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“Break the pattern which connects the items of learning,” warned the celebrated
anthropologist, Gregory Bateson, “and you necessarily destroy all quality”
(1979, p. 8, italics in original). He issued this warning in a letter to his fellow
regents of the University of California, complaining about American
schools that teach the students “almost nothing of the pattern which con-
nects” (p. 8). Later, he made the phrase—the pattern which connects—the
central thesis of his pioneering work, Mind and Nature: A Necessary Unity, in
which he explored “the metapattern” that connects every living thing on
this planet, or, as he put it, “What pattern connects the crab to the lobster
and the orchid to the primrose and all the four of them to me? And me to
you? And all the six of us to the amoeba in one direction and to the back-
ward schizophrenic in another?” (p. 8).

The pattern which connects. That’s what this book is all about. Not the so
profound pattern that governs the evolution and ecology of all life on
earth, but the more mundane pattern that connects the various elements of
learning, teaching, and teacher education in the narrow field of teaching
English to speakers of other languages. It may appear to be inappropriate
or even anticlimactic, to link the concern for an understanding of the eco-
logical macrocosm with the concern for an understanding of the pedagogi-
cal microcosm. But the whole point, if we follow the Batesonian argument,
is that the elements constituting each are indeed interconnected in ways
that may not be readily apparent.

As one who has been engaged in English language teaching and teacher
education for nearly a quarter century, I have always struggled with the
problem of finding the pattern which connects. And, I have seen graduate
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students, practicing teachers, and professional colleagues struggling to rec-
ognize the pattern which connects. It is not easy to perceive the barely visi-
ble deep structure patterns that connect different elements of a phenome-
non unless one makes a long and laborious effort. Let me hasten to add
that I am not merely talking about the need to connect the curricular objec-
tives with class activities, teaching strategies with learning styles, evaluation
measures with learning outcomes, and so on. Of course, they are all impor-
tant. But, I am more concerned about the pattern which connects higher
order philosophical, pedagogical, and ideological tenets and norms of lan-
guage teaching that leads us to true understanding, not to false knowledge.

It is the task of linking and expressing the pattern which connects the
stated and the unstated higher order tenets of language teaching methods
that I have set upon myself to do. I thought the task would not be very diffi-
cult, given my personal experience of learning and teaching English as a
second language, and my professional knowledge of language learning,
teaching, and teacher education. I was wrong. It did not take much time for
me to realize that I have, after all, rushed in “where angels fear to tread.”
One of the major challenges I faced was how to clear the conceptual cob-
webs and terminological bedbugs prevalent in the combinations, harmo-
nies, and discords between layers upon layers of theoretical principles, ped-
agogic practices, and political ideologies one comes across in the long
history of English language teaching (ELT). A related challenge was how to
separate the trivial from the profound, the fashion from the substance, and
the chafe from the grain in order to reach the heart of the matter.

At a relatively lower level, I was also faced with the challenge of determin-
ing the directions to take with regard to focus as well as audience. I con-
vinced myself that, of all the related aspects of ELT, I know more about meth-
ods than about anything else. Besides, the concept of method has been a
severely contested frame of reference for thinking and writing about class-
room learning and teaching. Understandably, tensions and contradictions
have arisen out of efforts aimed at its reconceptualization. Recently, the dis-
course on the limitations of the concept of method has become so promi-
nent, and the desire to find alternatives to it so pronounced that they have re-
sulted in what has been called the postmethod condition. I thought there is
certainly a need to apply current thinking, and take a fresh look at language
teaching methods, and therefore, I decided to focus sharply on them.

In order to understand language teaching, and its slow transition from
method to postmethod, I considered it necessary to take a historical per-
spective to the development of major language teaching methods. I de-
cided to limit the historical orientation to about 50 years or so of innova-
tions in language teaching, and not venture into earlier times. My rationale
is that it is only during the second half of the 20th century, with the advent
of audiolingualism, that the language teaching profession entered a decid-
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edly systematic and theory-driven phase. In looking back at the past and in
looking forward to the future, I have tried to create a historical significance
filtered through the prism of my own personal experience and professional
understanding. In that sense, this book marks the merging of the personal,
the professional, and the historical.

One more remark on the focus of this book is in order. In discussing lan-
guage teaching methods, I do not see much merit in making any distinction
between second and foreign languages, or between teaching English as a
second/foreign language and teaching other languages such as French or
Spanish as a second/foreign language. I have always felt that these distinc-
tions are based more on proprietorial rights than on pedagogical reason-
ing. In any case, these distinctions do not matter much to an investigation
and interpretation of higher order tenets of language pedagogy. For illus-
trative purposes, however, I will be focusing on English language teaching;
although, most of the issues and concerns treated in this book are applica-
ble to language education in general.

As for the readership, this book is intended primarily for graduate stu-
dents, practicing teachers, and teacher educators. Clearly, they all bring
varying degrees of prior knowledge and precise motivation to the task of de-
constructing this text. It is almost impossible to appeal to all shades of po-
tential readers unless everything is reduced to the lowest common denomi-
nation; I have not done that. As a result, each group will find some portions
of the text more pertinent than others, and some portions more engaging
than others. Teacher educators may find perspectives that are, in certain
cases, different from the ones with which they are already familiar. Prac-
ticing teachers may find new connections that give them ideas that they may
not have thought about before. Beginning level graduate students may find
that some sections of the text require a more careful reading than others.
Throughout the text, I have tried to explain the concepts and terms in as
simple language as possible, without, at the same time, diluting the com-
plexity of the issues, or “dumbing down” the reader.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

As indicated earlier, I attempt to present in this book a personal and profes-
sional perspective of English language teaching methods—a perspective
that is founded at once on historical action and contemporary thought.
Drawing from seminal, foundational texts and from critical commentaries
made by various scholars, I narrate the profession’s slow and steady march
from method to postmethod, and in the process, elucidate the relationship
between theory, research, and practice. I mix materials that are old and
new. The book is divided into three parts: (1) Language, Learning, and
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Teaching, (2) Language Teaching Methods, and (3) Postmethod Perspec-
tives. I make it a point to highlight the underlying links within and between
the parts in order to bring out the pattern which connects.

The introductory part consists of three chapters. Chapter 1 is about lan-
guage, and it presents the theoretical concepts of language in its systemic,
discoursal, and ideological orientations. It also outlines certain pedagogic
precepts about components of competence as well as areas of knowledge
and ability. Chapter 2 is about learning, and it deals with input, intake fac-
tors, and intake processes that govern adult second language learning in
formal contexts. Chapter 3 is about teaching, and it describes how class-
room language has to be modified in order to provide the learner with ac-
cessible and acceptable linguistic input. It also describes various types of
interactional activities that promote the kind of comprehension that may
lead to acquisition.

The readers will find in these initial chapters a taste of the conceptual
and terminological ambiguities I alluded to earlier. I venture to simplify,
with adequate justification I hope, some of the familiar usage, and, in the
process, I may have committed certain transgressions. For instance, I try to
explain why, from a learning/teaching point of view, it makes sense to talk
about knowledge/ability instead of competence and performance, and why
a simpler two-part division (linguistic knowledge/ability and pragmatic
knowledge/ability) rather than the familiar four-part division (grammati-
cal, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic competence) is sufficient for
our purpose. The overall goal of Part One, however, is to help the reader
understand how the basic elements of language, learning, and teaching re-
late to each other in order to make language learning and teaching possi-
ble. Thus, Part One not only identifies and interprets necessary back-
ground information but it also provides a platform on which to stand and
survey what follows in Part Two and Part Three.

Part Two, which contains chapters 4 through 7, offers a brief history, de-
scription, and assessment of language teaching methods from the vantage
point of the concepts and precepts identified in Part One. It presents lan-
guage teaching methods within a coherent framework of theoretical princi-
ples and classroom procedures. Specifically, chapter 4 aims at guiding the
reader through a maze of constituents and categories of methods, and at
explaining the rationale behind grouping the major language teaching
methods into three broad categories: language-centered, learner-centered,
and learning-centered methods. Each of the next three chapters takes up a
category, and explains with illustrative examples, its essential characteris-
tics. The major objective of Part Two is to help the readers see, with a criti-
cal eye, the strengths and weaknesses of established methods, and more im-
portantly, perceive the larger pattern which connects the elements within
and between methods.
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It is important to stress that what Part Two offers is a method analysis and
not a teaching analysis. As Mackey (1965) explained, “method analysis shows
how teaching is done by the book; teaching analysis shows how much is done
by the teacher” (p. 139). That is, method analysis is text based, teaching anal-
ysis is classroom based. Therefore, a method analysis can be done, as I have
done in this book, by analyzing and interpreting what has been written about
methods, but a teaching analysis can be done only by entering the classroom
arena where a method or a combination of methods is used, and by observ-
ing, analyzing, and interpreting classroom input and interaction.

There is yet another point to be made. We may be tempted to say that, be-
cause the profession is making a transition from method to postmethod
(and, this is by no means a universally accepted view), prospective and prac-
ticing teachers do not need to study the historical development of methods
anymore. I believe such a view is counterintuitive and counterproductive.
First of all, on a broader level of human experience, as Karl Marx (or George
Santayana, depending on one’s political affiliation) is reported to have said,
those who do not study history are condemned to repeat it. Secondly, as in
many other areas of knowledge, nothing can be so revolutionary in language
teaching as to make a complete break with the past. In fact, as the chapters in
Part Three reveal, some of the classroom procedures associated with meth-
ods can still be reconstituted. Besides, we must also remember the conclu-
sion Kelly (1969) reached after investigating 25 centuries of language teach-
ing: “much that is being claimed as revolutionary in this century is merely a
rethinking and renaming of early ideas and procedures” (p. ix). Much, not
all. But still, it is a sobering thought to keep in mind.

The third and final part of this book provides perspectives on the emerg-
ing postmethod pedagogy, and its potential to reshape L2 teaching and
teacher education. It has three chapters. The first one describes what has
been called the postmethod condition. It recounts and relates the concepts of
method, and postmethod. It shows how the concept of method contains its
own seeds of subversion that invite and instigate various forms of anti-
method sentiments by practicing teachers. Finally, it discusses certain pa-
rameters and indicators that constitute the essentials of postmethod peda-
gogy. Chapter 9 presents three different pedagogic frameworks that offer
the foundational principles for teachers to build their own forms of
postmethod pedagogy. Taking different approaches, the authors of the
three frameworks show that postmethod pedagogy is not a monolithic en-
tity. The final chapter highlights the postmethod predicament. It outlines
some of the barriers that challenge the conception and construction of a
postmethod pedagogy, and it also discusses certain facilitating factors that
can help devise a meaningful response to them.

Collectively, the final three chapters seek to create an awareness about
the limitations of the concept of method, to provide conceptual argumen-
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tation and practical suggestions for understanding the emerging post-
method condition so that prospective and practicing teachers may devise
for themselves systematic, coherent, and relevant alternatives to method
that are informed by postmethod parameters. These three chapters also
raise critical concerns about certain broader issues that beset any attempt to
operationalize a postmethod pedagogy.

This overview summarizes the salient features of the book. I think it is
also necessary to state what the book is not about. It is not about “tech-
niques.” This is not a handbook that presents teachers with a neatly com-
piled repertoire of classroom activities accompanied by guidelines for using
them. This book is not activity-driven; it is concept-driven. Its chief objective
is to help readers see the pattern which connects the higher order tenets of
language teaching methods. I leave it to them to judge the extent to which I
have achieved, or failed to achieve, that oft-stated objective.
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1. INTRODUCTION

“A definition of language,” observed the British cultural critic, Raymond
Williams, “is always, implicitly or explicitly, a definition of human beings in
the world” (1977, p. 21). That is because language permeates every aspect
of human experience, and creates as well as reflects images of that experi-
ence. It is almost impossible to imagine human life without it. And yet, we
seldom think about it. We are oblivious of its ubiquitous presence in and
around us, just as the fish is (or, is it?) unmindful of the water it is sub-
merged in. Even those who systematically study language have not fully fig-
ured out what it is. A case in point: After brilliantly synthesizing both West-
ern and non-Western visions of language developed through the ages, the
leading French linguist and psychoanalyst, Julia Kristeva (1989, p. 329)
ends her erudite book on language with the humbling phrase: “that still un-
known object—language.”

Without delving deep into that still unknown object, I briefly outline in
this chapter my understanding of how theoretical linguists have attempted
to decipher the fundamental concepts of language and how applied lin-
guists have tried to turn some of those theoretical concepts into applicable
pedagogic precepts.

1.1. THEORETICAL CONCEPTS

Although there are timeless and endless debates on what constitutes lan-
guage, for the limited purpose of understanding its relevance for language
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learning and teaching, I look at it from three broad conceptual vantage
points: language as system, language as discourse, and language as ideology.

1.1.1. Language as System

We all know that a human language is a well-organized and well-crafted in-
strument. That is to say, all the basic components of a language work in tan-
dem in a coherent and systematic manner. They are certainly not a random
collection of disparate units. From one perspective, a study of language is
basically a study of its systems and subsystems. By treating language as sys-
tem, we are merely acknowledging that each unit of language, from a single
sound to a complex word to a large text—spoken or written—has a charac-
ter of its own, and each is, in some principled way, delimited by and de-
pendent upon its co-occurring units.

As we learn from any introductory textbook in linguistics, the central
core of language as system consists of the phonological system that deals
with the patterns of sound, the semantic system that deals with the meaning
of words, and the syntactic system that deals with the rules of grammar. For
instance, at the phonological level, with regard to the pattern of English,
stop consonants are distinguished from one another according their place
of articulation (bilabial, alveolar, velar) and their manner of articulation
(voiceless, voiced) as shown:

Bilabial Alveolar Velar

Voiceless /p/ /t/ /k/

Voiced /b/ /d/ /g/

These minimal sounds, or phonemes as they are called, have contrastive
value in the sense that replacing one with another will make a different
word as in pit–bit, or ten–den, and so forth.

Understanding the sound system of a language entails an understanding
of which sounds can appear word-initially or word-finally, or which can fol-
low which. It also entails an understanding of how certain sound sequences
signify certain meanings. In the aforementioned example, the user of Eng-
lish knows that ten and den are two different words with two different mean-
ings. We learn from semantics that every morpheme, which is a collection of
phonemes arranged in a particular way, expresses a distinct meaning, and
that there are free morphemes that can occur independently (as in den,
dance) or bound morphemes like plural -s, or past tense -ed, which are at-
tached to a free morpheme (as in dens, danced).

Different words are put together to form a sentence, again within the
confines of a rule-governed grammatical system. The sentence, The baby is
sleeping peacefully, is grammatical only because of the way the words have
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been strung together. A change in the sequence such as Sleeping is the peace-
fully baby will make the sentence ungrammatical. Conversely, sentences that
may have a grammatically well-formed sequence as in the well known exam-
ple, Colorless green ideas sleep furiously, may not make any sense at all. These
examples show, in part, that “the nouns and verbs and adjectives are not
just hitched end to end in one long chain, there is some overarching blue-
print or plan for the sentence that puts each word in a specific slot”
(Pinker, 1994, p. 94).

Language as system enables the language user to combine phonemes to
form words, words to form phrases, phrases to form sentences, and sen-
tences to form spoken or written texts—each unit following its own rules as
well as the rules for combination. Crucial to understanding language, then,
is the idea of systematicity. Language as system, however, is much more com-
plex than the description so far may lead us to believe. A true understand-
ing of the complexity of language requires a robust method of analysis.
More than anybody else in the modern era, it is Chomsky who has persua-
sively demonstrated that language as system is amenable to scientific analy-
sis and, in doing so, he has elevated our ability to deal with language as sys-
tem to a higher level of sophistication.

Chomsky (1959, 1965, and elsewhere) began by pointing out certain
fundamental facts about language as system. First and foremost, all adult
native speakers of a language are able to produce and understand myriad
sentences that they have never said or heard before. In other words, an infi-
nite number of sentences can be produced using a finite number of gram-
matical rules. Second, with regard to the child’s first language acquisition,
there is what Chomsky calls “the poverty of stimulus,” that is, the language
input exposed to the child is both quantitatively and qualitatively poor but
still the child is able to produce, in a short period of time, language output
that is immensely rich. The stimulus (that is the language data) available to
the child is impoverished in the sense that it has only a limited set of sen-
tences among all possible sentences in a language, and a large number of
grammatical types remain unrepresented in the data as well. Besides, the
parents’ or the caretakers’ language addressed to the child may not be the
best possible sample because it is full of hesitations, false starts, sentence
fragments, and even grammatical deviations. But still, all children, except
those who may have neurological or biological defects, acquire the com-
plex language rapidly, and, more importantly, without any formal instruc-
tion.

The Chomskyan thought about these and other “logical problems of lan-
guage acquisition” is essentially premised upon mentalism, which states
that much of human behavior is biologically determined. And, language
behavior is no exception. Positing the notion of “innateness,” Chomsky ar-
gues that human beings, by virtue of their characteristic genetic structure,
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are born with an “innate ability,” that is, with an “initial state” of “language
faculty” in which general properties of language as system are prewired.
Using this “prewired” system, children are able to distill and develop the
complex grammatical system out of the speech of their parents and caretak-
ers. The system that the child is born with is common to the grammars of all
human languages, and hence Chomsky calls it “Universal Grammar.”

The Universal Grammar is a set of abstract concepts governing the gram-
matical structure of all languages that are genetically encoded in the hu-
man brain. It comprises principles and parameters. The way it is considered
to work is that children, using the unconscious knowledge of Universal
Grammar, would know the underlying universal principles of language; for
instance, languages usually have nouns, pronouns, and verbs. They would
also know their parameters; for instance, in some languages verbs can be
placed at the end of the sentence, or in some languages pronouns can be
dropped when in the subject position, and so forth. Thus, based on the spe-
cific language they are exposed to, children determine, of course uncon-
sciously, whether their native language (L1) allows the deletion of pro-
nouns (as in the case of Spanish), or not (as in the case of English). Such
unconscious knowledge helps children eventually to “generate” or create
all and only grammatical sentences in their L1.

The abstract generative system of grammar that Chomsky has proposed
(which he has frequently updated) is actually a theory of linguistic compe-
tence. He makes “a fundamental distinction between competence (the
speaker-hearer’s knowledge of his language) and performance (the actual
use of language in concrete situations)” (1965, p. 4) and he is concerned
only with discovering the mental reality (i.e., competence) underlying the
actual behavior (i.e., performance) of a speaker–hearer. He is very clear in
emphasizing that his linguistic theory

is primarily concerned with an ideal speaker–listener, in a completely homo-
geneous speech community who knows its language perfectly and is unaf-
fected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations,
distractions, shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or character-
istic) in applying his knowledge of language in actual performance. (Chom-
sky, 1965, p. 3)

Clearly, the speaker-hearer Chomsky is talking about is an artificially con-
structed idealized person; not an actual language user. In addition, as Ly-
ons (1996, p. 30) pointed out, for Chomsky, “linguistic competence is the
speaker–hearer’s tacit, rather than conscious or even cognitively accessible,
knowledge of the language-system.”

Chomsky’s theory of linguistic competence is actually a theory of gram-
matical competence. It should, however, be remembered that his term, lin-
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guistic competence, subsumes phonological, syntactic, and semantic subsys-
tems. That is why the unconscious possession of this abstract linguistic
competence helps native speakers of a language to discriminate well-formed
sentences from ill-formed word-sequences as well as well-formed sentences
that make sense from those that do not (see the previously given exam-
ples). In the same way, native speakers of English can also identify the ambi-
guity in sentences like

Visiting mother-in-law can be boring.

or tell who the agent is in structurally identical pairs like

John is easy to please.
John is eager to please.

