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=CHAPTER 1

TRODUCTION

Aims of This Course

1. To increase and update the professional knowledge of students and to enable them to
develop their critical appraisal of ELT practice;

2. To give students the opportunity to reflect on this professional knowledge with regard to its
application within a wide range of educational contexts;

3. To help students to conceptualize the practice of language teaching and learning in a wide
range of educational contexts in the light of developments in contemporary linguistic,
psychological and pedagogical theory;

4. To enable students to develop an understanding of how practice can be developed in the
light of their conceptualization.

( The students’ book, Modern Foreign Language Teaching Methodology, is henceforth referred to

as MFLTM in this companion. )

]. ‘l Learning Objectives

Through the study of this chapter, students should be able to

1. understand why FLT teachers need to study foreign language teaching
methodology;

2. understand the nature and different views of foreign language teaching
methodology;

3. know those fields of study which underpin the practice of foreign language
teaching;

4. know what factors influence foreign language teaching.
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Interpreting Chapter Content

Foreign language teaching methodology is interpreted from the following five
different perspectives: _

1. Teaching as an art: Some people believe that though we need to plaﬁ our
teaching, we cannot follow a fixed pattern. The way of teaching is
individualistic. One learns to teach by experiencing teaching, hence the
saying: with ten teachers, there are ten teaching methods.

2. Teaching as an applied science: The practice of teaching is influenced by
theories of language, theories of learning and theories of education.
Teachers’ beliefs about language, teaching and learning would determine
their teaching practice.

3. Teaching as a system: In this system of teaching, decisive components
include not only teachers, students, teaching content and teaching method,
but also context and evaluation. It is only when all of these parts coordinate
as a system can we realize our expected teaching results.

4. Teaching as a competence or skill: Teaching is regarded as a competence or
skill which can be taught through professional training.

5. Teaching as reflection: Advocates of this view hold that teachers should be
reflective practitioners. The process of teaching should be a process of
reflection on one’s teaching beliefs, teaching performance, teaching results,
etc. This process of reflection is a very important step in making the teacher
a researcher, thus enhancing her professional development.

A few words about “approach”, “method” and “technique”:

Different theories about the nature of language and how languages are
learned ( the approach) imply different ways of teaching language ( the
method), and different methods make use of different kinds of classroom
activities (the technique). Examples of different approaches are the aural-oral
approach, the cognitive approach, the communicative approach, etc. Examples
of different methods which are based on particular approaches are the audio-
lingual method, the direct method, etc. Examples of techniques used in
particular methods are drills, dialogues, role-plays, sentence completion, etc.

In discussing the three different views of language underlying teaching
methods, i. e. the structural view, the functional view and the interactional
view (see Page 3 of MFLTM), we are actually talking about the three faces of
language. As represented in the triangle below, language is better viewed as a

three-sided figure: expression, meaning and context.
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Three Faces of Language

context

Language seems to face in two directions, for the fundamental function of
every language system is to link expression to content — to provide verbal
expression for thought and feeling. A grammar can be viewed as a coin whose
two sides are expression and meaning and whose task is to provide a systematic
link between them. But there is more to the successful use of language than
expression and meaning. Language has a third face that is critically important for
communicating and interpreting meaning, and that face is context. It is only in
a particular context that the meaning of an expression can convey a speaker’s
intended content.

Interpretation of expression requires knowledge of context. Expression
encompasses words, phrases, sentences, and such pronunciation matters as
intonation and stress. Meaning refers to the senses and referents of these
elements of expression. Context refers to the social situation in which expression
is uttered, and it includes whatever has been said earlier in the situation.
Content refers to the intended message of an expression uttered in a particular
context.

‘What links expression and meaning is grammar, what links grammar and
interpretation is context, and grammar used in context is language. Without
paying attention to both grammar and context, we cannot understand how

language works.

Iimplementation

In order to achieve a good understanding of foreign language teaching and
learning (FLT & L), it is needed to ask the following questions: who, how,
when, where, why, and what. The answers to these questions would give
you an inkling of the diversity of problems that can be posed in order to
understand the principles of language teaching and learning. Decision-making
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should be based on a theory of these questions. By asking these questions and by
attempting to answer them we can develop, refine, probe, and evaluate

language teaching theories.

Activity: Answer the following questions
1. Who does the learning and teaching?
Reference:

As teachers we need to know our students as well as ourselves. Do you
know their educational, economic and cultural background, their attitude
towards the subject and you, their teacher, etc. ? We also should have a clear
idea of ourselves: our knowledge of and attitude to teaching as a profession, our
professional knowledge of the English language we are to teach, our teaching
styles, our advantages and disadvantages in this field, etc. (But the most
important question is: how do teacher and learner interact with each other as
human beings engaged in linguistic communication?)

2. How does learning take place?
Reference:

If we know how language learning takes place, we might be able to choose
a method which could facilitate the students’ learning. If you believe that
language is the result of habit formation, you may get students to do pattern
drills to help form language habit; if you think students would not learn the
target language unless they learn grammar, you would choose to do grammar
analysis. Observation, reflection and action research could help us to obtain
some knowledge of how language learning takes place. Your understanding of
how the learner learns will determine your philosophy of education, your
teaching style, your approach, methods and classroom techniques.

3. When does L2 learning take place?
Reference:

This question is concerned with the learners’ age and the amount of time
they have for language learning. Are your students children, teenagers or
adults? Common observation suggests that children are better language acquirers
while adults are better learners. What implication does this have for our
teaching? We might need to consider using different methods in teaching
different learners.

4. Where are the learners learning the language?
Reference:

Are the learners learning the L2 within the cultural and linguistic surrounding

of the L2, or are they focusing on a foreign language context in which the L2 is



INTRODUCTION 5

heard or spoken in an artificial environment? The latter is the case for the
majority of students in China; therefore, methods that are efficient in an L2
situation might not work as well as in a foreign language situation.

5. Why are the learners attempting to acquire an L2?

Reference:

This question is related to the purposes of learning a foreign language. Some
students might be integratively motivated, i. e. they wish personally to identify
closely with the culture and people of the target language. Others might have
instrumental motivation; their purpose of learning a foreign language is to seek a
successful career or to fulfill a foreign language requirement. There might be
other affective, emotional, personal, or intellectual reasons, which might have
great bearings on the success or failure in language learning.

6. What is to be taught?
Reference:

This question deals with the nature of the subject matter. As is discussed
earlier in this chapter, language is three-dimensional: Language forms are used
in situations to express functions and notions. (See the diagram on Page 3)
Language is a system of communication which consists of a set of sounds and
written symbols used by the people of a particular country/region for talking or
writing in. Therefore, the question of “what is to be taught?” can be answered
from three aspects:

If you take a structural point of view, you would consider language system
the most important thing. Your aim of language teaching would be the
development of linguistic competence. Then grammar is to be taught.

If you think situation cannot be neglected, linguistic forms cannot be
divorced from their setting, and context determines meaning, then you are
taking the situational approach to language teaching.

If you agree that linguistic forms are used in situations to realize
communicative goals, then functions and notions would be something to be taught.

The language teacher needs to understand the system and functioning of the
language she teaches and the differences between the first and the second
language. It is one thing for a teacher to speak and understand a language and
yet another to consciously teach it — describe it adequately and explain the
system and functions appropriately.

Widdowson (1978) defined a set of contrasting concepts which distinguish
between language as a formal system and language use as communicative

events.



