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ntroduction

Towards Communicating in English

The writers of this series feel that a different, more communicative approach is necessary
if China is to make the most of its opportunities on the international scene. We think that
students should be provided with more opportunities for real language use. So we have set out
to write a series of books in which we put the emphasis on communication.

The books draw on recent developments in the fields of applied linguistics and language
teaching. They present students with new ways of studying English; new ways of helping
themselves to improve their English.

Up until now, throughout their school years, students have probably learnt English in a
fairly traditional way. Until now they have been learning lots of information about English.
But the purpose of this course is to help them learn how to use English. The book is designed
to help students develop language skills. For example, when they read a passage they are not
required simply to concentrate on the language points. Instead, they are encouraged to guess
the meaning of new words, to read quickly, to look for details in the text, and to take notes
efficiently.

The approach suggested in this book may be very different from the way in which
students have studied before. Students are expected to take more of an active role in class than
they may have done previously. For example, they are expected to work in pairs or groups.
At first they may feel puzzled by this new way of doing things. But they should keep an open
mind and try to understand why they are using this new approach. They may find it hard at
first, but we believe that the initial struggle will be worth it in the end.

Teacher’s Guides

Each of the students’ Books in this series is accompanied by a Teacher’s Guide, to help
you use the materials effectively. The word “guide” has been used consciously because we do
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not wish to dictate to the teacher on matters of methodology. The steps suggesfed using the
symbol-q-are one way in which you could proceed, based on our experiences of handling
such material. However, they are not rules. You may adopt the techniques and
methodologies with which you feel most comfortable and which you think will best achieve
the objectives of the lesson.

Theoretical Background

Any language teaching course is based on certain ideas about the nature of language and
language learning. In the past it was sometimes taken for granted that the teachers who used
the textbook held the same point of view as the textbook writers. Indeed, in China, many
teachers teach from the same books which they studied as students. The material and
methodology are therefore familiar to them.

However, the Into Business with English series is new and the ideas and activities in it

will be new to many of you. So we think it is necessary to explain the theory behind the
books.

Over the past forty years, the study of linguistics has flourished and developed, leading
to a parallel growth in the field language learning and teaching. Research in the field of
psycholinguistics has given us a deeper understanding of what language is and how languages
are learnt. Many different theories of language learning have been put forward and many
different methods of teaching have been tested. Yet, still no one is completely sure how we
learn a second language, or the best way to teach it.

You may be familiar with an approach called Communicative Language Teaching [ CLT]
which first became popular in the 1970s. This has had a strong influence on language teaching
in many countries. However, more recently people have realized that perhaps an eclectic
approach is more effective for language learning. This set of books contains certain
communicative exercises and activities to develop learners’ oral and listening skills. But more

traditional types of exercise also appear in the books.
Communicative Competence

What dies it mean to speak a language? The answer in the past has tended to be: “to
know the forms of the language, i.e. the grammar, the vocabulary and the phonology”.
These aspects constitute the linguistic system of the language. In the past people thought that
if you know grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation you could speak a language. But now

X
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we realize that being able to communicate in a language involves much more than this. For
instance, in terms of grammar “Have you eaten?” is a well-formed question in English. But
its function in English is quite different from that in Chinese, in which it is a greeting.
Understanding the words and grammar of a sentence does nbt necessarily guarantee that we
can understand its meaning.

Therefore, in addition to “linguistic competence” (i.e. formal knowledge of the
language as a system), we must teach students “communicative competence”. For instance,
we must teach them how to begin and end conversations; what it is appropriate to talk about;
when and to whom we should talk, and what kind of language to use when doing this. This
series of coursebooks aims to develop communicative competence.

Communication in Language Teaching

The best way of learning a language is by practice: that is, by trying to communicate.
Activities should have a communicative purpose. Consequently the books in this series contain
roleplays, problem-solving activities, discussions and games. These activities involve three
essential features of real communication: information gap, choice and feedback. An
information gap activity is one in which information of some kind has to be exchanged. If we
both know that what I am holding is a pen, then the question and answer, “What is this?”
“It’s a pen. ” is not communicative. Likewise, an exercise where students have no choice in
the answer that they give does not involve real communication. For this reason, drills are not
considered communicative. It is also important that there is some response, so that the
speaker/ writers can evaluate whether they have achieved their purpose. If I ask a question but
get no response, I cannot assess whether my question has been understood or not.