In other words, linguistic competence entails a semantic component that
indicates the intrinsic meaning of sentences. This intrinsic meaning is se-
mantic meaning and should not be confused with pragmatic meaning,
which takes into consideration actual language use, that is, the speaker–
hearer’s ability to use utterances that are deemed appropriate in a particu-
lar communicative situation. As Chomsky clarifies, the notion of compe-
tence does not include actual language use: “The term ‘competence’ en-
tered the technical literature in an effort to avoid the slew of problems
relating to ‘knowledge,’ but it is misleading in that it suggests ‘ability’—an
association I would like to sever” (Chomsky, 1980, p. 59).

By not considering the pragmatic aspect of language use in formulating
his theory of linguistic competence, Chomsky is in no way dismissing its im-
portance. For purposes of “enquiry and exposition,” he considers it fit “to
distinguish ‘grammatical competence’ from ‘pragmatic competence,’ re-
stricting the first to the knowledge of form and meaning and the second to
knowledge of conditions and manner of appropriate use . . .” (Chomsky,
1980, p. 224). In other words, he is interested in looking at human lan-
guage as a cognitive psychological mechanism and not as a communicative
tool for social interaction. Those who do treat language as a vehicle for
communication find it absolutely necessary to go beyond language as sys-
tem and seriously consider the nature of language as discourse.

1.1.2. Language as Discourse

In the field of linguistics, the term discourse is used to refer generally to “an
instance of spoken or written language that has describable internal rela-
tionships of form and meaning (e.g., words, structures, cohesion) that re-
late coherently to an external communicative function or purpose and a
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given audience/interlocutor” (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000, p. 4). The
focus here is a connected and contextualized unit of language use. During
the 1970s, discourse analysis began to gain grounds partly as a response to
the dominance of the Chomskyan view of language as system that focused
mainly on disconnected and decontextualized units of phonology, syntax,
and semantics. Although there are many who have made contributions to
our understanding of language as discourse, I briefly consider here the
seminal works of Halliday, Hymes, and Austin.

Rejecting the Chomskyan emphasis on grammar, Halliday (1973) de-
fined language as meaning potential, that is, as sets of options in meaning
that are available to the speaker–hearer in social contexts. Instead of view-
ing language as something exclusively internal to the learner, as Chomsky
does, Halliday views it as a means of functioning in society. From a func-
tional perspective, he sees three metafunctions or macrofunctions of lan-
guage: the ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual. The ideational
function represents the individual’s meaning potential and relates to the ex-
pression and experience of the concepts, processes, and objects governing
the physical and natural phenomena of the world around. The interpersonal
function deals with the individual’s personal relationships with people. The
textual function refers to the linguistic realizations of the ideational and in-
terpersonal functions enabling the individual to construct coherent texts,
spoken or written.

For Halliday, language communication is the product or the result of the
process of interplay between the ideational, interpersonal, and textual
functions of language. Through this interplay, the meaning potential of
language is realized. Learning a language, then, entails “learning to mean.”
As the child interacts with language and language users, he or she begins to
understand the meaning potential within the language, and develops a ca-
pacity to use it. It is only through meaningful interactive activities in com-
municative contexts that a learner broadens and deepens the capacity for
language use. And, language use is always embedded in a sociocultural mi-
lieu. That is why Halliday (1973) preferred to define meaning potential
“not in terms of the mind but in terms of the culture” (p. 52).

Unlike Halliday who questions the Chomskyan notion of competence
and seeks to replace it, Hymes seeks to expand it. For Chomsky, compe-
tence is a mental structure of tacit knowledge possessed by the idealized
speaker–hearer, but for Hymes, it is that plus the communicative ability to
use a language in concrete situations.

We have to account for the fact that a normal child acquires knowledge of
sentences not only as grammatical but also as appropriate. He or she acquires
competence as to when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk about with
whom, when, where, and in what manner. In short, a child becomes able to
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accomplish a repertoire of speech acts, to take part in speech events, and to
evaluate their accomplishment by others. (Hymes, 1972, pp. 277–278)

And the way Hymes seeks to account for that fact is by positing the concept
of communicative competence, which “is dependent upon both (tacit) knowl-
edge and (ability for) use” (1972, p. 282).

Communicative competence consists of grammatical competence as well
as sociolinguistic competence, that is, factors governing successful commu-
nication. Hymes (1972) identified these factors, and has used an acronym
SPEAKING to describe them:

Setting refers to the place and time in which the communicative event takes
place.

Participants refers to speakers and hearers and their role relationships.
Ends refers to the stated or unstated objectives the participants wish to accom-

plish.
Act sequence refers to the form, content, and sequence of utterances.
Key refers to the manner and tone (serious, sarcastic, etc.) of the utterances.
Instrumentalities refers to the channel (oral or written) and the code (formal

or informal).
Norms refers to conventions of interaction and interpretation based on shared

knowledge.
Genre refers to categories of communication such as lecture, report, essay,

poem, and so forth.

These flexible, overlapping factors, which vary from culture to culture, pro-
vide the bases for determining the rules of language use in a given context.
For Hymes, knowing a language is knowing not only the rules of grammati-
cal usage but also the rules of communicative use. He makes that amply
clear in his oft-quoted statement: “There are rules of use without which the
rules of usage are useless.”

Because both Chomsky and Hymes accept and use the notion of compe-
tence, it is instructive to compare it in its broadest terms. Chomsky’s notion
is limited to the tacit knowledge of formal linguistic properties possessed by
the idealized speaker–hearer. Hymes’ notion goes well beyond that to in-
clude actual knowledge and ability possessed by the language user. Further-
more, Chomsky’s notion is biologically based, whereas Hymes’ is more so-
cially based. “The former is purely individual, the latter is mainly social. The
former concerns form; the latter concerns function. The former character-
izes a state; the latter involves processes” (Taylor, 1988, p. 156). It is rather
apparent, then, that Hymes brings a much wider perspective to the notion
of competence, one that has more relevance for treating and understand-
ing language as a vehicle for communication.
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Yet another aspect of language communication that is relevant for our
discussion here is the notion of speech acts. In his classic book, How to Do
Things With Words, published in 1962, Austin, a language philosopher,
raised the question What do we do with language? and answered, simply: We
perform speech acts. By speech acts, he refers to the everyday activity of in-
forming, instructing, ordering, threatening, complaining, describing, and
scores of other such activities for which we use our language. In other
words, language is an activity that we do in myriad situations and circum-
stances. Of all the numerous phenomena of language, Austin asserts: “The
total speech act in the total speech situation is the only actual phenomenon
which, in the last resort, we are engaged in elucidating” (1962, p. 148, em-
phasis in original).

To elucidate Austin’s speech act theory in simple terms: Every speech act
that we perform has three components, which he calls locution, illocution,
and perlocution. The first refers to a propositional statement, the second to
its intended meaning, and the third to its expected response. The act of say-
ing something, in and of itself, is a locutionary act. It is no more than a
string of words containing phonological (sounds), syntactic (grammar),
and semantic (word meaning) elements put together in a systemically ac-
ceptable sequence. In performing a locutionary act, one often performs
such an act as “asking or answering a question, giving some information or
an assurance or a warning, announcing a verdict or an intention, pro-
nouncing sentence, making an appointment or an appeal or a criticism,
making an identification or giving a description, and the numerous like”
(Austin, 1962, pp. 98–99). The perlocutionary act is the effect or the conse-
quence of an utterance in a given situation.

To illustrate a speech act, take a simple and short utterance, Move it.
Here the locutionary act is the act of saying move it meaning by move move,
and referring by it to the object in question. If we assume an appropriate
context, the illocutionary act in this case is an act of ordering (or, urging or
advising, or suggesting, etc., in different contexts) somebody to move it.
The perlocutionary act, again assuming an appropriate context here, is the
act of actually moving it.

The most important component of a speech act is the illocutionary act.
For it to have what Austin calls illocutionary force, a speech act has to meet
certain socially agreed upon demands or conventions. For instance, a state-
ment like I now pronounce you man and wife has its intended illocutionary
force only if it is uttered in a proper context (e.g., a church) and by a
proper person (e.g., a priest). The same statement uttered by a clerk in a
department store will not render two customers a married couple! The
statement gains its illocutionary force only because of the situational con-
text in which it is uttered and not because of its linguistic properties. Or, to
quote Joseph, Love, and Taylor (2001):
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the illocutionary force of an utterance is not part of meaning the words have
simply in virtue of being those words. On the other hand, the illocutionary act
is performed by or in rather than merely through using those words. The illocu-
tionary force of an utterance is simultaneously both context-dependent and,
in context, inherent in the uttering of the words themselves. (p. 103, italics in
original)

The key word in the above quote is context. It is also key to language as
discourse in general. In linguistics, discourse was initially defined as a unit
of coherent language consisting of more than one sentence, to which was
added a reference to language use in context. Combining these two per-
spectives, Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000) gave the definition quoted at
the beginning of this section and repeated here for convenience: Discourse
“is an instance of spoken or written language that has describable internal
relationships of form and meaning (e.g., words, structures, cohesion) that
relate coherently to an external communicative function or purpose and a
given audience/interlocutor” (p. 4). Some discourse analysts (e.g., McCar-
thy & Carter, 1994) go beyond internal relationships of form and meaning
to include “the interpersonal, variational and negotiable aspects of lan-
guage” (p. xii), and some others (e.g., G. Cook, 1994) include “a form of
knowledge of the world” (p. 24) as well.

The added focus on context has certainly facilitated a useful connec-
tion between language structure and the immediate social context in
which it is used. It has also aided, from a classroom discourse point of
view, the study of the routines of turn-taking, turn sequencing, activity
types, and elicitation techniques in the language classroom. However, a
truly discourse-based view of language should have also considered “the
higher order operations of language at the interface of cultural and ideo-
logical meanings and returning to the lower-order forms of language
which are often crucial to the patterning of such meanings” (McCarthy &
Carter, 1994, p. 38). And yet, most “mainstream” discourse analysts have
found contentment in analyzing “the lower order forms of language” and
leaving “the higher order operations of language” largely untouched.
That challenging task has been recently taken up by critical discourse ana-
lysts who explore language as ideology.

1.1.3. Language as Ideology

Ideology is “a systematic body of ideas, organized from a particular point of
view” (Kress & Hodge, 1979, p. 6). Stated as such, it sounds rather simple
and straightforward. As a matter of fact, ideology is a contested concept. Its
reference and relevance cut across disciplines such as anthropology, sociol-
ogy, political science, history, and cultural studies. Linguistics is a much be-
lated and bewildered entrant, in spite of the fact that language and ideol-
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ogy are closely connected. Among the many interpretations of the concept
of ideology, there is one common thread that unfailingly runs through all
of them: its ties to power and domination.

In an authoritative book on Ideology and Modern Culture, Thompson
(1990) defined ideology rather briskly as “meaning in the service of power” (p.
7, emphasis in original). Therefore, “to study ideology is to study the ways in
which meaning serves to establish and sustain relations of domination” (p. 56, em-
phasis in original). The best way to investigate ideology, according to
Thompson, is

to investigate the ways in which meaning is constructed and conveyed by sym-
bolic forms of various kinds, from everyday linguistic utterances to com-
plex images and texts; it requires us to investigate the social contexts with-
in which symbolic forms are employed and deployed; and it calls upon us to
ask whether, and if so how, the meaning mobilized by symbolic forms serves,
in specific contexts, to establish and sustain relations of domination. (1990,
p. 7)

In a very succinct manner, Thompson has made the connection between
language and ideology very clear.

Expanding that connection, anthropologist Kroskrity (2000, all italics in
original) suggested that it is profitable to think of language ideologies as a
cluster of concepts consisting of four converging dimensions:

� First, “language ideologies represent the perception of language and discourse
that is constructed in the interests of a specific social or cultural group” (p. 8).
That is, notions of language and discourse are grounded in social ex-
perience and often demonstrably tied to the promotion and protec-
tion of political-economic interests.

� Second, “language ideologies are profitably conceived as multiple because of the
multiplicity of meaningful social divisions (class, gender, clan, elites, genera-
tions, and so on) within sociocultural groups that have the potential to produce
divergent perspectives expressed as indices of group membership” (p. 12). That
is, language ideologies are grounded in social experiences that are
never uniformly distributed across diverse communities.

� Third, “members may display varying degrees of awareness of local language
ideologies” (p. 18). That is, depending on the role they play, people de-
velop different degrees of consciousness about ideologically grounded
discourse.

� Finally, “members’ language ideologies mediate between social structures and
forms of talk” (p. 21). That is, people’s sociocultural experience and in-
teractive patterns contribute to their construction and understanding
of language ideologies.
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These four dimensions, according to Kroskrity, must be considered seriously
if we are to understand the connection between language and ideology.

These four dimensions of language ideology are a clear echo of the
broad-based concept of discourse that poststructural thinkers such as Fou-
cault have enunciated. Foucault’s concept of discourse is significantly differ-
ent from that of mainstream linguists. For him discourse is not just the
suprasentential aspect of language; rather, language itself is one aspect of
discourse. In accordance with that view, he offers a three-dimensional defi-
nition of discourse “treating it sometimes as the general domain of all state-
ments, sometimes as an individualizable group of statements, and some-
times as a regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements”
(Foucault, 1972, p. 80). The first definition relates to all actual utterances
or texts. The second relates to specific formations or fields, as in “the dis-
course of racism” or “the discourse of feminism.” The third relates to
sociopolitical structures that create the conditions governing particular ut-
terances or texts. Discourse thus designates the entire conceptual territory
on which knowledge is produced and reproduced. It includes not only what
is actually thought and articulated but also determines what can be said or
heard and what silenced, what is acceptable and what is tabooed. Discourse
in this sense is a whole field or domain within which language is used in par-
ticular ways. This field or domain is produced in and through social prac-
tices, institutions, and actions.

In characterizing language as one, and only one, of the multitude of or-
ganisms that constitute discourse, Foucault (1970, and elsewhere) signifi-
cantly extended the notion of linguistic text. A text means what it means not
because of any inherent objective linguistic features but because it is gener-
ated by discursive formations, each with its particular ideologies and partic-
ular ways of controlling power. No text is innocent and every text reflects a
fragment of the world we live in. In other words, texts are political because
all discursive formations are political. Analyzing text or discourse therefore
means analyzing discursive formations, which are essentially political in
character and ideological in content.

Such a concept of language ideology is usually reflected in the ideologically
grounded perceptions and practices of language use that are shaped and
reshaped by dominant institutional forces, historical processes, and vested
interests. For instance, the preeminent cultural critic, Said (1978), in his
book, Orientalism, presented compelling textual evidence from literary, his-
torical, sociological, and anthropological texts produced by the colonial
West to represent the colonized people. He uses the term Orientalism to re-
fer to a systematically constructed discourse by which the powerful West
“was able to manage—and even produce—the Orient politically, sociologi-
cally, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively . . .” (Said,
1978, p. 3). It forms an interrelated web of ideas, images, and texts from the
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scholarly to the popular, produced by artists, writers, missionaries, travelers,
politicians, militarists, and administrators, that shape and structure West-
ern representations of colonized peoples and their cultures.

In yet another manifestation of the nexus between power and language,
the French sociologist, Bourdieu (1991), in his book, Language and Symbolic
Power, described symbolic power “as a power of constituting the given
through utterances, of making people see and believe, of confirming or
transforming the vision of the world and thereby, action on the world and
thus the world itself . . .” (p. 170). He also showed the innumerable and
subtle strategies by which language can be used as an instrument of com-
munication as well as control, coercion as well as constraint, and conde-
scension as well as contempt. He pointed out how variations in accent, into-
nation, and vocabulary reflect differential power positions in the social
hierarchy. According to him, “what creates the power of words and slogans,
a power capable of maintaining or subverting the social order, is the belief
in the legitimacy of words and of those who utter them” (p. 170). In an-
other work, Bourdieu (1977) invoked the notion of “legitimate discourse”
and elaborated it by saying that “a language is worth what those who speak
it are worth, so too, at the level of interactions between individuals, speech
always owes a major part of its value to the value of the person who utters it”
(p. 652).

On a personal note, I was recently reminded of the significance of
Bourdieu’s statement when I read the remarks of a prominent applied lin-
guist, Larsen-Freeman, about her inventing a new word, grammaring. In ex-
plaining how she, as a native speaker of English, is empowered to invent
new words, she says:

The point is that as language teachers, we should never forget that issues of
power and language are intimately connected. For example, it is unfair, but
nevertheless true, that native speakers of a language are permitted to create
neologisms, as I have done with grammaring. Such a coinage, however, might
have been corrected if a nonnative speaker of English had been its author.
(Larsen-Freeman, 2003, p. 64)

I take this as a gentle reminder that I, as a nonnative speaker of English, do
not have “permission” to coin a new word, and if I had coined one, it might
have been corrected. It is unfair, but nevertheless true!

It is the unfair and true nature of language ideology that a group of lin-
guists, who call themselves critical discourse analysts, attempt to unravel. By
critically analyzing the systematic distortion of language use, they focus on
the exploitation of “meaning in the service of power.” More specifically, as
Fairclough (1995), in his introductory book, Critical Discourse Analysis, ex-
plained, critical discourse analysts aim
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to systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and determi-
nation between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social
and cultural structures, relations and processes; to investigate how such prac-
tices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped by relations of
power and struggles over power. (p. 132)

In the context of language ideology, they see power in terms of “asymmetries
between participants in discourse events, and in terms of unequal capacity to
control how texts are produced, distributed and consumed (and hence the
shapes of texts) in particular sociocultural contexts” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 1).
Their working assumption is that any level of language structure and use is a
relevant site for critical and ideological analysis. Their method of analysis in-
cludes description of the language text, interpretation of the relationship be-
tween the text and the discursive processes, and explanation of the relation-
ship between the discursive processes and the social practices.

Recognizing the importance of critical discourse analysis, Pennycook
(2001), in his book, Critical Applied Linguistics, has introduced a newly de-
fined area of applied linguistic work that seeks to take a critical look at the
politics of knowledge, the politics of language, the politics of text, and the
politics of pedagogy within a coherent conceptual framework. He has
called for a strengthening of critical discourse analysis by going beyond any
prior sociological analysis of power and its connection to language, and by
conducting linguistic analyses of texts to show how power may operate
through language. His aim is to make the task of applied linguistics “to be
one of exploration rather than of mere revelation” (p. 93).

From an educational point of view, critical discourse analysts see lan-
guage teaching as a prime source for sensitizing learners to social inequali-
ties that confront them, and for developing necessary capabilities for ad-
dressing those inequalities. Therefore, they advocate the creation of critical
language awareness in our learners. Such a task should be fully integrated,
not only with the development of language practices across the curriculum,
but also with the development of the individual learner’s intellectual capa-
bilities that are required for long-term, multifaceted struggles in various
sociopolitical arenas. They, however, caution that instruction in critical lan-
guage awareness “should not push learners into oppositional practices
which condemn them to disadvantage and marginalization; it should equip
them with the capacities and understanding which are preconditions for
meaningful choice and effective citizenship in the domain of language”
(Fairclough, 1995, p. 252).

