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1 Introduction 1

1 Introduction

Almost all the foreign language teachers have had contact with
more or less of the theories of foreign language teaching, while the
theoretical basis is usually neglected in that they are not so “practical”.
It seems quite reasonable for the foreign language teachers to neglect of
even “look down upon” the theories. As foreign language teachers, the
first thing we come into contact may be the textbooks, which are
always directly connected with teaching practice, and thus are
considered to be “the most practical”. But the fact is far from being like
this—behind each textbook, there are some teaching methods which go
all through the book, therefore the methods should be considered before
going into the details of the content. Moreover, a thoughtful teacher will
go a step further and find out that each method has a theory as its
framework. Therefore the theory is the basic part which generates the
methods, and then under the direction of the theories and methods, a
textbook is designed. Looking back into the short history of modern
language teaching, we can see that the development in linguistic theori-
es, applied linguistic theories, pedagogical trends or psychological
theories lead to new methods and new textbooks, which can be shown
by the following chart:

( new textbooks)
A new theory /
N

new methods — new textbooks

As is shown in this chart, theories go before methods and methods
go before textbooks, i.e. every textbook of FLT has a theoretical foun-
dation, and to make good use of the textbook, we should grasp the
theory for framing it. Let’s take our foreign language teaching as an
example, the earliest textbooks (in the 1950s), such as Xu Guozhang
English, were mainly directed by grammar-translation method, which is
a reflection of the traditional grammar-centered linguistic study; in the
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1970s and 1980s the new textbooks, such as English 900, were directed
by audio-lingual method, which is a reflection of structuralism in
linguistics and behaviorism in psychology: under the influence of
innatism, inductive method is widely used in foreign language teaching,
to encourage the students to find out the language rules by themselves
since it is believed there is a genetically determined, inside mechanism
LAD and in a broader sense, UG in the learner’s minds; in the recent
twenty years, we pay more and more attention to language in use in
course design, that is, many textbooks are designed by the communicat-
ive functions (greetings, talking about traveling, at the hotel, etc. ) of
language, trying to engage the learners in how to use it, instead of
purely memorizing grammatical rules and sentence structures; And
many textbooks are designed to cater to discovery learning. The previo-
us two are among many proofs of the influence of the social construct-
ivism (Williams & Burden, 1997), which is a development from intera-
ctionism.

To teachers, experience is important in that it provides intuitive
judgment and theories are more important in that they provides
scientific judgment. Combining them together helps teacher to teach in
both a micro and a macro way.

Only when a teacher has understood these theories and taken his
own perspective(or, in a more systematic sense, his own philosophy of
teaching) can he be effective. If a teacher’s teaching philosophy is like a
building, the foundation is of course the theories, and the possible
height, quality and even appearance of the building is essentially deter-
mined by the foundation. Although the foundation is deep in the earth,
it supports and frames the whole building. Similarly, the theoretical
basis, or the teaching philosophy, is deep in the mind, under the much
more obvious knowledge and methodology, but it supports and frames
all the ideas and behaviors in teaching.

Don’t we have to learn theories to be a good language teacher?

References
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Teachers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.