Student-Centered Learning

The concept of “student-centered learning” has featured strongly in recent approaches to
teaching. This means that the students themselves are at the center the activities. They have to
participate actively. Throughout the lesson they are encouraged to take the initiative; to think
and express themselves in English. They learn by doing. This approach gives the students the
chance to practice new language points. It also allows them to consolidate what they have
learnt in the past.

In “student centered learning™ the roles of the teacher and learner are quite different from
those in more traditional approaches. The students are encouraged to spend much more time
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talking than the teacher does. After all, they are the ones who need the practice! It is also
considered important for learners to take responsibility for their own learning. They should
develop strategies for helping themselves to learn. Meanwhile, the role of the teacher is to
guide the activities, so that the students get the maximum benefit from them. The teacher
should also provide feedback on the students’ performance. The teacher is not expected to be
the fount of all knowledge, now merely the provider of the correct answer. In a genuinely
communicative situation there may be more than one correct answer. In fact, various

alternative answers may have to be discussed and evaluated.
Real Communication

Communication in real life is essentially meaningful: people communicate in order to tell
each other something. Furthermore, it is unpredictable. If we were totally certain of how an
interaction might develop there would be little point in participating in it. So, if we restrict
our students to exercises which are remote from their interests—and which only have one
correct answer—we are not helping them to develop real competence in using the language.
This set of books aims to help students to cope in real language situations. The primary focus
is on meaning rather than on form. The students are shown how they can understand a text
without understanding every word. They are shown that it is possible to handle an interaction
which achieves its goal even if they are not sure of being 100% correct in what they are
saying.

You should not be too worried if your students appear to be developing fluency at the
expense of accuracy. Through plenty of practice the students will develop the two aspects of
language which are necessary for communicative competence: a) the knowledge of the
language system and b) the ability to use it appropriately. Language learning is a process of
development, with the learners’ knowledge constantly being reassessed and refined.

Dealing with Errors

Training students to develop communicative competence means that we have to think
again about our attitude towards error.

In the past teachers felt it was necessary to COITECt €very error, because if they did not do
so the students would develop bad habits. But in recent years this idea has been strongly
contested. Extensive research has shown that errors are a necessary part of the leaning
‘ process. People learn by trial and error. It is quite natural for learners to formulate hypotheses
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and test them. When learners encounter a new word, function or structure they experiment
with its use. If their attempt at using the item “works”, they know that their hypothesis was
correct. If it does not “work”, this shows that their hypothesis was incorrect. In any case,
they have learnt something.

So, errors are indication that the learner is learning. Professor H. G. Widdowson, of
the Institute of Education, London University, has point out that:

“We can discern a resemblance between expressions associated with the inter-
languagesQ of learners and those which appear in the work of creative writer ... they
derive essentially from the same creative source. Both reveal the workings of capacity@.
This being so, the suppression of ‘error’ by the imposition of correctness will also tend
to suppress the very force that activates the learning process itself. ”

Gradually, given plenty of input and plenty of opportunity to practise and to try out the
new language, learners will develop the correct forms. Errors are not something to be
ashamed of or avoided. They provide an opportunity for further learning.

This has important consequences for our treatment of error in the language classroom. If
learners are worried about making mistakes, they will be afraid to experiment, and so they
will miss the opportunity to learn something. So, we should create a situation in the
classroom in which learners are uninhibited. If students can contribute to the lessons without
fear of losing face or being criticized too severely, they will begin to communicate with
greater facility.

We recommend that you do not interrupt a student when s/he is speaking. Instead, you
should wait until the student has finished. The meaning of the student’s utterance maybe
unclear in the middle, but it may become clear to you if the student is allowed to finish.
Similarly, you should not interrupt and activity to deal with a language mistake, unless that
mistake is so serious that the activity cannot continue without help. When students are
working together in groups you should “monitor” the activity. This means that you should go
round the classroom and listen unobtrusively to what the students are saying. You should
make a not of any important errors that occur. After the activity is over you should then give
feedback, going over the errors and suggesting improvements. If you observe a number of

@ inter-language: A term for the leamers’ developing command of the language they are learning, which as they
progress approximates more and more closely to the language spoken by native speakers.
@ capacity: Widdowson uses this term to mean a person’s innate creative ability to learn languages.
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