Applying the principles of critical discourse analysis to explore the na-
ture of input and interaction in the language classroom, I have questioned
the present practice of conducting classroom discourse analysis that focuses
narrowly on turn-taking, turn sequencing, activity types, and elicitation
techniques. I have argued that
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a true and meaningful understanding of sociocultural aspects of classroom
discourse can be achieved not by realizing the surface level features of com-
municative performance or conversational style but only by recognizing the
complex and competing world of discourses that exist in the classroom.
(Kumaravadivelu, 1999a, p. 470)

Accordingly, I have suggested a conceptual framework for conducting criti-
cal classroom discourse analysis (CCDA) that will cross the borders of the
classroom to investigate broader social, cultural, political, and historical
structures that have a bearing on classroom input and interaction.

To sum up our discussion of the theoretical concepts of language, we
learned that language as system deals with the phonological, syntactic, and
semantic features of language, and with the notion of linguistic compe-
tence that is mostly confined to semantico-grammatical knowledge of the
language. Language as discourse, on the other hand, focuses on the nature
of language communication, with its emphasis on the rules of language use
that are appropriate to a particular communicative context. Language as
ideology, however, goes way beyond the confines of systemic and discoursal
features of language, and locates it as a site for power and domination by
treating it both as a transporter and a translator of ideology that serves
vested interests. These three theoretical concepts of language demonstrate
the complexity of “that still unknown object—language.”

1.2. PEDAGOGIC PRECEPTS

The theoretical concepts already discussed have helped applied linguists to
derive useful and usable conceptual guidelines about language for pur-
poses of classroom teaching. I use the term pedagogic precepts to refer to
these conceptual guidelines. They are aimed at addressing questions such
as what is language, and what does it mean to know and use a language.
They form the bases for effective language teaching. I discuss them in terms
of components of language competence, and areas of language knowl-
edge/ability.

1.2.1. Components of Competence

In an influential paper published in 1980, Canadian applied linguists Canale
and Swain presented a comprehensive framework establishing “a clear state-
ment of the content and boundaries of communicative competence—one
that will lead to more useful and effective second language teaching and al-
low more valid and reliable measurement of second language communica-
tion skills” (1980, p. 1). Their framework initially consisted of three compo-
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nents of competence, and was later revised to include a fourth one (Canale,
1983). The components they have identified are: grammatical competence,
sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and strategic compe-
tence. The framework is derived from the prevailing perspectives on lan-
guage as system and language as discourse previously discussed, as well as
from the authors’ own insights and interpretations.

For Canale and Swain, grammatical competence includes “knowledge of
lexical items and the rules of morphology, syntax, sentence-grammar se-
mantics, and phonology” (p. 29). Recall from the earlier discussion that
this cluster of items constitutes what Chomsky has also called grammatical
competence, although this may include the ability to use grammar (Chom-
sky’s performance) as well. However, Canale and Swain make it clear that
they are not linking it to any single theory of grammar. This component ad-
dresses language as system.

Sociolinguistic competence that constituted a single component in the
original version was later split into two: sociolinguistic competence and dis-
course competence. These two components deal with different aspects of
language as discourse. By sociolinguistic competence is meant the knowledge of
“the extent to which utterances are produced and understood appropri-
ately in different sociolinguistic contexts depending on contextual factors
such as status of participants, purposes of the interaction, and norms or
conventions of interaction” (Canale, 1983, p. 7). This component empha-
sizes, following Hymes, sociocultural appropriateness of an utterance.

Discourse competence takes care of some other aspects of language as
discourse such as how a series of sentences or utterances are connected into
a whole text, spoken or written. In the opinion of Celce-Murcia and
Olshtain (2000), discourse competence forms “the core” of the Canale and
Swain framework because it “is where everything else comes together: It is
in discourse and through discourse that all of the other competencies are
realized. And it is in discourse and through discourse that the manifesta-
tion of the other competencies can best be observed, researched, and as-
sessed” (p. 16).

The last of the components, strategic competence, is made up of “verbal and
non-verbal communication strategies that may be called into action to com-
pensate for breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or
to insufficient competence” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). As Savignon
(1983) pointed out, this component consists of coping or survival strategies
such as paraphrase, circumlocution, repetition, hesitation, avoidance, and
guessing, as well as shifts in register and style.

The Canale/Swain framework is perhaps the first one to make use of the
prevailing understanding of language as system and language as discourse
in order to derive a comprehensive theoretical framework of language
competence with pedagogic application in mind. It is specifically designed
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for language teaching and testing. However, language teaching experts
such as Skehan (1998) and Widdowson (2003) have questioned Canale and
Swain’s (1980) claim that the framework establishes a clear statement of the
content and boundaries of communicative competence just as testing ex-
perts such as Bachman (1990) and Shohamy (1996) have doubted their
claim that it allows more valid and reliable measurement of second lan-
guage communication skills.

To consolidate the concerns expressed by critics: the major drawback
of the framework is that the four competencies conceptually overlap and
that the interdependencies among them are not at all apparent. For in-
stance, as Widdowson (2003) pointed out, although grammatical compe-
tence incorporates lexical knowledge, it is not clear how sociolinguistic
competence acts upon it in the speaker’s choice of grammatical or lexical
forms. Similarly, “discourse competence, isolated in the Canale scheme as
a separate component of communicative competence, only exists as a
function of the relationship between the grammatical and the socio-
linguistic; without this relationship it has no communicative status what-
ever” (p. 167). According to Skehan (1998), the framework does not ad-
vance in any substantial way the prediction and generalization necessary
for measurement of language learning because there is “no direct way of
relating underlying abilities to performance and processing conditions,
nor is there any systematic basis for examining the language demands, of
a range of different contexts” (p. 158). As a result, he concludes that the
framework cannot be considered either “working” or “comprehensive,”
although it is “full of insights” (p. 159).

The necessity for the distinctness of strategic competence has also been
questioned. For instance, Taylor (1988) points out that strategic compe-
tence fails “to distinguish between knowledge and ability, or rather they in-
corporate both, and on the other hand they do not distinguish between
those strategies which all speakers have, both native and non-native, and
those which are peculiar to non-native speakers” (p. 158). In other words,
by virtue of their mastery in their first language, L2 speakers may already
possess some of the coping or compensation strategies necessary to get over
communicative breakdowns; and, the Canale/Swain framework does not
take that into consideration. Even if it is a competence that has to be
learned anew, it does not, as Widdowson (2003) argues,

seem to be a separate component of competence, but rather a tactical process
whereby the other components are related and brought into pragmatic plays
required for a particular communicative occasion. As such it is hard to see
how it can be specified. It seems reasonable enough to talk about a knowledge
of grammatical rules or sociocultural conventions, but knowing how to com-
pensate for relative incompetence will surely often, if not usually, be a matter
of expedient tactical maneuver. (p. 166)

18 CHAPTER 1



As a result of these and other shortcomings of the Canale/Swain frame-
work, other formulations of language competence have been proposed.
Bachman (1990), for instance, has proposed a Communicative Language
Ability model. It divides overall language competence into two broad cate-
gories: organizational competence and pragmatic competence. Organiza-
tional competence is further divided into grammatical competence and
textual competence. Similarly, pragmatic competence is divided into illocu-
tionary competence and sociolinguistic competence. In yet another model,
Celce-Murcia, Dornyei, and Thurrell (1995) divided communicative com-
petence into linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, strategic, and actional
competencies where actional competence refers to more formulaic aspects of
language such as the oral speech acts or the written rhetorical moves that
function as part of communicative competence.

It is apparent that the newer approaches to components of competence
take the Canale/Swain model as a point of departure and provide an exten-
sion or a reformulation of the same, and as such they all share the same
conceptual problems that the original model has been criticized for. As
Widdowson (2003) rightly points out, “the essential problem with these dif-
ferent models of communicative competence is that they analyse a complex
process into a static set of components, and as such cannot account for the
dynamic interrelationships which are engaged in communication itself”
(pp. 169–170).

There is yet another crucial construct of competence that has long been
neglected by many. The concept of competence proposed by Chomsky and re-
interpreted and reinforced by others deals with the language competence
residing in the monolingual mind. This cannot but offer only a limited and
limiting perspective on competence because

the description of linguistic competence has been misleadingly based on
monolinguals, like a description of juggling based on a person who can throw
one ball in the air and catch it, rather than on a description of a person who
can handle two or more balls at the same time. Calling the knowledge of a
person who knows one language linguistic competence may be as misleading
as calling throwing one ball in the air juggling. (V. Cook, 1996, p. 67)

In order, therefore, to mend the misleading concept and to cover the
overall system of competence of more than one language in the mind of a
bilingual speaker or an L2 learner, the British applied linguist, Cook, intro-
duced the term multicompetence. In a series of writings, Cook has vigorously
defended the concept (see V. Cook, 1991, 1992, 1996, 2002). He defines
multicompetence as “the compound state of a mind with two grammars”
(1991, p. 112) to contrast with monocompetence, the state of mind with only
one grammar. He maintains that language knowledge of the L2 user is dif-
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ferent from that of the monolingual. He has consolidated research in first-
and second-language acquisition to show that “the multicompetent individ-
ual approaches language differently in terms of metalinguistic awareness;
multicompetence has an effect on other parts of cognition” (1992, p. 564)
resulting in a greater metalinguistic awareness and a better cognitive proc-
essing; and that “multicompetent speakers think differently from monolin-
guals, at least in some areas of linguistic awareness” (1992, p. 565). Multi-
competence, in short, is a different state of mind.

Citing the naturalness, smoothness, and comprehensibility of code
switching among bilingual speakers, and the ease with which they borrow
lexical items from the known languages as clear evidence in favor of holistic
multicompetence, Cook suggests that the applied linguistics profession
cannot ignore the compound state of mind of the L2 learner. As Brown,
Malmkjaer, and Williams (1996) suggest, there are at least two senses—one
theoretical and another practical—in which the notion of multicompe-
tence is of relevance. First, “it is independent of the debate over the role of
universal grammar in adult second language acquisition. The issue is
whether the polyglot’s language systems are completely independent” (p.
56). Second, from a teaching point of view, the notion “advocates a change
in philosophy concerning such issues as the ‘target’ for second language ac-
quisition (which cannot by definition be monolingual competence). It
challenges the idea that the learners’ L1 should be kept out of the class-
room . . .” (p. 56). A further implication, according to them, is that “if an at-
mosphere is created in which the first language competence of an individ-
ual is recognized and valued then this might potentially have an important
affective and motivational impact on their approach to learning a second
language” (p. 56). Clearly, much work needs to be done in this area of com-
petence.

The fact of the matter is that for all the impressive strides made in the
last half century, the concept of language competence (mono- or multi-) still
remains “a puzzle wrapped in mystery inside an enigma.” First of all, we are
trying to decipher an internal psychological mechanism to which we do not
have direct access, and to analyze it only through its external manifestation
in terms of language behavior. Besides, the concept itself is too divergent to
capture neatly, too elusive to define elegantly, and too complicated to apply
effectively. Added to that is the tendency to conflate distinctions and to
confuse terms, with the result that the term competence “has been used so
widely and so divergently in so many different contexts that it has ceased to
have any precise meaning” (Taylor, 1988, p. 159). Take for instance, the fol-
lowing short passage from Bachman and Palmer’s 1996 book on language
testing, and notice how words like competence, knowledge, ability, strate-
gies are used:
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The model of language ability that we adopt in this book is essentially that
proposed by Bachman (1990), who defines language ability as involving two
components: language competence, or what we will call language knowledge,
and strategic competence, which we will describe as a set of metacognitive strate-
gies. It is this combination of language knowledge and metacognitive strate-
gies that provides language users with the ability, or capacity, to create and in-
terpret discourse, either in responding to tasks on language tests, or in non-
test language use. (p. 67, italics in original)

Such conceptual and terminological ambiguities abound in the literature.

1.2.2. Areas of Knowledge/Ability

As the field of applied linguistics waits for the conceptual complexity of
competence to be sorted out, I think it is prudent to use less problematic
and less loaded terms in order to make sense of the theoretical concepts
and pedagogic precepts that have a bearing on classroom learning and
teaching. To that end, I try as far as possible to use the terms that are al-
ready in circulation, modifying and extending the usage of some of them if
necessary. Let me begin with language knowledge and language ability.

Several scholars have written about knowledge and ability from theoreti-
cal as well as pedagogic perspectives (e.g., Anderson, 1983; Bachman, 1990;
Bialystok, 1982; Widdowson, 1989). Without going into details about their ar-
guments or their differences, it may be simply stated that language knowledge is
what is in the mind of the language users, and when they use it appropriately
to achieve their communicative purpose in a given context, they exhibit their
language ability. As Widdowson (1989) has observed, “knowledge can be char-
acterized in terms of degrees of analyzability, ability can be characterized in
terms of degrees of accessibility” (p. 132). In other words, language ability in-
volves “knowledge systems on the one hand and control of these systems on
the other” (Bialystok & Sharwood-Smith, 1985, p. 106). It is, of course, possi-
ble to posit different types of knowledge. At a broader level, Anderson
(1983), for instance, distinguishes between declarative knowledge which relates
to knowledge about the language system, and procedural knowledge which re-
lates to knowledge of how to use the language system. What this observation
indicates is that a language learner develops a knowledge of knowledge, and
a knowledge of ability, and that the two are closely linked.

At a more specific, and decidedly pedagogic, level, Bachman and Palmer
(1996), based on Bachman (1990), provide the following list of areas of lan-
guage knowledge. They do so with particular reference to language testing,
but, their framework can easily be extended to language learning and
teaching as well.

LANGUAGE: CONCEPTS AND PRECEPTS 21



To this list of knowledge areas, Bachman and Palmer (1996) add strategic
competence, which includes metacognitive strategies of (a) goal setting,
that is, deciding what one is going to do; (b) assessment, that is, taking stock
of what is needed, what one has to work with, and how well one has done;
and (c) planning, that is, deciding how to use what one has. For them, the
areas of knowledge and strategic competence together constitute language
ability.

In spite of all the conceptual and terminological ambiguities one finds in
the literature, language competence is generally seen as a combination of
language knowledge and language ability. There is, however, a tendency to
treat knowledge and ability as dichotomies. It would be wrong to do so be-
cause of their complex connectivity. Trying to separate them is, in a sense,
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Organizational Knowledge
(how utterances or sentences and texts are organized)

Grammatical Knowledge
(how individual utterances or sentences are organized)
Knowledge of vocabulary
Knowledge of syntax
Knowledge of phonology/graphology

Textual Knowledge
(how utterances or sentences are organized to form texts)
Knowledge of cohesion
Knowledge of rhetorical or conversational organization

Pragmatic Knowledge
(how utterances or sentences and texts are related to the communicative goals of the

language user and to the features of the language use setting)

Functional Knowledge
(how utterances or sentences and texts are related to the communicative goals of the

language users)
Knowledge of ideational functions
Knowledge of manipulative functions
Knowledge of heuristic functions
Knowledge of imaginative functions

Sociolinguistic Knowledge
(how utterances or sentences and texts are related to features of the language use set-

ting)
Knowledge of dialects/varieties
Knowledge of registers
Knowledge of natural or idiomatic expressions
Knowledge of cultural references and figures of speech

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 68)



trying to separate the dance from the dancer, the art from the artist.
Halliday (1978) is one of the very few who has consistently rejected the di-
chotomy between competence and performance or between knowing and
doing. He states unequivocally: “There is no difference between knowing a
language and knowing how to use it” (p. 229). For purposes of learning and
teaching, in particular, it is better to treat them as two sides of the same
coin. Therefore, in this book, I use the terms knowledge and ability as one in-
tegrated component and indicate that integration by joining them with a
slash: knowledge/ability. By doing so, I avoid using the problematic term, com-
petence.

Furthermore, recall that serious concerns have been expressed about
various components of competence mainly because of a lack of their inter-
dependencies and distinctiveness. I would, therefore, argue that it is benefi-
cial to collapse different types of competence already outlined into two ma-
jor classifications identified long ago by Chomsky, namely, grammatical
competence and pragmatic competence. However, in light of all the ad-
vancement we have made in our understanding of language as system, lan-
guage as discourse and language as ideology, we have to attribute certain
additional characteristics to these two umbrella terms. Instead of the term,
grammatical, which is not commonly seen to include phonological and se-
mantic elements of the language although Chomsky does include them, I
prefer to use the word, linguistic, and retain the term, pragmatic as is (see
Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000, for a similar use). And, as I mentioned in
the previous paragraph, I use the term knowledge/ability instead of compe-
tence.

So, to clear at least part of the terminological confusion, let me provide
an operational definition of some of the terms I employ. In this book, the
term language knowledge/ability is used to refer to the level of overall lan-
guage know-how that a competent language user has, or a language learner
seeks to have. The overall language knowledge/ability is considered to have
two interrelated dimensions: linguistic knowledge/ability and pragmatic knowl-
edge/ability. In this scenario, language development involves the development
of linguistic knowledge/ability and pragmatic knowledge/ability. In order
to develop the desired level of linguistic and pragmatic knowledge/ability,
the learner, of course, has to make use of all possible learning strategies as
well as communication strategies.

To elaborate further, linguistic knowledge/ability includes the knowl-
edge/ability of phonological, morphological, semantic, and syntactic fea-
tures of a language. It treats language as system. It entails both implicit and
explicit knowledge and control of semantico-grammatical categories of lan-
guage. Pragmatic knowledge/ability includes the knowledge/ability of lan-
guage use in a textually coherent and contextually appropriate manner. To
that extent, it treats language as discourse. But, as I use it here, this dimen-
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sion also includes the knowledge/ability to intelligently link the word with
the world, that is, to be critically conscious of the way language is manipu-
lated by the forces of power and domination. In that sense, it also includes
aspects of language as ideology.

In collapsing various types of competence, and in opting for the two-
dimensional linguistic and pragmatic knowledge/ability, I am not minimiz-
ing the importance of all the insightful contributions that have been made
by various scholars. Undoubtedly, such knowledge production is essential
for any academic discipline to make progress. My intention here is to offer
a simple frame of reference that can be used to clear certain conceptual
and terminological clouds in order to shed some light on the process of lan-
guage learning and the practice of language teaching.

1.3. CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter has been to explore the fundamental concepts
of language and the pedagogic precepts that could be possibly derived
from them. I discussed the concepts of (a) language as system that focuses
on the phonological, semantic, and syntactic elements of language; (b) lan-
guage as discourse, which pertains mainly to the coherent and cohesive fea-
tures that unite the disparate systemic elements of language, as well as fea-
tures of language use in communicative contexts; and (c) language as
ideology, which deals mainly with issues of how the social and political
forces of power and domination impact on language structures and lan-
guage use. The field of applied linguistics has invested much of its effort to
explore language as system and, to some extent, language as discourse, but
has virtually ignored language as ideology until very recently.

I also outlined certain pedagogic precepts about components of compe-
tence as well as areas of knowledge/ability. We learned that the introduc-
tion of various types of competence has actually advanced our understand-
ing of the systemic and discoursal functions of language. It was, however,
suggested that for the specific purpose of discussing issues related to lan-
guage learning and teaching, it is better to collapse various components of
competence into two broad categories: linguistic knowledge/ability and
pragmatic knowledge/ability.

In the next chapter, we take a close look at how and to what extent the
theoretical concepts and pedagogic precepts have influenced the formula-
tion of language-learning theories and practices. Following that, in chapter
3, we see how the concepts of language and the theories of learning have
contributed to shape the instructional processes and strategies in the lan-
guage classroom.
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2. INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapter, I stated that knowing an L2 may be considered as
having linguistic knowledge/ability and pragmatic knowledge/ability re-
quired to use the language with grammatical accuracy and communicative
appropriacy. In the context of classroom-based L2 learning and teaching, it
is the task of the teacher to help learners reach a desired level of linguistic
and pragmatic knowledge/ability that addresses their needs, wants, and sit-
uations. In order to carry out such a task, the teacher should be aware of the
factors and processes that are considered to facilitate L2 development. An
important aspect of L2 development is the conversion of language input
into learner output.

