simon, who was the director
of the course given on behalf of the War Office at the School of Oriental &
African Studies, University of London, had been strongly influenced by the
ideas of Francois Gouin, and had adopted these in the series of textbooks that
he produced together with his colleague C. H. Lu (Simon & Lu 1942). Gouin
set out his ideal for teaching materials that would “exhaust the phenomena
of the objective world”. This seemed somewhat implausible! But at least the
teaching of a foreign language might be expected to enable the learners to put
into words the common experiences of their daily lives—and their strategies
for getting along with those around them.

3. Language and the learner

The experience of trying to organize and make explicit my understanding
of Chinese grammar showed me the need for constant recourse to a model,
a frame of description which was both general and abstract. It was no good

3
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offering an elegant account of one corner of the language if it didn’t fit in and
make sense with what you were saying about all the rest. Hence the need for
comprehensiveness in the description. At the same time, “making sense with”
implies a kind of resonance, and this occurs at a high degree of abstraction;
hence the need for theory. The model had to be both comprehensive and
theoretical; not only within one stratum (e.g. the whole of the grammar,
from the clause complex to the single feature), but also across all strata from
phonetics to eco-social context (cf, from that time, Halliday, McIntosh &
Strevens 1964; cf. also Halliday 2005).

This then helps us to define the elusive notion of “explanation”.
Explaining a feature of a language means showing how it relates to other
features; not by superficial resemblance but by underlying function within the
whole. This does not mean fitting every feature into one overarching general
plan—because a language has no such general plan. Each language has its
own special character, distinct from other languages; but that is not made up
of an assembly of parts that all work together as a team. Some features may
indeed converge towards some more general pattern, of meaning or of sound;
but others will be found that contradict, or simply occur in isolation—a
language will often contain relics of earlier patterns, lying around while their
original context has been superceded. But features which seem to make no
sense in their immediate environment may relate to others in a different region
of the language; and some internal correlations will lend themselves to a more
general interpretation, and it is these which will figure in an explanation that
is couched in functional terms.

Adult language learners typically respond positively to explanations of
this kind. They feel “empowered” by them, and will use them as a basis for
extending their competence in the language. But they need to be genuinely
thought out, not ad hoc; and they need to be value-free, not based on facile
cultural stereotypes.

Not all learners find the same value in explanations—because not all
learners learn in the same way. This seems very obvious, though it does not
appear to have been a maxim of all foreign language teaching. It took me a
long time as a teacher to sort out the parameters along which learning styles
could vary, starting from my own experience in adolescence when I slowly
came to realize that I could never master a language from only its written
form. [ could look up words in a dictionary, but they never penetrated into my
memory; whereas if | heard a language spoken around me I found it relatively
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