It is widely recognized that there is both a qualitative and a quantitative
mismatch between the language output produced by L2 learners and the
language input they are exposed to. In a seminal paper written nearly four
decades ago, Corder (1967) highlighted this mismatch and made an im-
portant distinction between input and what he called intake. Since then,
several attempts have been made (see Gass, 1997, for a review) to explore
the connection between input, intake, and L2 development. Despite nearly
a quarter century of exploration of that connection, we have hardly
reached a clear consensus on the fundamental characteristics of intake,
let alone a cogent understanding of the psycholinguistic processes gov-
erning it—a state of affairs that attests to the complexity of the construct
with which we are wrestling.

Chapter 2

Learning: Factors and Processes
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In this chapter, I discuss five major constructs that constitute the in-
put–output chain: input, intake, intake factors, intake processes, and out-
put as they relate to adult L2 development in formal contexts, and then
present a revised version of what I have called an interactive framework of in-
take processes (Kumaravadivelu, 1994a). I do so by synthesizing theoretical
and empirical insights derived from areas such as second language acquisi-
tion, cognitive psychology, and information processing.

2.1. INPUT

Input may be operationally defined as oral and/or written corpus of the tar-
get language (TL) to which L2 learners are exposed through various
sources, and recognized by them as language input. This definition posits
two conditions: availability and accessibility.

The first condition is rather obvious: either input has to be made avail-
able to learners or they have to seek it themselves. One can easily identify
three types of input attributable to three different, but not mutually exclu-
sive, sources from which learners are likely to get/seek input:

� Interlanguage input: the still-developing language of the learners and of
their peers with all its linguistically well-formed as well as deviant utter-
ances;

� simplified input: the grammatically and lexically simplified language
that teachers, textbook writers, and other competent speakers use in
and outside the classroom while addressing language learners; and

� nonsimplified input: the language of competent speakers without any
characteristic features of simplification, that is, the language generally
used in the media (TV, radio, and newspapers), and also the language
used by competent speakers to speak and write to one another.

Each of these three sources of input can manifest itself in various forms:
spoken and written, formal and informal, and so on. Learners are exposed
to input from these sources at different points in their learning experience
and in varying degrees.

The second condition—accessibility—is less obvious than the first but is
equally important: input has to be recognized by learners as language in-
put, and accepted by them as something with which they can cope. In other
words, input should be linguistically and cognitively accessible to them.
The language input that is available, but not accessible, is no more than
noise. Some segments of the language input available to learners has the
potential to become accessible, in part, through the process of what Gass
(1997) called apperception. Apperception
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is an internal cognitive act in which a linguistic form is related to some bit of
existing knowledge (or gap in knowledge). We can think of apperception as a
priming device that prepares the input for further analysis. Thus, apperceived
input is that bit of language that is noticed in some way by the learner because
of some particular recognizable features. (p. 4)

What actually makes the learners notice and accept a subset of language ex-
posed to them as potential input is not clear. Schmidt (1990, 1993) sug-
gested factors such as frequency of occurrence, perceptual salience, linguis-
tic complexity, skill level, and task demands. One might also add other
factors, such as learners’ needs and wants, as well as their interests and mo-
tivation.

2.2. INTAKE

Unlike input, the concept of intake is not easy to pin down. The literature
on second language acquisition (SLA) presents several conflicting defini-
tions and explanations for the term intake. Amid all the conceptual and ter-
minological ambiguity, two strands of thought emerge: one that treats in-
take primarily as product, and the other that treats it primarily as process.
Taking a product view, Kimball and Palmer (1978) defined intake as “input
which requires students to listen for and interpret implicit meanings in
ways similar to the ways they do so in informal communication” (pp.
17–18). This has been echoed by Krashen (1981) for whom “intake is sim-
ply where language acquisition comes from, that subset of linguistic input
that helps the acquirer acquire language” (pp. 101–102). A common
thread running through these definitions is that all of them treat intake pri-
marily as a product, a subset of linguistic input exposed to the learner.

Perhaps the first one to emphasize the role of “language acquisition
mechanism” in converting input into intake is Corder who defined intake
as “what goes in and not what is available to go in” (1967, p. 165, emphasis in
original). Similarly, Faerch and Kasper (1980) defined intake as “the subset
of the input which is assimilated by the IL (interlanguage) system and
which the IL system accommodates to” (p. 64). Hatch (1983) is in agree-
ment when she defines intake as a subset of input that “the learner actually
successfully and completely processed” (p. 81). Likewise, Chaudron (1985)
referred to intake as “the mediating process between the target language
available to the learners as input and the learner’s internalized set of L2
rules and strategies for second language development” (p. 1). Liceras
(1985) also opted for a process-oriented definition when she talks of cogni-
tive capacities that intervene at the level of intake. A more recent definition
by Gass (1997) also conceptualized intake “as apperceived input that has
been further processed” (p. 23).
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Notice that the product view identifies intake as a subset of input before
the input is processed by learners. In other words, intake is input, even
though it is only a part of it. The process view, however, identifies intake as
what comes after psycholinguistic processing. That is, intake is already part
of the learner’s IL system. According to the product view, intake then is un-
processed language input; according to the process view, it is processed lan-
guage input. The two views can be diagrammatically represented as follows
(Fig. 2.1 and Fig. 2.2):

The product view of intake appears to be severely flawed. It implies that
there is no need to differentiate input from intake because intake, after all,
is no more than a part of input and is independent of language-learning
processes. In such a scenario, the distinction between input and intake, cru-
cial to the nature of L2 development, becomes insignificant if not irrele-
vant. Furthermore, without such a distinction, we will not be able to ac-
count for the fact that “input is not perceived and processed by different
learners in an identical manner” (Stern, 1983, p. 393).

Intake, then, is an abstract entity of learner language that has been fully
or partially processed by learners, and fully or partially assimilated into
their developing IL system. It is the result of as yet undetermined interac-
tion between input and intake factors mediated by intake processes (see be-
low). It is not directly observable, quantifiable, or analyzable; it is a complex
cluster of mental representations. What is available for empirical verifica-
tion is the product of these mental representations, generally called output.
Intake is treated as a subset of input only to the extent that it originates
from a larger body of input data. Features of learners’ output can be traced,
not only to the input they are exposed to, but to the dynamics of intake
processes as well. The relationship between input, intake, and output can
be diagrammatically represented as shown in Fig. 2.3.
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This figure shows that, quantitatively speaking, output is a subset of what
has been internalized, which in turn is a subset of input. However, there is
no simple part–whole relationship between intake and input, and between
intake and output. Furthermore, parts of learner intake and learner output
can go beyond the boundaries of language input because the learners’ de-
veloping system provides instances of grammatically deviant utterances that
are not part of input. This happens when, as Gass (1988) pointed out, “a
learner imposes regularities on the data or uses native language marked-
ness values” (p. 199). It may also happen when learners use various commu-
nication strategies (see text to come) that result in linguistically deviant
forms of expression. What part of input gets converted into intake is deter-
mined by certain intake factors and intake processes.

2.3. INTAKE FACTORS

Intake factors refer to learner internal and learner external factors that are
brought to bear on the psycholinguistic processes of language learning.
Just as scholars differ on the concept of intake, they differ widely on their
choice of intake factors as well. Corder (1967) suggested that “it is the
learner who controls the input or more properly his intake” (p. 165). To
the learner control, he added “the characteristics of his language acquisi-
tion mechanism” as another factor. He explained further, “what elements
are, in fact, processed from the data that is available is determined by what
the current state of the learner’s interlanguage grammar permits him to
take in at that moment” (Corder, 1978, pp. 81–82). Hatch (1983) believed
that if input “is held in memory long enough to be processed (or if process-
ing breaks down and the learner asks for a new clarification), it has been
taken in” (p. 80). Seliger (1984) echoed the same idea: “long term memory
and its effect on the selection of tactics is what determines when input will
become intake” (p. 45).
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Krashen (1981, and elsewhere) asserted that comprehensible input and
low affective filter are the only two factors that determine intake. He is con-
vinced that “every other factor hypothesized to relate to SLA reduces to in-
put plus low filter” (1983, p. 141). Larsen-Freeman (1983) too suggested
that “the key to input’s becoming intake is its comprehensibility” (p. 14).
Sharwood Smith (1985) took exception to these views and stated that it is
“particularly unreasonable to give L2 input the unique role in explanation
of intake” (p. 402). Instead, he emphasized the role played by cross-lin-
guistic (i.e. language transfer) features in intake processing. According to
Swain (1985) comprehensible output is crucial for converting input into in-
take. Although these scholars highlight the importance of one or two in-
take factors that are understandably the focus of their immediate research,
Spolsky (1989), in a comprehensive review of the SLA literature, isolated,
defined, and explained no less than 74 factors (he called them “condi-
tions”) of varying importance that, separately or in combination, contrib-
ute to L2 development.

The multiplicity of definitions and interpretations one finds in the SLA
literature is evidently a result of varied perspectives with which researchers
have approached the concept of intake and intake factors. Although the di-
versity of perspectives has undoubtedly broadened our understanding of
intake, the sheer range of intake factors hypothesized to influence L2 devel-
opment—two according to Krashen and 74 according to Spolsky—might
militate against a proper understanding. It seems to me that we need an in-
tegrated view of the major intake factors in order to help us make informed
judgments about L2 development and consequently about L2 teaching.

The task of isolating major intake factors then rests largely on individual
perception rather than on indisputable evidence. My attempt to isolate fac-
tors that facilitate L2 development has yielded a cluster of six major factors,
and two variables within each. Notice that I call these intake factors facilitat-
ing, not causal, factors. I do so because, to my knowledge, no direct causal
relationship between any of the intake factors and adult L2 development
has been established beyond doubt. It is, however, fairly reasonable to as-
sume that each of these factors plays a facilitating role of varying impor-
tance. The major intake factors I highlight can be represented by an acro-
nym, INTAKE:

Individual factors: age and anxiety;
Negotiation factors: interaction and interpretation;
Tactical factors: learning strategies and communication strategies;
Affective factors: attitudes and motivation;
Knowledge factors: language knowledge and metalanguage knowledge;
Environmental factors: social context and educational context.

30 CHAPTER 2



These factors can be classified into two broad categories: learner internal and
learner external factors. By this categorization, I do not suggest a dichoto-
mous relationship between the two categories; rather, I look at them as a
continuum as represented in Fig. 2.4. In the rest of this section, I briefly
sketch the facilitating role played by each of these intake factors in develop-
ing the learner’s L2 knowledge/ability. I do so by drawing upon currently
available theoretical as well as empirical knowledge. Because of the vast
body of information available in the literature, what follows cannot be more
than a brief summary.

2.3.1. Individual Factors

Several individual factors have been studied in order to assess their role in
L2 development. They include age, anxiety, empathy, extroversion, intro-
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version, and risk-taking. Of these variables, age and anxiety appear to play a
relatively greater role than the others.

2.3.1.1. Age. It is generally believed that the age at which learners be-
gin to learn a second language influences their ultimate attainment in lan-
guage knowledge/ability. In 1967, Lenneberg proposed a critical period
hypothesis (CPH), arguing that languages are best learned before puberty,
after which everyone faces certain constraints in language development. In
a comprehensive review of the SLA research based on this hypothesis,
Scovel (2001) found three different strands of thought. The first strand
holds that there is a critical period but it is confined only to foreign accents.
Citing evidence that demonstrates a massive mismatch between the L2
learners’ excellent lexicogrammatical and their deficient phonological
abilities, researchers claim that, if L2 learners begin their language learn-
ing after about the age of 12, they will end up with some degree of foreign
accent. The reason is that L2 phonological production is presumably the
only aspect of language performance that has a neuromuscular basis. The
second strand is that there is a critical period, not only for accents, but also
for grammar. Scovel finds very little evidence to support this claim. The
third strand is that there is no critical period, not even for pronunciation.
There are studies that suggest that, given adequate phonetic training and
proper conditions for learning, L2 learners can actually acquire sufficient
phonological competence to pass for native speakers. But such cases are
rare.

Those in favor of the “younger is better” case (e.g., Krashen, 1981) ar-
gued that L2 development by children and adults might actually involve dif-
ferent processes; the former utilizing innate properties of language acquisi-
tion as in L1 acquisition, the latter employing general problem-solving
abilities, and thus accounting for the differential effect of age. But, there
are others who suggest that “older is better” because older learners have
cognitive and literacy skills that tend to enhance their L2 development
(McLaughlin 1987; Snow 1983). They suggest that there are contexts in
which teenagers and adults not only reach nativelike proficiency, but they
also progress more rapidly and perform with greater accuracy in the early
stages of learning than do their younger counterparts.

A balanced approach suggests a sensitive rather than a critical period for
L2 development (Lamendella, 1977; Singleton, 1989). As Hyltenstam and
Abrahamsson (2003) pointed out in a recent review, in the critical period
formulation, “maturation is thought to take place and come to an end
within an early phase of the life span, abruptly set off from the rest at a spe-
cific age (puberty or earlier)” (p. 556). But, in the sensitive period formula-
tion, “the sensitivity does not disappear at a fixed point; instead it is thought
to fade away over a longer period of time, perhaps covering later child-
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hood, puberty and adolescence” (p. 556). In other words, the critical period
represents a well-defined “window of opportunity,” whereas the sensitive pe-
riod represents “a progressive inefficiency of the organism.” Such a sugges-
tion acknowledges that certain language skills are acquired more easily at
particular times in development than at other times, and some language
skills can be learned even after the critical period, although less easily. It
seems reasonable to deduce from research that age does have an influence
on L2 development, but the nature of influence will depend on which in-
take factors, when, and in what combination, are brought to bear on the
learning experience of an individual learner.

2.3.1.2. Anxiety. Anxiety refers to an emotional state of apprehension,
tension, nervousness, and worry mediated by the arousal of the automatic
nervous system. In the context of L2 learning, anxiety is characterized by
feelings of self-consciousness, fear of negative evaluation from peers and
teachers, and fear of failure to live up to one’s own personal standards and
goals (e.g., E. K. Horwitz, M. B. Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). Adult L2 learners
typically develop a sense of incompetence about internalizing the proper-
ties of their L2, and about the inability to present themselves in a way con-
sistent with their self-image and self-esteem.

Although psychologists postulate a positive, facilitating anxiety, and a
negative, debilitating anxiety, each working in tandem (Alpert & Haber,
1960), L2 researchers have by and large focused on the effect of the latter.
In a series of experiments, Gardner and his colleagues (Gardner, 1985;
Gardner, Day, & MacIntyre, 1992; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989; 1991, 1994)
found that anxiety has a significant deleterious effect on L2 development.
Language anxiety has also been found to correlate negatively with global
measures of achievement such as objective tests and course grades as well as
measures involving specific processes, such as vocabulary recall. Similarly,
studies conducted by E. K. Horwitz et al. (1986), and Madsen, Brown and
Jones (1991) showed that a significant level of anxiety is experienced by a
majority of their subjects in response to at least some aspects of L2 develop-
ment.

Gardner and his colleagues explain the effects of language anxiety by
surmising that it consumes attention and cognitive resources that could
otherwise be allocated to developing L2 knowledge/ability. Thus, anxiety
may occur at any of the three levels of language development: input, intake
processing, or output (Tobias, 1986). At input, it may cause attention defi-
cits, thus impacting on the initial representation of items in memory; intake
processing may be affected because time is divided between the processing
of emotion-related and task-related cognition; and, it may also interfere
with storage and retrieval of previously learned information, thereby affect-
ing output. The combined effects of language anxiety at all three stages,
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MacIntyre and Gardner (1994) argued, “may be that, compared with re-
laxed students, anxious students have a small base of second language
knowledge and have more difficulty demonstrating the knowledge that
they do possess” (p. 301).

The experimental studies just cited uphold a persistent argument by
Krashen (1983) that high anxiety can impede language acquisition, where-
as low anxiety is “conducive to second language acquisition, whether meas-
ured as personal or classroom anxiety” (p. 31). Although a clear picture of
how anxiety actually affects L2 processes is yet to emerge, it appears that
anxiety may have different effects at different stages of L2 development de-
pending on its interplay with other intake factors and intake processes.

2.3.2. Negotiation Factors

The term negotiation has been widely used in conversation analysis to refer
to the ways in which participants in a communicative event structure their
social relationships through interaction. Negotiation is important for L2
development because it implies the use and constant refinement of both
linguistic and pragmatic knowledge/ability. There are at least three dimen-
sions to negotiation: introspection, interaction, and interpretation. Intro-
spection is intra-personal, involving a language learner’s lonely mental jour-
ney through and about meanings and contexts. It can sometimes lead to
hypothesis formation and testing (see following). But, it is rarely available
for direct observation and analysis. The other two dimensions of negotia-
tion—interaction and interpretation—are largely interpersonal involving joint
exploration of meaning between participants in a communicative event,
and are directly available for investigation.

2.3.2.1. Interaction. Negotiated interaction in the L2 context entails the
learner’s active involvement in such communicative activities as clarifica-
tion, confirmation, comprehension checks, requests, repairing, reacting,
and turn-taking. Several experimental studies have revealed that negotiated
interaction plays a facilitative, not a causal, role in helping L2 learners de-
velop necessary language knowledge/ability. In a series of studies on the re-
lationship between input, interaction, and L2 development spanning over a
period of 15 years, Long (1981) proposed and updated (Long, 1996) what
has come to be known as the interaction hypothesis. To put it simply, the hy-
pothesis claims that interaction in which communication problems are ne-
gotiated between participants promotes comprehension and production,
ultimately facilitating L2 development.

Subsequent studies have shown that learners who maintained high levels
of interaction in the L2 progressed at a faster rate than learners who inter-
acted little in the classroom (Seliger, 1983) and that learners gain opportu-
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nities to develop their productive capacity in the L2 if demands are placed
on them to manipulate their current IL system so that they can make their
initially unclear messages become more meaningful (Swain, 1985). These
results have been reinforced by Pica and her colleagues (e.g., Pica, 1992)
and by Gass and her colleagues (see Gass, 1997, for a review) who report
that what enables learners to move beyond their current interlanguage re-
ceptive and expressive capacities are opportunities to modify and restruc-
ture their interaction with their participants until mutual comprehension is
reached. Furthermore, interaction helps the learners notice the gap be-
tween target language forms and learner-language forms, as it “connects in-
put, internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output
in productive ways” (Long, 1996, p. 452). These studies lend credence to an
earlier claim by Allwright (1984) that “the importance of interaction is not
simply that it creates learning opportunities, it is that it constitutes learning
itself” (p. 9).

2.3.2.2. Interpretation. Closely associated with the opportunity to inter-
act is the capacity to interpret target language utterances as intended. Inter-
pretative procedures help learners differentiate what is said from what is
meant. Inability to do so results in pragmatic failure (Thomas, 1983). The
L2 learner’s interpretive ability entails an understanding of pragmatic rules
such as those enunciated in the Hymesian concept of communicative com-
petence (see chap. 1, this volume, for details).

Interpretive procedures have implications for L2 development for, as
Widdowson (1983) pointed out, they are “required to draw systemic knowl-
edge into the immediate executive level of schemata and to relate these
schemata to actual instances” (p. 106). Thus, the L2 learner encountering
TL instances has to learn to deal with several possibilities, such as: (a) utter-
ances may convey more than their literal meaning. It’s cold in here, when,
spoken in certain contexts, may convey the meaning of Would you mind clos-
ing the Window?; (b) utterances may not convey their literal meaning. In a
day-to-day conversation, How are you? is no more than a polite question, one
for which the speaker does not expect to hear a litany of the hearer’s ail-
ments; (c) utterances may convey meaning only if they are accompanied by
certain specifications. In American English, as several foreign students are
likely to find out to their chagrin, Drop in any time is not a genuine invitation
unless clearly followed by the mention of time and place.

In addition, learners need to be aware that norms of interpretation are
likely to diverge at cultural (Gumperz, 1982) as well as at subcultural levels of
ethnic heritage, class, age, or gender (Tannen, 1992). Acquiring pragmatic
knowledge/ability of how extralinguistic factors contribute to the process of
meaning making implies acquiring knowledge of how language features in-
terface with cultural and subcultural expectations. Emphasizing that the mas-
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tery of cultural norms of interpretation poses a severe challenge to L2 learn-
ers and users, Kasper (2001) advocated creation of learning opportunities
both inside and outside the classroom: “inside the classroom by raising learn-
ers’ awareness about implicature and improving their comprehension of it,
and outside the classroom by focusing their attention to implicatures and en-
couraging them to seek out practice opportunities” (p. 56).

For a realization of the full potential of negotiation factors, a positive
correlation with other intake factors, particularly, the individual factor of
anxiety and the affective factors of attitude and motivation (see text to
come) may be required. Aston (1986), for instance, found that interactive
classroom tasks designed to promote negotiation may indeed fail to do so if
they produce tension and anxiety in the learner. Thus, in conjunction with
other relevant intake factors, negotiation factors provide ample opportuni-
ties for L2 learners to pay particular attention to new features of the linguis-
tic input that are being currently learned thereby contributing to activate
psycholinguistic processes.

2.3.3. Tactical Factors

Tactical factors refer to an important aspect of L2 development: the learners’
awareness of, and their ability to use, appropriate tactics or techniques for
effective learning of the L2 and efficient use of the limited repertoire devel-
oped so far. In the L2 literature, such tactics are discussed under the gen-
eral rubric of learning strategies and communication strategies.

2.3.3.1. Learning Strategies. Learning strategies are operations and rou-
tines used by the learner to facilitate the obtaining, storage, retrieval, and
use of information (Rubin, 1975). They are also “specific actions taken by
the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-
directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations” (Oxford,
1990, p. 8). The term learning strategies then refers to what learners know
and do to regulate their learning.

It is only during the 1970s that researchers began to study systematically
the explicit and implicit efforts learners make in order to learn their L2
(Naiman, Frohlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978; Rubin, 1975). Major typologies
of learning strategies were proposed by Rubin (1975), O’Malley and
Chamot (1990), Oxford (1990) and Wenden (1991). Although there are
subtle differences between them, they generally classify learning strategies
into three broad categories: metacognitive, cognitive, and social/affective
strategies. Metacognitive strategies refer to higher order executive strategies
such as thinking about the learning process, planning for and monitoring
learning as it takes place, and self-evaluation of learning after the learning
activity. Cognitive strategies refer to conscious ways of tackling learning mate-
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rials and linguistic input. They include specific steps such as note-taking,
summarizing, deducing, transferring, and elaborating. Social/affective strate-
gies refer to interpersonal strategies that are consistent with the learners’
psychological and emotional conditions and experiences. They include co-
operative learning, peer group discussion, and interacting with competent
speakers. As Dornyei and Skehan (2003) concluded, “the students’ own ac-
tive and creative participation in the learning process through the applica-
tion of individualized learning techniques” (p. 608) cause them to excel in
their L2 development.

Research conducted by some of the aforementioned scholars shows that
there are different ways of learning a language successfully and that differ-
ent learners will approach language learning differently. This is because in-
dividual learners not only have to consider the strategies that contribute to
effective learning but, more importantly, they have to discover those that
suit best their learning objectives as well as their personality traits. Research
also reveals that more effective learners use a greater variety of strategies
and use them in ways appropriate to the language-learning task and that
less effective learners not only have fewer strategy types in their repertoire
but also frequently use strategies that are inappropriate to the task (O’Mal-
ley & Chamot, 1990). Therefore, one of the primary objectives of research
on learning strategies has been to make the intuitive knowledge possessed
by good language learners more explicit and systematic so that such knowl-
edge can be used for strategy training to improve the language learning
abilities of other learners. Strategy training manuals (e.g., Chamot, Bern-
hardt, El-Dinery, & Robbins, 1999; Ellis & Sinclair, 1989; Scharle & Szabo,
2000) offer practical suggestions to make learners more active participants
in their language learning, and to make teachers more sensitive to learner
diversity and learning difficulties.

2.3.3.2. Communication Strategies. In addition to learning strategies, L2
learners also use what are called communication strategies, which are “po-
tentially conscious plans for solving what to an individual presents itself as a
problem in reaching a particular communicative goal” (Faerch & Kasper,
1980, p. 81). These are compensatory or coping strategies that learners em-
ploy in order to make do with their still-developing linguistic and pragmatic
knowledge/ability. One of the earliest taxonomies of communication strate-
gies is the one proposed by Tarone (1977). It has three broad categories:
paraphrase, involving the use of an elaborate descriptive phrase instead of a
core lexical item; borrowing, involving a word-for-word literal translation from
native language; or avoidance, involving the attempt to avoid using a required
expression or just to give up the effort to communicate. Other taxonomies
(e.g., Paribakht, 1985; Dornyei & Scott, 1997) provide more elaborate and
more nuanced lists of communication strategies used by L2 learners.
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Although earlier taxonomies of communication strategies focused on
product-oriented, surface-level features, subsequent research (e.g., Bialy-
stok, 1990; Bialystok & Kellerman, 1987; Dornyei & Scott, 1997; Kumara-
vadivelu, 1988) attempted to differentiate surface-level communication
strategies from deep-level psychological processes. Bialystok & Kellerman,
for instance, suggest that the strategic behavior of learners can be classified
into linguistic and conceptual strategies. The linguistic strategy refers to the
use of features and structures from another language (usually L1), and the
conceptual strategy refers to the manipulation of the intended concept. They
further divide conceptual strategy into two possible approaches: holistic
and analytic. Holistic approach involves using a similar referent, as in stove
for microwave. Analytic approach involves selecting criterial properties of the
referent, as in a machine that cooks and defrosts very fast by means of waves for mi-
crowave.

Although scholars differ on the relative explanatory power of various tax-
onomies, and the complex nature of implicit and explicit mental processes
that are involved in the use of communication strategies, they generally
agree that they are “responsible for plans, whether implicit or explicit, by
which communication is shaped” (Routledge Encyclopedia, 2000, p. 577).
There is, thus, a general consensus on the facilitating role played by tactical
factors in L2 development. Tactical factors can help learners pay attention
to potentially useful linguistic input and also promote opportunities for ne-
gotiation thereby activating necessary cognitive processes.

2.3.4. Affective Factors

The individual learner’s disposition to learn has always been recognized as
crucial for L2 development. The term affective factors stands for several vari-
ables that characterize learner disposition, the most important of which are
attitudes and motivation. As Siegel (2003) observed, motivation is consid-
ered to be “influenced by the learner’s attitudes toward the L2, its speakers
and culture, toward the social and practical value of using the L2, and to-
ward his or her own language and culture” (p. 185). Because of the close
connection between attitude and motivation, L2 researchers have studied
them together, proposing a linear relationship in which attitude influenced
motivation and motivation influenced L2 development (e.g., Gardner,
1985). There are others who have argued for the usefulness of separating
them (e.g., Crookes & Schmidt, 1991).

2.3.4.1. Attitudes. Attitudes are one’s evaluative responses to a person,
place, thing or an event. According to social psychologists, attitudes are in-
dividually driven, that is, they are one’s personal thoughts or feelings based
on one’s beliefs or opinions; therefore, different individuals develop differ-
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ent shades of attitudes toward the same stimuli (Eiser, 1987). Attitudes are
also socially grounded, that is, they must be experienced as related to sub-
jects or events in the external world. Attitude is intricately linked to lan-
guage learning processes and practices because, as pointed out in the
Routledge Encyclopedia (2000), it “affects the learner not only with respect to
the processing of information and identification with people or groups, but
also with respect to motives and the relationship between language and cul-
ture, and their place within the existing linguistic and cultural diversity” (p.
57).

In addition to the individual’s personal dispositions, there are at least
two external forces that appear to shape the learner’s language-learning at-
titude: environmental and pedagogic. The environmental factor includes
social, cultural, political and economic imperatives that shape the L2 edu-
cational milieu, and is explained in section 2.3.6. The pedagogic factor
shapes how teachers, learners and the learning situation interact with each
other to trigger positive or negative attitudes in the learner. The teacher’s
curricular objectives, classroom activities and even personal attitudes play a
role in influencing the learner’s attitude to language learning (Malcolm,
1987). In fact, the teachers’ attitudes seem to have a greater influence on
L2 development than even parental or community-wide attitudes (Tucker
& Lambert, 1973). Similarly, as diary studies show, learners can hold nega-
tive attitudes toward the learning situation if there is a mismatch between
their and their teacher’s curricular objectives (Schumann & Schumann,
1977). It is in this context that Breen and Littlejohn (2000) advocated
shared decision-making based on meaningful “discussion between all mem-
bers of the classroom to decide how learning and teaching are to be orga-
nized” (p. 1).

Furthermore, learners’ attitude toward the speakers of the TL and its im-
pact on L2 development has been widely studied, resulting in conflicting
findings. Early experiments conducted by Gardner and his colleagues (see,
e.g., Gardner & Lambert, 1972) showed high correlation between learner’s
positive attitude toward the speakers of the TL and L2 development. Such a
strong claim has been questioned (Cooper & Fishman, 1977; Oller, Baca, &
Vigil, 1977). Later research, however, shows that although L2 learners
might develop a negative attitude toward the TL community because of cul-
tural or political reasons, a positive attitude toward the TL itself and its use-
fulness can contribute to L2 development (Berns, 1990). In sum, it is fair to
assume that a positive attitude to language learning is a necessary but not a
sufficient condition for success.

2.3.4.2. Motivation. Motivation provides “the driving force to sustain
the long and often tedious learning process” (Routledge Encyclopedia, 2000,
p. 425). It is perhaps the only intake variable that has been consistently
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found, in various contexts and at various levels of L2 development, to corre-
late positively with successful learning outcome. Most studies on motivation
have been inspired by the distinction social psychologists Gardner and
Lambert (1972) made between integrative and instrumental motivation. In-
tegrative motivation refers to an interest in learning an L2 in order to
socioculturally integrate with members of the TL community. Instrumental
motivation refers to an interest in learning an L2 for functional purposes
such as getting a job or passing an examination. In several studies, Gardner,
Lambert and colleagues (see, e.g., Gardner, 1985) reported that integrative
motivation is far superior to instrumental motivation.

Studies conducted in other learning and teaching contexts (Chihara &
Oller, 1978; Lukmani, 1972) failed to show the superiority of integrative
motivation. In fact, a comprehensive review of motivational studies found a
wide range of correlations covering all possibilities: positive, nil, negative,
and ambiguous (Au, 1988). Later studies by Gardner and his colleagues
themselves (Gardner, 1988; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1991) clearly demon-
strated that both integrative motivation and instrumental motivation have
“consistent and meaningful effects on learning, and on behavioral indices
of learning” (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1991, p. 69).

Unlike the binary approach proposed by social psychologists, cognitive
psychologists have suggested three major types of motivation: intrinsic, ex-
trinsic, and achievement motivation. Intrinsic motivation is the desire to en-
gage in activities characterized by enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Deci,
1975; Deci & Ryan, 1985). There is no apparent reward except the experi-
ence of enjoying the activity itself. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1975)
true enjoyment accompanies the experience of what he calls flow, that pe-
culiar, dynamic, holistic, sensation of total involvement with the activity it-
self. Thus, intrinsically motivated activities are ends in themselves rather
than means to an end. Individuals seek out and engage in intrinsically moti-
vated activities in order to feel competent and self-determining. Like basic
human drives, intrinsic needs are innate to the human organism and func-
tion as an important energizer of behavior.

Extrinsic motivation can be triggered only by external cues that include
gaining and maintaining peer, sibling, or adult approval, avoiding peer or
sibling or adult disapproval, and gaining or losing specific tangible rewards.
It is conditioned by practical considerations of life with all its attendant
sense of struggle, success, or failure. Thus, extrinsic motivation is associated
with lower levels of self-esteem and higher levels of anxiety compared to in-
trinsic motivation. Achievement motivation, on the other hand, refers to the
motivation and commitment to excel. It is involved whenever there is com-
petition with internal or external standards of excellence. It is a specific mo-
tive that propels one to utilize one’s fullest potential. The driving force for
achieving excellence can be either intrinsic, or extrinsic or a combination

40 CHAPTER 2



of both (Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 1985; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, &
Lowell, 1953).

It may be assumed that all three types of motivation will influence L2 de-
velopment in different degrees depending on individual dispositions and dif-
ferent environmental and pedagogic contexts. To be primarily motivated for
intrinsic reasons, the learners have to get involved in continual cycles of seek-
ing language-learning opportunities and conquering optimal challenges in
order to feel competent and self-determining. They have to let their natural
curiosity and interest to energize their language-learning endeavor and help
them overcome even adverse pedagogic and environmental limitations. To
be primarily motivated for achievement considerations, the learners have to
strive to reach internally induced or externally imposed standards of excel-
lence in a spirit of competition and triumph. It appears that a vast majority of
L2 learners are primarily motivated for extrinsic reasons. In fact, extrinsic
motivation accounts for most of what has been reported under integrative
and instrumental motivation (van Lier, 1991).

The general trend of the experimental studies has been to suggest that
motivation “involves all those affects and cognitions that initiate language
learning, determine language choice, and energize the language learning
process” (Dornyei, 2000, p. 425). It operates at the levels of language,
learner, and learning situation. Over time, several intake factors, particularly
individual, affective and environmental factors, contribute to determine the
degree of motivation that a learner brings to the task of language learning.

2.3.5. Knowledge Factors

Knowledge factors refer to language knowledge and metalanguage knowl-
edge. All adult L2 learners exposed to formal language education in their
L1 inevitably bring with them not only their L1 knowledge/ability but also
their own perceptions and expectations about language, language learn-
ing, and language use. Both language knowledge and metalanguage knowl-
edge play a crucial role in L2 development.

2.3.5.1. Language Knowledge. Language knowledge represents knowl-
edge/ability in the native language, in the still developing target language,
and in other languages already known. By virtue of being members of their
native language speech community and by virtue of their experience as lan-
guage users, all adult L2 learners possess varying degrees of implicit and ex-
plicit knowledge/ability in their L1. Empirical studies show that L2 learners
do not “effectively switch off the L1 while processing the L2, but has it con-
stantly available” (V. Cook 1992, p. 571), and that prior linguistic knowl-
edge functions as “some sort of anchor with which to ground new knowl-
edge” (Gass, 1997, p. 17).
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The influence and use of language knowledge can be a facilitating or a
constraining factor in L2 development. As Corder (1983) suggests, prior
language knowledge “created and remembered from the learner’s own lin-
guistic development” (p. 91) may very well provide the starting point (or
what he calls “initial hypothesis”) of the L2 developmental continuum. It
forms the basis for initial comprehension of the linguistic input exposed to
the learner. Prior knowledge may also impose a set of constraints on “the
domains from which to select hypotheses about the new data one is attend-
ing to” (Schachter, 1983, p. 104). As Becker (1983) put it, the role of prior
knowledge is to help the learner characterize the present in the past and
“to make any new utterance reverberate with past ones, in unpredictable di-
rections” (p. 218).

2.3.5.2. Metalanguage Knowledge. Metalanguage knowledge, also known as
metalinguistic awareness, refers to “one’s ability to consider language not just
as a means of expressing ideas or communicating with others, but also as an
object of inquiry” (Gass & Selinker, 2001, p. 302). It ranges from making
puns in casual conversations to possessing insights into what a language sys-
tem is and what it is used (and misused) for. It also leads to a conscious per-
ception and sensitivity in language learning, and language teaching. It is “an
individual’s ability to match, intuitively, spoken and written utterances with
his/her knowledge of a language” (Masny & d’Anglejan, 1985, p. 176). It is
considered to be an important factor in L2 development because it encom-
passes learners’ knowledge/ability not only to think about language as a sys-
tem but also to make comparisons between their L1 and L2, thus facilitating
the psycholinguistic process of language transfer.

There seems to be a strong relationship between language experience
and metalanguage knowledge. Studies reveal that prior language experi-
ence helps L2 learners develop an intuitive “feel” for the TL (Donato &
Adair-Hauck 1992; Gass 1983). L2 learners have been shown to be able “to
produce a correct correction when they have an incorrect explicit rule or
no explicit rule at all” thereby demonstrating the presence of L2 intuitions
(Green & Hecht 1992, p.176). Extending the role of metalanguage knowl-
edge, V. Cook (1992, and elsewhere) proposed the concept of multicompe-
tence, as we discussed in chapter 1. Cook hypothesized that a heightened
metalinguistic awareness may impact other aspects of cognition thereby
shaping the cognitive processes of L2 development and use.

2.3.6. Environmental Factors

Environmental factors refer to the wider milieu in which language learning
and teaching take place. These include the global, national, social, cultural,
political, economic, educational, and family contexts. The impact of these
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overlapping factors on L2 development is not fully known, partly because,
as Siegel (2003) pointed out, “one shortcoming of the field of SLA is that
generalizations have been made on the basis of research carried out in only
a limited range of sociolinguistic settings and involving only standard vari-
eties of language” (p. 183). However, even the limited knowledge we have
suggests that environmental factors contribute to shape L2 development.
Now, we focus on two closely connected factors: social and educational.

2.3.6.1. Social Context. Social context refers to a range of language-learn-
ing environments such as the home, the neighborhood, the classroom, and
the society at large. Recently, scholars such as Pavlenko (2002), Hall (2002)
and Siegel (2003) suggested that the movement from the L1 to the L2 in-
volves more than psycholinguistic abilities, because it depends on histori-
cal, political, and social forces as well. Such a conclusion echoes earlier
studies reported in the 1980s that any serious attempt to study L2 develop-
ment necessarily entails the study of social context as an important variable
(Beebe 1985; Heath 1983; K. K. Sridhar & N. Sridhar 1986; Wong-Fillmore
1989). In fact, Beebe (1985) pointedly argued that the learner’s choice of
what input becomes intake is highly affected by social and situational con-
texts. Additionally, social context is critical because it shapes various learn-
ing and teaching issues such as (a) the motivation for L2 learning, (b) the
goal of L2 learning, (c) the functions an L2 is expected to perform in the
community, (d) the availability of input to the learner, (e) the variation in
the input, and (f) the norms of proficiency acceptable to that particular
speech community.

Specific social settings such as the neighborhood and the classroom, in
which learners come into contact with the new language have also been
found to influence L2 development. Studies conducted by Wong-Fillmore
(1989) revealed that social settings create and shape opportunities for both
learners and competent speakers of the L2 to communicate with each
other, thereby maximizing learning potential. A study by Donato and
Adair-Hauck (1992) concluded that the social and discursive context in
which instructional intervention is delivered plays a crucial role in facilitat-
ing L2 development in the classroom.

The social context also shapes the role of the TL in a particular speech
community and the nature of the linguistic input available for learners.
Comparing the sociolinguistic profiles of English-language learning and
use in India, West Germany, and Japan, Berns (1990) illustrated how these
three different social contexts contribute to the emergence of various com-
municative competences and functions in these countries, thereby influ-
encing L2 development and use in significantly different ways. In these and
other similar contexts, the TL plays a role that is complementary or supple-
mentary to local languages (Krishnaswamy & Burde, 1998). The compe-
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tences and functions invariably determine the nature and quality of input
that is available to the learner. Most often, the learner is not exposed to the
full range of the TL in all its complexity that one would expect in a context
where it is used as the primary vehicle of communication.

2.3.6.2. Educational Context. Closely related to the social context is the
educational context. Studies on educational contexts grounded in educa-
tional psychology emphasize the inseparability and reciprocal influence of
educational institutions and settings in which learning and teaching opera-
tions are embedded (Bloome & Green, 1992). In the context of L2 develop-
ment, it is the educational context that shapes language policy, language
planning, and most importantly, the learning opportunities available to the
L2 learner. It is impossible to insulate classroom life from the dynamics of
political, educational, and societal institutions, because, as I have argued
elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu, 2001), the experiences participants bring to
the classroom are shaped not only by the learning and teaching episodes
they have encountered in the classroom, but also by a broader social, eco-
nomic, educational, and political environment in which they grow up.
These experiences have the potential to affect classroom practices in ways
unintended and unexpected by policy planners or curriculum designers or
textbook producers.

As Tollefson (2002) and others pointed out, it is the educational context
that determines the types as well as the goals of instructional programs
made available to the L2 learner. For instance, the educational context will
condition the relationship between the home language and the school lan-
guage, between “standard” language and its “nonstandard” varieties. As a
result of decisions made by educational policymakers, the L2 learners will
have a choice between additive bilingualism, where they have the opportu-
nity to become active users of the L2 while at the same time maintaining
their L1, or subtractive bilingualism, where they gradually lose their L1 as
they develop more and more competence and confidence in their L2. Simi-
larly, as Norton (2000) and Pavlenko (2002) asserted, the educational con-
text can also shape the complex relationship between power, status and
identity by determining “how access to linguistic and interactional re-
sources is mediated by nonnative speaker status, race, gender, class, age,
and social status, and to ways in which discourses appropriated by L2 learn-
ers are linked to power and authority” (Pavlenko, 2002, p. 291).

To sum up this section on intake factors, all the six major intake factors
already outlined—individual, negotiation, tactical, affective, knowledge,
and environmental—appear to interact with each other in as yet undeter-
mined ways. They also play a role in triggering and maximizing the opera-
tional effectiveness of intake processes, to which we turn now.
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2.4. INTAKE PROCESSES

Intake processes are cognitive mechanisms that at once mediate between, and
interact with, input data and intake factors. They consist of mental opera-
tions that are specific to language learning as well as those that are required
for general problem-solving activities. As procedures and operations that
are internal to the learner, intake processes remain the most vital and the
least understood link in the input–intake–output chain. The intake proc-
esses that appear to shape L2 development may be grouped under three
broad and overlapping categories: inferencing, structuring, and restructur-
ing. These processes appear to govern what goes on in the learners’ mind
when they attempt to internalize the TL system, that is, infer the linguistic
system of the TL from the available and accessible input data, structure ap-
propriate mental representations of the TL system, and restructure the de-
veloping system in light of further exposure and experience. In the rest of
this section, I briefly outline each of them.

2.4.1. Inferencing

The intake process of inferencing involves making a series of intelligent
guesses to derive tentative hypotheses about various aspects of the TL sys-
tem. Inferences are normally made by using all available, at times inconclu-
sive, linguistic and nonlinguistic evidence based on the learner’s implicit
and explicit knowledge base. Implicit knowledge refers to information
learners intuit about the TL, even though they cannot articulate that infor-
mation in the form of rules or principles. Explicit knowledge refers to the
learners’ knowledge about the TL, their L1, and their knowledge of the
world (see also section 2.3.5). Similarly, inferencing can be made using in-
ductive as well as deductive reasoning. That is, learners can infer how a par-
ticular subsystem of language works by moving inductively from the particu-
lar to the general (i.e. from examples to rules), or moving deductively from
the general to the particular.

Furthermore, L2 learners may benefit from the processes of overgenerali-
zation and language transfer to make inferences about the TL system. Using
intralingual cues, they may overgeneralize certain features of the TL system
on the basis of any partial learning that may have already taken place. Some
of the communication strategies such as paraphrase or word coinage (dis-
cussed in section 2.3.3) that learners employ in order to get across their
message while using their still-developing interlanguage system are an indi-
cation of this process of overgeneralization. Similarly, using interlingual
cues, learners may transfer certain phonological, morphological, syntactic,
or even pragmatic features of their first language. Language transfer, as a
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cognitive process, has been considered to be essential to the formation of
IL (Selinker, 1992).

Inferencing is particularly useful when the learners are able to pay atten-
tion to the new features presented in the input data in order to find the gap
between what is already known and what needs to be learned anew. The
process of inferencing can be expected to vary from learner to learner be-
cause it reflects individual cognitive capabilities involving the connections
made by learners themselves and not the connections inherently found in
the input data. It can lead to working hypotheses that in turn may lead to in-
terim conclusions that are tested against new evidence and are subse-
quently rejected or refined. Inferencing thus may entail framing new in-
sights or reframing what is already vaguely or partially known.

2.4.2. Structuring

I use the term structuring to refer to the complex process that governs the
establishment of mental representations of the TL, and their evolution in
the course of IL development. As Rivers (1991) argued, the notion of men-
tal representation “is at the heart of the process of internalization of lan-
guage” (p. 253). It refers to how the L2 system is framed in the mind of the
learner. It combines elements of analysis and control proposed by Bialystok
(1990, and elsewhere). Analysis is connected to language knowledge, and
control is connected to language ability. As learners begin to understand
how the L2 system works, and as their mental representations of the system
become more explicit and more structured, they begin to see the relation-
ships between various linguistic categories and concepts. Control is the
process that allows learners “direct their attention to specific aspects of the
environment or a mental representation as problems are solved in real
time” (Bialystok, 2002, p. 153). In other words, the intake process of struc-
turing helps learners construct, structure and organize the symbolic repre-
sentational system of the TL by gradually making explicit the implicit
knowledge that shape their IL performance. It also guides the gradual
progress the learners make from unanalyzed knowledge, consisting of pre-
fabricated patterns and memorized routines, to analyzed knowledge, con-
sisting of propositions in which the relationship between formal and func-
tional properties of the TL become increasingly apparent to the learners.

Compared to inferencing, structuring gives learners not only a deeper
understanding of the properties and principles of the TL system, but also a
greater control over their use for communicative purposes. It helps them
pay selective attention to relevant and appropriate input data in order to
tease out specific language problems. It can also regulate the flow of infor-
mation between short-term and long-term memory systems, taking the re-
sponsibility for differential applicability of interim knowledge to various sit-
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uations before interim knowledge gets fully established. The difference
between inferenced knowledge/ability and structured knowledge/ability
may contribute to the distinction Chaudron (1983) made between prelimi-
nary intake and final intake. The former relates to “perception and com-
prehension of forms” and the latter to “the incorporation of the forms in
the learner’s grammar” (pp. 438–439). Although inferenced knowledge/
ability and structured knowledge/ability are partially independent and par-
tially interacting dimensions of intake processes, they may be seen as consti-
tuting two ends of a learning continuum.

2.4.3. Restructuring

The idea of restructuring as an intake process is derived from the work of
Cheng (1985) and others in cognitive psychology and applied with some
modification to L2 development by McLaughlin and his colleagues (Mc-
Laughlin, 1987; 1990; McLeod & McLaughlin 1986). Restructuring can be
traced to the structuralist approach enunciated by Jean Piaget, who main-
tained that cognitive development is characterized by fundamental, qualita-
tive change when a new internal organization is imposed for interpreting
new information. In other words, restructuring denotes neither an incre-
mental change in the structure already in place nor a slight modification of
it but the addition of a totally new structure to allow for a totally new inter-
pretation. It results in learners abandoning their initial hunch and opting
for a whole new hypothesis. It marks a strategy shift that coordinates, inte-
grates, and reorganizes task components resulting in more efficient intake
processing. It can operate at phonological, morphological, syntactic, se-
mantic, and pragmatic levels (McLaughlin, 1990).

Although most aspects of inferencing and structuring account for the
reasons why intake processing requires selective attention and an extended
time period of practice for the formation of mental representations of the
TL system, restructuring as an intake process accounts for discontinuities in
L2 development. It has been frequently observed that although some learn-
ing occurs continuously and gradually, as is true of the development of
automaticity through practice, some learning occurs in discontinuous fash-
ion, through restructuring (McLeod & McLaughlin, 1986). Restructuring
is mostly a sudden, abstract, insight-forming phenomenon happening
quickly and incidentally, taking very little processing time and energy.

To sum up this section, the intake processes of inferencing, structuring,
and restructuring constitute the mental mechanisms governing L2 develop-
ment. They work in tandem in as yet undetermined ways to facilitate or con-
strain the formation of mental representations of the TL system. They seem
to operate at various points on the implicit–explicit continuum, triggering
incidental learning at some times and intentional learning at some other
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times. In conjunction with various intake factors, these processes help
learners synthesize the developing knowledge into grammar, and internal-
ize it so as to effectively and efficiently access it in appropriate contexts of
language use.

2.5. OUTPUT

Output refers to the corpus of utterances that learners actually produce
orally or in writing. In addition to well-formed utterances that may have al-
ready been structured and/or restructured, the learner output will contain,
as discussed in section 2.1, deviant utterances that cannot be traced to any
of the three major sources of input because they are the result of an inter-
play between intake factors and intake processes.

Traditionally, output has been considered not as a mechanism for lan-
guage learning but as evidence of what has already been learned. Research,
however, indicates a larger role for output. Introducing the concept of com-
prehensible output, Merrill Swain (1985) argued that we need “to incorporate
the notion of being pushed towards the delivery of a message that is not
only conveyed, but that is conveyed precisely, coherently, and appropri-
ately” (pp. 248–249). She further asserted that production “may force the
learner to move from semantic processing to syntactic processing” (p. 249).
In other words, an attempt to produce language will move learners from
processing language at the level of word meaning (which can sometimes be
done by guessing from the context or by focusing on just key words) to
processing language at the level of grammatical structures (which requires
a much higher level of cognitive activity).

In a later work, Swain (1995) identified three possible functions of out-
put: the noticing function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the meta-
linguistic function. The noticing function relates to the possibility that when
learners try to communicate in their still-developing target language, they
may encounter a linguistic problem and become aware of what they do not
know or know only partially. Such an encounter may raise their awareness,
leading to an appropriate action on their part. The hypothesis-testing func-
tion of output relates to the possibility that when learners use their still-
developing TL, they may be experimenting with what works and what does
not work. Moreover, when they participate in negotiated interaction and
receive negative feedback, they are likely to test different hypotheses about
a particular linguistic system. Finally, the metalinguistic function of output
relates to the possibility that learners may be consciously thinking about
language and its system, about its phonological, grammatical, and semantic
rules in order to guide them to produce utterances that are linguistically
correct and communicatively appropriate.
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2.6. AN INTERACTIVE FRAMEWORK OF INTAKE
PROCESSES

Having briefly discussed various aspects of input, intake, intake factors, in-
take processes and output, I now attempt to pull these constructs together
in order to make sense of how learners might internalize the L2 knowledge
system. There is no clear consensus among SLA researchers about what
plans or procedures learners use for thinking, remembering, understand-
ing, and using language. There seems to be a general agreement, however,
that “SLA is a terribly complex process, that understanding the process re-
quires the contributions of numerous fields, from linguistic theory to an-
thropology to brain science, and that the process is not yet very well under-
stood” (Gregg, 2003, p. 831). The primary reason why the process is not
very well understood is that the phenomenon we wish to study—the under-
lying mental mechanism—is not directly available for empirical verifica-
tion; it can be studied only through its external manifestation: spoken and/
or written performance data produced by language learners and language
users.

Despite the challenging nature of investigation and the limited tools
available for the researcher, several exploratory models of cognition both
in psychology and in SLA have been proposed. They include the monitor
model (Krashen, 1981); the ACT* model (Adaptive Control of Thought, fi-
nal version; Anderson, 1983); the language-processing model (Bialystok,
1983, 2002); the parallel distributed-processing model (McClelland,
Rumelhart, & the PDP Research Group, 1986); the model for attention and
processing (McLaughlin, 1987); the competition model (MacWhinney,
1987); and the model of input processing (van Patten, 1996). These are
mainly descriptive models that are useful for explanation, not for predic-
tion, of language learning. Although none of them fully and satisfactorily
explains L2 development, each of them has contributed to partial under-
standing of certain aspects of it. Drawing from these models rather eclecti-
cally, I present below an interactive framework of intake processes, with
particular reference to adult L2 development. Descriptive as well as specu-
lative in nature, the framework seeks to highlight the intricate interplay of
input, intake, intake factors, intake processes, and output.

Before I present the framework, it seems reasonable to posit two criteria
that any framework of intake processes must necessarily satisfy: (a) it must
be capable of including all the intake factors known to play a role in intake
processes, and (b) it must reflect the interactive and parallel nature of in-
take processes. The first criterion is quite explicit in the SLA literature. As
the discussion in section 2.3 amply shows, there are several learner internal
and learner external intake factors of varying importance that, separately or
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in combination, facilitate or constrain L2 development. The issue facing
the current scholarship is not whether any of the intake factors play any
role in L2 development, but in what combination, in what learning context,
and in what way.

The second criterion emerges from the insights derived from the models
already cited. We now learn that processing goes on simultaneously in
many areas of cognition and at many different levels. Language learning
entails a nonlinear, parallel, interactive process rather than a linear, serial,
additive process. It was earlier believed that learners internalize the TL sys-
tem primarily by using either a top–down processing, a knowledge-governed
system characterized by a step-by-step progression where output from one
level acts as input for the next, or a bottom-up processing, an input-governed
system characterized by a serial movement of information from the lower to
the higher levels. It is now becoming increasingly clear that language learn-
ing is governed by interactive processing in which multiple operations oc-
cur simultaneously at multiple levels drawing evidence from multiple
sources. In other words, from the perspective of the framework presented
below, language processing is considered essentially interactive, involving
intake factors and intake processes that operate in parallel and simulta-
neous ways, shaping and being shaped by one another.

As Fig. 2.5 indicates, the interactive framework consists of input, intake
factors, a central processing unit (CPU), and output. The CPU consists of the
cognitive processes of inferencing, structuring, and restructuring. The ini-
tial phase of intake processing is probably activated when learners begin to
pay attention to the linguistic input they deem accessible or comprehensi-
ble. The input, with bits and pieces of information about the TL system, en-
ters the CPU either directly or through any one or more intake factors. The
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entry initiates the process of language construction. At this early stage, in-
take processing appears to operate at several layers, some of which may de-
pend heavily on temporary, limited capacity, short-term working memory
systems that in turn involve, to a large degree, prefabricated routines and
idiomatic expressions.

An important task of the CPU at this stage appears to be to reduce the
pressure on working memory systems by coding the incoming pieces of in-
formation into some meaningful organizational schemas. Such coding,
which is probably a precursor to fully established mental representations, is
assisted by the intake process of inferencing. Inferencing helps learners de-
rive working hypotheses about syntactic, semantic and pragmatic aspects of
the TL. Depending on the learning and teaching situation, learners might
get various types of positive evidence, that is, well-formed utterances ex-
posed to them, and negative evidence, that is, explicit corrections from
their teachers or other competent speakers of the language, both of which
will help them reject or refine their working hypotheses. This level of intake
processing involving attention-allocation, short-term memory, and integra-
tion of pieces of information constitutes a part of what has been called
controlled information processing.

If inferencing leads to the formation of working hypotheses, structuring,
which is a higher level of processing, contributes to the establishment of
mental representations. As we learn from schema theory, which explains
how the human mind organizes knowledge in long-term memory (Schank
& Abelson, 1977), the faster the testing and refinement of working hypoth-
eses, the swifter the formation of mental representations and greater the
chances of limited capacity, working-memory systems being purged and re-
placed by permanent long-term memory schemas. Memory schemas are re-
sponsible for storing incoming information, retrieving previously stored in-
formation, and pattern-matching mental representations (McClelland et
al., 1986). This transition from working memory systems to permanent
memory schemas is critical because, as we learn from schema theorists, lan-
guage use requires that linguistic units such as phonemes, morphemes,
words, phrases, syntactic patterns, and other discourse units be abstracted
and stored in the form of memory schemas.

Repeated cycles of hypothesis formation, testing, and confirmation or
rejection, and the construction of memory schemas mediated by intake
processes, particularly by the process of structuring, result in the strength-
ening of mental representations of the TL, thereby considerably increasing
the learners’ ability to gain a greater analysis of and a better control over
the properties and principles of the TL system. Any remaining gap in the
establishment of mental representations is taken care of either by further
opportunities for intentional corrective learning or by the activation of the
process of restructuring. Restructuring, as mentioned earlier, represents
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quick insight formation that could result in incidental learning whereby
complex and hitherto unclear language problems are teased out paving
way for accurate decisions about the TL system. This level of intake process-
ing, where the complex and combined processes of inferencing, structur-
ing, and restructuring gradually assist the learners in internalizing the L2
system and in accessing the system for effective communicative use, consti-
tutes a part of what has been called automatic information processing.

An important point to remember in the overall process of internaliza-
tion of the L2 system is that each of the intake processes is facilitated as well
as constrained, not merely by the availability and accessibility of linguistic
input and the interplay of intake factors, but also by the role played by
learner output. The arrows connecting input and output (Fig. 2.5) suggest
that learner output is not a terminal point; it is rather a part in a cycle serv-
ing as an important source of input data for the learner thereby affecting
the course of L2 development.

The interactive framework of intake processing described here incorpo-
rates several aspects of parallel distributed processing at both micro and
macro levels. At the micro level, intake processing is considered to involve a
large number of parallel, simultaneous, and interacting processes such as
perception, syntactic parsing, and semantic interpretation, and the selec-
tion of whatever input information is relevant and useful, be it phonologi-
cal, syntactic, semantic, or pragmatic. The development of a particular syn-
tactic rule, for example, depends often on the development of a rule in
some other domain, say a phonological or lexical rule, or vice versa (Ard &
Gass, 1987; Klein, 1990). Following the connectionist perspective, the intake
processing network is seen as a continual strengthening or weakening of in-
terconnections in response to the language input encountered by learners,
and to the language use employed by them.

At the macro level, the framework posits a criss-cross interplay among in-
take factors on one hand, and between them, and intake processes on the
other hand. Most of the intake factors appear to interweave and interact
with each other in a synergic relationship where the whole is greater than
the sum of the parts. How the learner seeks, recognizes, attends to, and
controls the input data depend to a large extent on the synergy of intake
factors.

The interactive framework also suggests that the linguistic input is not
processed linearly by proceeding step by step from one intake factor
through another, or from one intake process through another. Instead, the
entire operation is seen as interactive and parallel, responding simulta-
neously to all available factors and processes at a given point of time. In
other words, none of the intake factors by themselves seems to be a prerequi-
site for another to be activated but each is considered to be a corequisite. The
processing of input data is never consistent; it varies according to varying
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degrees of influence brought to bear on it by an unstable and as yet un-
known configuration of intake factors and intake processes. Different in-
take factors and intake processes take on different statuses in different learn-
ing contexts, thereby significantly affecting the learners’ working hypotheses
about the TL and their strategies for learning and using it. The configuration
also varies widely within an individual learner at different times and situa-
tions of learning, and also between learners, thereby accounting for wide
variations in the degree of attainment reached by learners.

2.7. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I explored the concepts of intake, intake factors, and intake
processes in order to explain the factors and processes facilitating adult L2
development in formal contexts. I argued that any framework of intake
processing must be capable of including multiple intake factors known to
play a role in L2 development, and that it must reflect the interactive, paral-
lel, and simultaneous nature of intake processes. Accordingly, I presented
an interactive framework by synthesizing theoretical and empirical insights
derived from interrelated disciplines such as second-language acquisition,
cognitive psychology, information processing, schema theory, and parallel
distributed processing.

In addition to input and output, the interactive framework of intake
processes presented here consists of a cluster of intake factors (Individual,
Negotiation, Tactical, Affective, Knowledge, and Environmental factors)
and intake processes (inferencing, structuring, and restructuring). Inter-
weaving and interacting in a synergic relationship, each intake factor
shapes and is shaped by the other. The interactive nature of intake factors
and intake processes suggests that input can be successfully converted into
intake if and only if the intake factors and intake processes are optimally fa-
vorable and that consistent absence of one or a combination of these con-
structs may result in partial learning, or even nonlearning.

The interactive framework presented here casts doubts over the nature
and scope of current research in L2 development. For the past 30 years or
so, we have been focusing mostly upon narrowly circumscribed research
problems within each intake variable, accumulating an impressive array of
unrelated and unrelatable findings, which by the very nature of investiga-
tion can allow only a limited and limiting view of L2 development. If, as this
chapter emphasizes, several intake factors facilitate the course of L2 devel-
opment, if these factors shape and are shaped by each other, and if they are
constantly acted upon by intake processes that are interactive, parallel, and
simultaneous, then it is imperative that we reframe our research agenda by
focusing on the synergic relationships between and within intake factors
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and processes in order to understand how they relate to each other, and
how that relationship impacts on language learning.

Given the tentative and limited nature of knowledge that can be drawn
from L2 research, the classroom teacher is faced with the task of making
sense of such knowledge as well as with the task of making use of such
knowledge for teaching purposes. In addition, the teacher has to take into
account the dynamics of the classroom, which is the arena where learning
and teaching is constructed. What is the nature of instructional interven-
tion the teacher can profitably employ in order to construct a pedagogy
that can accelerate language learning and accomplish desired learning out-
come is the focus of the next chapter.
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3. INTRODUCTION

We learned in chapter 2 how intake factors and intake processes interweave
and interact with each other in as yet undetermined ways to convert parts of
language input into learner intake. A crucial dimension of such a conver-
sion, particularly in the context of classroom L2 development, is the rela-
tionship between teaching strategies and learning outcomes. Several stud-
ies have been conducted to investigate the role and relevance of instruction
in the L2 classroom. One of the limitations of these studies is that they have
focused narrowly on grammatical instruction rather than on any wider as-
pect of language teaching. In fact, as learned in chapter 2, this limitation is
true not only of research related to teaching effectiveness but also research
in second-language acquisition in general and, therefore, we should always
keep in mind what Hatch (1978) said a quarter century ago about using re-
search findings for pedagogic purposes: Apply with caution.

Systematic investigation into the effect of language teaching (read:
grammar teaching) began as an offshoot of what came to be known as mor-
pheme studies (Dulay & Burt, 1974; Larsen-Freeman, 1976). These studies at-
tempted to assess whether, among other things, learning a language in
classroom settings is different from learning a language in naturalistic envi-
ronments. They revealed that the acquisition/accuracy order for various
grammatical morphemes like singular copula (’s/is), plural auxiliary (are),
possessive (’s), third person singular (-s), and so forth, is more or less the
same regardless of the learner’s L1 background, age, and learning environ-
ment (i.e., instructed or naturalistic). European researchers Wode (1976),
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Felix (1981) and their colleagues also found that the acquisition sequences
and strategies of L2 learners in classroom settings paralleled those followed
by L2 learners in naturalistic settings. Although these and other studies of a
similar kind dealt with only a handful of frequently occurring morphemes
among a multitude of grammatical structures that constitute language, they
hastily concluded that “the possibility of manipulating and controlling the
students’ verbal behavior in the classroom is in fact quite limited” (Felix,
1981, p. 109).

Such generalizations raised doubts about the effect of classroom instruc-
tion thereby prompting a very basic question: Does L2 instruction make any
difference at all? In order to explore this question, Long (1983) reviewed
11 studies on instructed L2 development conducted up to that point and
came out with ambiguous results. Six studies showed a positive effect of in-
struction, three showed minor or no effect, and two were unclear. Long,
however, concluded that formal instruction has positive effects on (a) L2
developmental processes, (b) the rate at which learners acquire the lan-
guage, and (c) their ultimate level of attainment. “Instruction is good for
you,” he declared rather encouragingly, “regardless of your proficiency
level, of the wider linguistic environment in which you receive it, and of the
type of test you are going to perform on” (1983, p. 379).

In spite of his encouraging conclusions, Long was concerned that the
11 studies available for his review were hardly the appropriate ones to
shed any collective light on the effect of instruction on L2 development.
The reason is threefold. First, the studies had very little research design in
common to put together to seek any common wisdom. Taken together,
they involved three types of learners (English as a second language, Eng-
lish as a foreign language, and Spanish as a second language), from three
different age groups (children, adolescents, and adults) with varying pro-
ficiency levels (beginning, intermediate, and advanced), learning their
target language in three different acquisition environments (rich, poor,
and mixed), responding to two different tests (discrete and integrative)
that sought to ascertain their learning outcomes. Secondly, as Long him-
self pointed out, most of the studies had failed to control for overall
amount of combined contact and instruction considering the fact that
they were conducted in environments where learners had access to the TL
through both formal and natural exposure. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, the studies claiming to investigate the relationship between in-
struction and L2 development had bestowed only a scant attention on spe-
cific instructional strategies followed by classroom teachers who partici-
pated in the experiments. Besides, several teaching strategies were
clubbed together under generic terms thereby ignoring the possible ef-
fects of specific classroom strategies. Thus, the early studies on the effect
of instruction proved to be ineffectual, to say the least.
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In retrospect, it appears that we were asking the wrong question. Does in-
struction make a difference in L2 development? is as pointless and purposeless as
the question, Does nutrition make a difference in human growth? We can hardly
answer the first question in the negative unless we propose and defend the
untenable proposition that the human mind is untrainable. We all know
through experience that learners do learn at least a part of what is taught
and tested. The questions nutritionists normally ask are What kind of nutri-
tion makes a difference? and For who? Likewise, we should have asked ques-
tions such as What kind of instruction makes a difference? In what context? and
Using what method?

It comes as no surprise then that the initial inquiry into the effect of in-
struction has inevitably led to more focused studies with greater investiga-
tive rigor. Later studies (e.g., Donato & Adair-Hauck, 1992; Doughty, 1991;
Lightbown, 1992; Pica, 1987; Spada, 1987; Van Patten & Cadierno, 1993)
have not only sought to rectify some of the conceptual and methodological
flaws found in the early attempts but have also started focusing on the im-
pact of specific teaching strategies on learning-specified language items.
Most of these studies, however, still suffered from the earlier drawback of
dealing narrowly with grammatical instruction. Reviews of these and other
recent studies have shown that instruction does have a role to play (see
Doughty, 2003; Norris & Ortega, 2000). In her review of cases for and
against L2 instruction, Doughty (2003), for instance, concluded that “in-
struction is potentially effective, provided it is relevant to learners’ needs.
However, we will be forced to acknowledge that the evidence to date for ei-
ther absolute or relative effectiveness of L2 instruction is tenuous at best,
owing to improving, but still woefully inadequate, research methodology”
(p. 256).

Taken together, studies on L2 instruction suggest that proper instruc-
tional intervention at the proper time would be helpful for promoting de-
sired learning outcomes in the L2 classroom. This, of course, is not a star-
tling revelation because any language learning in a classroom context, as
against learning a language in a naturalistic setting, inevitably involves
some degree and some kind of intervention. We intervene by modifying the
content and style of language input, and we intervene by modifying the na-
ture and scope of interactional opportunities. Input modifications and
interactional activities, then, constitute the foundational structure of any
classroom learning and teaching operation.

3.1. INPUT MODIFICATIONS

It is generally agreed that language input has to be modified in order to
make it available and accessible to the learner. What has been the source of
disagreement is the type of modifications that should be brought about.
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The bone of contention centers around three strands of thought that can
be characterized as (a) form-based input modifications, (b) meaning-based
input modifications, and (c) form- and meaning-based input modifications.

3.1.1. Form-Based Input Modifications

Historically and until very recently, input modifications have almost always
been based on the formal (or structural) properties of the language,
whether they relate to grammatical forms or communicative functions. Lin-
guistic forms have been the driving force behind learning objectives, curric-
ulum design, materials production, classroom procedures, and testing tech-
niques. The essence of form-based input modifications, however, has not
remained constant. The changing norms can best be captured by positing a
product-oriented version and a process-oriented version of form-based in-
put modifications.

The product-oriented version of form-based input modifications treats
grammar as a product that can be analyzed, codified, and presented. It re-
lates to the characteristics of grammar teaching as propagated and prac-
ticed during the heyday of audiolingualism (see chap. 5, this volume, for
details). Within the audiolingual pedagogy, manipulating language input
meant selecting grammatical features, sequencing them in some fashion,
making them salient for the learner through a predominantly teacher-
centered, metalinguistic, decontextualized instruction involving explicit
pattern practice and explicit error correction. The learner was expected to
observe the grammatical input, examine it, analyze it, imitate it, practice it,
internalize it, use it. But, it became increasingly clear that confining the
learner to an exclusively product-oriented, form-based language input not
only distorted the nature of the target language exposed to the learner but
also decreased the learner’s potential to develop appropriate language
knowledge/ability. In short, the product-oriented version of form-based in-
put modifications turned out to be an extremist position.

The process-oriented version of form-based input modifications treats
grammar as a network of systems to be interacted with rather than an
objectified body of structures to be mastered. Instead of emphasizing mem-
ory, specific rules, and rule articulation, it focuses on understanding, gen-
eral principles, and operational experience. The input modifications advo-
cated here are still form-based but not based on teaching grammatical
structures per se but on creating what Rutherford (1987) called conscious-
ness raising. He explained that consciousness raising

is the means to an end, not the end itself. That is, whatever it is that is raised to
consciousness is not to be looked upon as an artifact or object of study to be
committed to memory by the learner and thence recalled by him whenever
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sentences have to be produced. Rather, what is raised to consciousness is not
the grammatical product but aspects of the grammatical process . . . (p. 104)

In the specific context of L2 learning and teaching, it refers to the deliber-
ate attempt to draw the learners’ attention to the formal processes of their
L2 in order to increase the degree of explicitness required to promote L2
development. Because consciousness is a loaded psychological term that can-
not be easily defined, Sharwood-Smith (1991) suggested a more verifiable
term, input enhancement, to refer to consciousness-raising activities. From a
pedagogic point of view, input enhancement serves the purpose of drawing
the learner’s explicit attention to grammatical features by such activities as
highlighting, underlining, rule-giving, and so forth.

The idea of grammatical process was recently expanded by Larsen-
Freeman (2000, 2003), who introduced the term, grammaring, to refer to
long-overlooked qualities of grammar such as that “it is a dynamic process
in which forms have meanings and uses in a rational, discursive, flexible,
interconnected, and open system” (Larsen-Freeman, 2003, p. 142). Gram-
maring is seen as the learner’s knowledge/ability to use grammatical struc-
tures accurately, meaningfully, and appropriately. Language input intro-
duced to the learner then should be modified in such a way as to make the
reason underlying a structure transparent. For example, Larsen-Freeman
suggests that when two different forms exist in a language, as in

There is a book on the table.
A book is on the table.

the underlying principle behind their variation in meaning or use must be
presented. As she explains

the meaning of these two sentences is more less the same, but the sentence
with there would be used to introduce new information in normal discourse.
The second sentence is much more limited in frequency and scope. One of its
functions is in giving stage directions to the director of a play, telling the di-
rector how to stage some scene in the play. While it may be difficult for stu-
dents to figure this difference out on their own, the principle will help them
learn to look for ways that particular grammar structures are distinctively
meaningful and/or appropriate. (Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p. 11)

Although the process-oriented, form-based input modifications appear
to have a greater intellectual appeal and instructional relevance than
strictly product-oriented, form-based input modifications, it must be re-
membered that proponents of both subscribe to similar, linguistically moti-
vated learning and teaching principles. That is, they believe that formal
properties of the language, both structures and relations, can be systemati-

TEACHING: INPUT AND INTERACTION 59



cally analyzed, selected, sequenced, and presented one by one to the
learner. They both believe that the learner will be able to put these discrete
items together in order to internalize the totality of language. Learners ex-
posed to such input modifications may be able to develop higher levels of
analysis of language as system but may not be able to understand the full im-
plications of communicative use. In other words, predominantly form-
based input modifications facilitate the development of linguistic knowl-
edge/ability but not necessarily pragmatic knowledge/ability both of
which, as we have seen in chapter 2, are required for successful language
communication. As a response to this predicament, it was suggested that
the focus be shifted from form to meaning.

3.1.2. Meaning-Based Input Modifications

A forceful articulation of the importance of meaning-based input modifica-
tions came a while ago from Newmark (1963/1970) who argued that “sys-
tematic attention to the grammatical form of utterances is neither a neces-
sary condition nor a sufficient one for successful language learning” and
that ”teaching particular utterances in contexts which provide meaning
and usability to learners is both sufficient . . . and necessary” (p. 217). Be-
cause these statements became very influential and are often misinter-
preted, it is important to recall the context in which these were made, and
also the caveat that accompanied them.

Newmark made these statements in a paper entitled “Grammatical The-
ory and the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language.” The grammatical
theory referred to here is Chomskyan transformational grammar, which
was newly proposed and widely discussed at that time. Emphasizing the in-
applicability of the theory of transformational grammar to language teach-
ing, Newmark asked language teachers to resist the “great temptations” to
write new language-teaching textbooks reflecting the “neat and precise”
grammatical analysis offered by transformational grammar. It is in this con-
text he suggested that, “we should liberate language teaching from gram-
matical theory, and should teach the natural use of language” (1963/1971,
p. 218). In a follow-up paper, Newmark (1966/1970) further clarified his
stand by saying that “the important point is that the study of grammar as such
is neither necessary nor sufficient for learning to use a language” (p. 226,
emphasis added). What he was objecting to is the study of grammar as such but
was in favor of “a limited kind of structural drill” so long as it is “embedded
in a meaningful context” (p. 226).

In spite of the context and the caveat, Newmark’s argument formed one
of the bases for an exclusively meaning-oriented input modification as ex-
emplified, for instance, in Krashen’s input hypothesis. To put it in a nut-
shell (see chap. 7, this volume, for details), the input hypothesis (Krashen,
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1982 and elsewhere) claimed that we acquire language in only one way: by
understanding messages, that is, by obtaining comprehensible input. Com-
prehensible input is defined as i + 1, structures that are a bit beyond the L2
learner’s current level of knowledge/ability. It is considered to contain all
the grammatical structures the acquirer is ready to acquire, in the right or-
der and right quantity, as long as enough comprehensible input of consis-
tently high quality is provided. Linguistic knowledge/ability is attained nec-
essarily and sufficiently as the result of mere exposure to instances of
comprehensible input, which can be provided through meaning-oriented
activities such as language games and problem-solving tasks. Form-based
language awareness does not play any direct role in L2 development. A sim-
ilar argument was made by Prabhu (1987), who stated that “the develop-
ment of competence in a second language requires not systematization of
language inputs or maximization of planned practice, but rather the cre-
ation of conditions in an effort to cope with communication” (p. 1).

Language-teaching programs that have systematically followed some of
the pedagogic features that later characterized the input hypothesis, and
for which we have a considerable body of research literature, are the Cana-
dian French immersion programs. These are public school programs in
which speakers of English (the majority language) study in French (the mi-
nority language). The learners have very little interaction with native speak-
ers of French other than their teachers, and exposure to French comes pri-
marily from teachers and instructional materials. Although the learners
seldom reach near native capability, they eventually emerge as competent
L2 speakers (Swain & Lapkin, 1982). According to Krashen (1984), immer-
sion “works” because it provides learners with a great deal of comprehensi-
ble input thereby proving that “subject-matter teaching is language teach-
ing” (pp. 61–62, emphasis in original).

Krashen’s enthusiastic endorsement notwithstanding, research based on
immersion as well as nonimmersion programs shows that exclusively mean-
ing-oriented input modifications do not lead to desired levels of grammati-
cal accuracy. Several studies (Lightbown 1992; Lightbown & Spada, 1990;
Schmidt, 1993; Van Patten 1990) have shown that even though learners ex-
posed to meaning-based input modifications speak fluently and confi-
dently, their speech is marked by numerous grammatical errors. In fact,
there is little evidence to show that successful grammar construction can
take place solely through meaning-based input modifications. Reviewing
more than two decades of research in French immersion classes, Swain
(1991) concluded that immersion students are able to understand much of
what they hear and read even at early grade levels, and that, although they
are well able to get their meaning across in their second language, even at
intermediate and higher grade levels, they often do so with nontargetlike
morphology and syntax. A probable reason is that language learners who

TEACHING: INPUT AND INTERACTION 61



are focusing on meaning may not have the processing space to attend to
form at the same time because of limitations on the number of cognitive
psychological operations learners can engage in. Whatever the reason, it is
clear that “learners do not very readily infer knowledge of the language sys-
tem from their communicative activities. The grammar, which they must
obviously acquire somehow as a necessary resource for use, proves elusive”
(Widdowson 1990, p. 161).

It turns out that it is not just grammatical knowledge/ability that proves
elusive; there may be problems in developing pragmatic knowledge/ability
as well. Citing examples from immersion studies, Swain (1991) argued that
“by focusing entirely on meaning, teachers frequently provide learners with
inconsistent and possibly random information about their target language
use” (p. 241). A specific example she cites to show how meaning-based in-
put modifications can be “functionally restricted” relates to the French pro-
nouns tu and vous, which carry information about both grammatical con-
cepts (singular, plural, or generic) and sociolinguistic use ( formal or informal).
An analysis of classroom input showed that the teachers used the pronouns
largely to denote their grammatical uses; there was scarcely any use of vous
in its sociolinguistic function marking politeness. This difference is consid-
ered the primary reason for the underuse of vous as a politeness marker by
immersion students.

Furthermore, even if the language input introduced by the teacher is
solely meaning-based, there is no way one can prevent learners from explic-
itly focusing on form, or vice versa. In other words, teachers may control in-
put availability in the classroom; they certainly do not control input accept-
ability. That belongs to the realm of the learner. Learners may be focusing
on both form and meaning regardless of teacher intention and interven-
tion. There are scholars who believe that a combination of form- and mean-
ing-based input is what is really needed.

3.1.3. Form- and Meaning-Based Input Modifications

Some of the carefully designed classroom-oriented experiments conducted
in the late 80s and early 90s (Doughty, 1991; Lightbown & Spada, 1990;
Spada, 1987; Van Patten & Cadierno, 1993) authenticated what the learn-
ers already seem to know, namely, focusing on form and meaning is more
beneficial than focusing on either one of them.

In a study on the development of oral communicative skills, Spada
(1987) investigated the relationships between instructional differences and
learning outcomes in three intermediate level classes of a communicatively
based ESL program. Class A received primarily form-based instruction,
Class B received both form- and meaning-based instruction, and Class C re-
ceived primarily meaning-based instruction. Her findings revealed that
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Class B registered a significant improvement, and Classes A and C did not
improve as much as Class B. She concluded that “neither form-based nor
meaning-based instruction in itself is sufficient, but rather, both are re-
quired” (p. 153). Her study reinforced her earlier finding that learners re-
quire opportunities for both form-focused and function-focused practice in
the development of particular skill areas, and if one or the other is lacking
they do not appear to benefit as much (Spada, 1986).

In a related study, Lightbown and Spada (1990) investigated the effects
of form-focused instruction and corrective feedback in communicative lan-
guage teaching. Their study was part of a long-term project and the data
came from more than a 1000 students in nearly 40 intensive ESL classes and
from over 200 students in regular ESL programs. The instructional strategy
consisted of meaning-based activities, opportunities for the negotiation of
meaning in group work, and the provision of comprehensible input. The
teachers who taught these classes differed from each other in terms of the
total amount of time they gave to form-focused activities. The researchers
analyzed the learners’ listening and reading comprehension as well as their
ability to speak. They found that form-based instruction within a communi-
cative context contributes to higher levels of language knowledge/ability.
Lightbown and Spada (1990) concluded that “accuracy, fluency, and over-
all communicative skills are probably best developed through instruction
that is primarily meaning-based but in which guidance is provided through
timely form-focused activities and correction in context” (p.443).

A similar conclusion was reached by Doughty (1991), who conducted an
experiment focusing on one grammatical subsystem of English (restrictive
relative clauses) with intermediate level international students from seven
different L1 backgrounds. They had very little knowledge of English rela-
tivization as revealed through a pilot test. They were randomly assigned to
one of three groups: two experimental groups (in addition to exposure to
relative clauses, the group was provided with an instructional treatment
aimed at improving their ability to relativize in English) and a control
group (in which they were exposed to relative clauses but received no in-
struction). Of the two experimental groups, one group (MOG) was given
meaning-oriented instruction along with the bringing to prominence of
the structural elements of relativization, and the other group (ROG) was
given exclusively rule-oriented instruction. The third group was called
COG (control group). The study revealed that compared to the control
group, both the MOG and ROG groups were equally effective with respect
to gain in relativization, but the MOG alone demonstrated substantial com-
prehension of the overall input. Doughty attributes the overall superior
performance of the MOG group to the successful combination of a focus
on meaning and the bringing to prominence of the linguistic properties of
relativization in the MOG treatment.
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The findings of the three experiments just outlined lead us to an inter-
esting proposition, namely, bringing linguistic properties to prominence
within the purview of a meaning-focused instructional strategy may change
the way language data are recognized by the learner as potential language
input, thus favorably shaping intake factors and intake processes (see chap.
2). Such a proposition has been put to test by Van Patten and Cadierno
(1993).

In a carefully designed study, Van Patten and Cadierno (1993) investi-
gated the relationship between instructional modifications and input proc-
essing, a term they use to refer to the process of converting input into in-
take. Based on a pretest, they randomly selected three groups of learners
studying Spanish as an L2 in the United States. The first group received
“traditional” instruction on object pronouns and word order, the second
received “processing” instruction on the same, and the third received no in-
struction at all on the targeted items. Traditional instruction involved pre-
senting the learners with explicit explanations concerning the form and
position of direct object pronouns within the sentence and then giving
them sustained practice, which moved the learners gradually from mechan-
ical drill to communicative drill. At all times, instruction focused on the
production of the targeted items by the learners, in other words, on their
output. In processing instruction, presentation was dominated by two types
of activities that forged form-meaning connections. One type had subjects
listening to or reading utterances and then demonstrating that they had
correctly assigned argument structure to the targeted items. The second
type of activity had subjects respond to the content of an utterance by
checking “agree” or “disagree.” At no point did processing instruction in-
volve the production of the targeted items by the learners. The results of
the experiment showed that unlike traditional instruction, processing in-
struction altered the way in which the learners recognized language input,
which in turn had an effect on the developing knowledge/ability of the
learners. Based on the results, Van Patten and Cadierno (1993) concluded
that “instruction is more beneficial when it is directed toward how learners
perceive and process input rather than when instruction is focused on hav-
ing learners practice the language via output” (p. 54).

In the context of helping learners actively engage form and meaning in a
principled way, Long (1991, 1996) proposed what is called focus on form
(not to be confused with form-focused input already discussed for which
Long uses the term focus on forms—note the plural. In order to avoid poten-
tial terminological confusion, I hereafter use its abbreviated version, FonF,
as suggested by Doughty & Williams, 1998). According to Long, FonF
“overtly draws students’ attention to linguistic elements as they arise inci-
dentally in lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or communica-
tion” (Long, 1991, p. 46) and “consists of an occasional shift of attention to
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linguistic code features—by the teacher and/ or one or more students—
triggered by perceived problems with comprehension or production.
(Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23). In other words, the learner’s attention to
linguistic features will be drawn explicitly if and only if it is necessitated by
communicative demand.

The input modification required for FonF places emphasis on designing
pedagogic tasks based on the future language needs of a particular group
of learners, tasks such as attending a job interview, making an airline reser-
vation, reading a restaurant menu or a journal abstract, writing a lab report,
or taking a driving test. For instance, learners may be given a task the solu-
tion of which requires them

to synthesize information on economic growth in Japan from two or more
written sources and use it to graph trends in imports and exports over a 10-
year period. Successful completions of the task involves them in reading (and
rereading) brief written summaries of sales trends for different sectors of the
Japanese economy, each of which uses such terms as rose, fell, grew, sank, plum-
meted, increased, decreased, declined, doubled, deteriorated, and exceeded. The fre-
quency of these lexical items in the input, due to their repeated use in the dif-
ferent passages, and/or their being underlined or italicized, makes them
more salient, and so increase the likelihood of their being noticed by stu-
dents. (Long & Robinson, 1998, pp. 24–25)

A task like this, as Doughty (2003) pointed out, helps learners integrate
forms and meaning, create their metalinguistic awareness, and increase
their noticing capacity all of which, as we discussed in chapter 2, promote
successful intake processing and ultimately language development.

An unmistakable lesson we learn from the aforementioned discussion is
that language should be presented to learners in such a way that they recog-
nize it as potential language input. We also learn that instruction should
help learners obtain language input in its full functional range, relevant
grammatical rules, and sociolinguistic norms in context along with helpful
corrective feedback. In other words, both form- and meaning-based input
modifications are essential for an effective L2 teaching program. Yet, just
the input, however modified, is not sufficient. What is additionally required
for learners to recognize and internalize form-meaning relationships is the
opportunity for meaningful interaction, and hence the importance of in-
teractional activities in classroom L2 learning and teaching.

3.2. INTERACTIONAL ACTIVITIES

Although the L2 literature presents several terms with attendant conceptual
ambiguities to refer to conversation in the classroom, the two that have been
widely used are interaction and negotiation. Both of them are used to mean
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something that is very different from their general usage involving intricate
sociolinguistic norms governing communication (see, e.g., the discussion
on Hymes’ SPEAKING acronym in chap. 1, this volume). The term interaction
or negotiation or negotiated interaction generally refers to conversational ex-
changes that arise when participants try to accommodate potential or actual
problems of understanding, using strategies such as comprehension checks
or clarification checks. Such an exercise is also perceived to promote the
learners’ processing capacity specifically by helping them with conscious no-
ticing required to convert input into intake (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996).

Characterizing such a definition of interaction as limited and limiting, I
have argued elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu, 2003a) that it is beneficial to iso-
late three interrelated dimensions of interaction and have discussed them
using, although it is a little bit of a stretch, Halliday’s macrofunctions of lan-
guage: textual, interpersonal, and ideational (see chap. 1, this volume, for
details). I have suggested that in the context of classroom communication,
we should actually talk about interaction as a textual activity, interaction as
an interpersonal activity, and interaction as an ideational activity. The first
refers to the linguistic realizations that create coherent written or spoken
texts that fit a particular interactional event, enabling L2 learners and their
interlocutors to understand the message as intended. Specifically, it focuses
on syntactic and semantic conversational signals, and its outcome is meas-
ured primarily in terms of linguistic knowledge/ability. The second refers
to the participants’ potential to establish and maintain social relationships
and have interpersonal encounters, and its outcome is measured in terms
of personal rapport created in the classroom. The third refers to an expres-
sion of one’s self-identity based on one’s experience of the real or imagi-
nary world in and outside the classroom. Specifically, it focuses on ideas
and emotions the participants bring with them, and its outcome is meas-
ured primarily in terms of pragmatic knowledge/ability. By introducing
such a tripartite division, I am not suggesting that the three dimensions are
equal or separate. Any successful interactional activity will mark the realiza-
tion of all three dimensions in varying degrees of sophistication. This divi-
sion is principally for ease of description and discussion. It is fair to say that
so far, L2 interactional research has focused largely on interaction as a tex-
tual activity, and to some extent on interaction as interpersonal activity. It
has almost completely ignored interaction as an ideational activity. Let us
briefly consider each of them.

3.2.1. Interaction as a Textual Activity

Most L2 interactional studies treat interaction primarily as a textual activity
in which learners and their interlocutors modify their speech phonologi-
cally, morphologically, lexically, and syntactically in order to maximize
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chances of mutual understanding, and minimize instances of communica-
tion breakdown. Such a seemingly excessive preoccupation with linguistic
aspects of interaction can best be understood in a historical perspective. A
major impetus for L2 interactional studies came from research on care-
taker talk conducted in the context of first-language acquisition. Empirical
studies carried out during the 1970s (R. Brown 1973; Snow 1972; Snow &
Ferguson 1977, and others) showed that the mother’s speech to the child
contained remarkably well-formed utterances characterized by a number of
formal adjustments in comparison to speech used in adult–adult conversa-
tions. The formal adjustments include: a lower mean length of utterances,
the use of sentences with a limited range of syntactic–semantic relations,
few subordinate and coordinate constructions, modified pitch, intonation
and rhythm, and a high level of redundancy.

Extending the concept of caretaker talk to L2 learners, researchers stud-
ied modified speech used by competent speakers of a language to outsiders
who were felt to have very limited or no knowledge/ability of it at all. This
modified speech has been referred to as foreigner talk. Ferguson (1975)
found that foreigner talk is very similar to caretaker talk. Specifically, he
found that foreigner talk is characterized by a slow rate of delivery, clear ar-
ticulation, pauses, emphatic stress, exaggerated pronunciation, paraphras-
ing, substitution of lexical items by synonyms, and omission, addition, and
replacement of syntactic features. Hopping from foreigner talk to teacher
talk was an easy and logical step. Not surprisingly then, teacher talk, that is,
the language a teacher uses to talk to L2 learners, was found to contain
characteristics of foreigner talk (Henzl, 1974). Further, it was found that
teacher talk increased in linguistic complexity with the increasing profi-
ciency level of the learners (Gaies, 1977).

Recognizing that L2 interactional studies so far had narrowly focused on
input, be it foreigner talk or teacher talk, and hence had overlooked “the
most important factor of all,” Hatch (1978) observed: “it is not enough to
look at input and to look at frequency; the important thing is to look at the
corpus as a whole and examine the interactions that take place within con-
versations to see how that interaction, itself, determines frequency of forms
and how it shows language functions evolving” (p. 403). The lead given by
Hatch has spawned several studies on the role of interaction resulting in a
substantial body of literature.

Foremost among the L2 interactionists is Long (1981, and elsewhere),
who makes a distinction between modified input and modified interaction.
The former involves a modification of language input that has short
phrases and sentences, fewer embeddings, and greater repetition of nouns
and verbs, whereas the latter involves a modification of the conversational
structure that has a considerable number of comprehension checks, confir-
mation checks, and clarification checks. As paraphrased by Allwright and
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Bailey (1991), a comprehension check is the speaker’s query of the inter-
locutors to see if they have understood what was said: Do you understand? or
Do you get what I’m saying? A confirmation check is the speaker’s query as to
whether or not the speaker’s (expressed) understanding of the interlocu-
tor’s meaning is correct: Oh, so are you saying you did live in London? A clarifi-
cation check is a request for further information or help in understanding
something the interlocutor has previously said: I don’t understand exactly.
What do you mean?

Long found that although modified input is unquestionably important,
it is participation in meaningful interaction made possible through modi-
fied interaction that significantly contributed to comprehension leading to
L2 development. Based on his work, he proposed a two-part hypothesis: (a)
interactional modifications geared to solving communication difficulties
help to make input comprehensible, and (2) comprehensible input pro-
motes L2 development. Subsequent research by Pica, Young, and Doughty
(1987) and others confirmed the first, but not the second, part of the hy-
pothesis. They found that learners who were exposed to linguistically un-
modified input with opportunities to negotiate meaning understood it
better than learners who were exposed to linguistically simplified version of
the input but were offered no opportunity for such negotiation.

Studies on interaction as a textual activity have clearly demonstrated that
interactional modifications help learners become aware of form-meaning
relationships. Several studies have questioned the claim that modified in-
put can be made comprehensible without any active participation on the
part of the learner. For instance, in a comparative study on the effects of in-
put modifications and of interactional modifications, Pica et al. (1987)
found that comprehension was assisted by the interactional modifications,
and that input modifications, even with reduced linguistic complexity, had
no such effect.

One does not have to look far to see the reasons for this. Input modifica-
tions, though crucial, do not by themselves offer opportunities for interac-
tion. They may make some of the structural–semantic features salient, but
they do not make structural–semantic relationships transparent. In other
words, input modifications may provide potentially acceptable input; but,
they do not help learners learn the relationship between form and mean-
ing in order to develop the necessary knowledge/ability to convey their in-
tended meaning in an interactive speech event. It is the learner’s inter-
actional efforts that make form-meaning relationships in the TL data
acceptable and internalizable. As Allwright and Bailey (1991) pointed out,
“it is the work required to negotiate that spurs language acquisition, rather
than the intended outcome of the work—comprehensible input” (p. 123).
Interactional modifications help learners focus on the meaningful use of
particular linguistic features, and practice the productive use of those fea-
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tures. They help learners stretch their limited linguistic repertoire, thereby
resulting in opportunities for further L2 development (for more details,
see Gass, 1997).

Although classroom interaction by definition includes learner produc-
tion, the role of learner output in L2 development was not given any seri-
ous consideration for a long time. The scope of interaction as a linguistic
activity has now been extended to include the effect of learner output, par-
ticularly after the emergence of two output-related hypotheses: the compre-
hensible output hypothesis (Swain, 1985) and the auto-input hypothesis
(Schmidt & Frota, 1986). Both these hypotheses emphasize the role played
by the learner’s output in shaping L2 development. They highlight the im-
portance of learner output produced in the process of meaningful interac-
tion as it provides the learner with the opportunity to form and test initial
hypotheses, and the opportunity to pay particular attention to the linguistic
means of communicative expression. A study by Pica, Holliday, Lewis, and
Morgenthaler (1989) found that comprehensible output was an outcome
of linguistic demands placed on the learner in the course of interaction.
Further research by Swain (1995) and others has confirmed the impor-
tance of output.

The precise role of interactional modifications in general has not been
sufficiently investigated (see Gass, 2003, for a recent review). However,
there seems to be a consensus among researchers that L2 learning environ-
ment must include opportunities for learners to engage in meaningful in-
teraction with competent speakers of their L2 if they are to discover the for-
mal and functional rules necessary for comprehension and production. As
the studies cited earlier show, what enables learners to move beyond their
current receptive and productive capacities when they need to understand
unfamiliar language input or when required to produce a comprehensible
message are opportunities to modify and restructure their interaction with
their interlocutors until mutual comprehension is reached.

That meaningful interaction is crucial for L2 development has been
widely recognized. There has not been adequate recognition, however, that
providing interactional opportunities means much more than providing
opportunities for an explicit focus on linguistic features or for a possible
form-meaning relationships embedded in the input data. Studies that ap-
proach interaction primarily as a textual activity can offer only a limited
perspective on the role of interaction in L2 development, for they treat
interactional modifications as no more than conversational adjustments.
Clearly, interaction is much broader a construct than that. It entails, mini-
mally, a spectrum of linguistic, social, and cultural constructs that create
the very context of language communication. Therefore, in order to facili-
tate an effective interplay of various intake factors and intake processes dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, we may have to go beyond the narrow con-
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fines of interaction as a textual activity, and consider the role of interaction
as an interpersonal activity and also interaction as an ideational activity,
among other yet unknown possibilities.

3.2.2. Interaction as an Interpersonal Activity

Unlike interaction as a textual activity that deals with conversational adjust-
ments, interaction as an interpersonal activity deals with interpersonal com-
munication. Classroom community is a minisociety nested within a larger
society. It has its own rules, regulations, and role relationships. Interaction
in such a minisociety is essentially a social process involving, as Breen
(1985) pointed out, all its participants in verbal and nonverbal interaction
that exists on a continuum from ritualized, predictable, phatic communion
to dynamic, unpredictable, diversely interpreted communication, just as in
any social interaction. Classroom community presents different contexts
for different participants who bring different social realities with them. It
also represents a tension between the internal world of the individual and
the social world of the group. This tension requires individuals to adapt
their learning process to the sociopsychological resources of the group, just
as the group’s psychic and social process unfolds from the individual contri-
butions of a learner.

Interaction as an interpersonal activity, therefore, has the potential to
create a conducive atmosphere in which the other two interactional activi-
ties—textual and ideational—can flourish. Such a potential has not been
adequately explored, much less exploited. Studies conducted by Wong-
Fillmore (e.g., 1989) reveal that social processes are as important as cogni-
tive processes for successful L2 development. As we have seen in chapter 2,
social processes are steps by which both the learners and competent speak-
ers of the TL create and shape appropriate social settings in which it is pos-
sible and desirable to communicate by means of the TL. In a research
study, Donato and Adair-Hauck (1992) showed how groups or dyads en-
gaged in social interactions both in and outside the classroom foster the
formation of linguistic awareness in learners. Taking a Vygotskyan perspec-
tive to social processes of language learning, they argue for an interactional
approach in which social discourse is central to the teaching–learning rela-
tionship.

Vygotskyan sociocultural theory provides a richer and deeper interpreta-
tion of the role of interaction in the language classroom (Hall, 2002;
Lantoff, 2000). It focuses on the construction of interpersonal interactions
where participants actively and dynamically negotiate not just textual mean-
ing, but also their social relationships. Such an approach treats interaction
as a social practice that shapes and reshapes language learning. Thus, as
Ellis (1999) explained, “socio-cultural theory has the greater potential as it
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emphasizes the collaborative nature in meaning making in discourse in
general, not just in exchanges where communication breakdown occurs”
(p. 224).

In fact, at the pedagogic core of interaction as an interpersonal activity
are opportunities for increased learner–learner interaction and greater
topic control on the part of the learner. Learner–learner interaction, other-
wise known in the L2 literature as nonnative speaker/nonnative speaker
(NNS/NNS) interaction, was initially thought to provide what is called
“junky” input data, which can hardly help on successful L2 learning. How-
ever, Yule and Gregory (1989), for instance, found “sufficient evidence to
suggest that the benefits of modified interaction, in terms of creating more
comprehensible input, can actually be obtained in a situation which does
not involve native speaking interlocutors” (p. 42). Similarly other studies
on classroom interactional analysis demonstrate that NNS/NNS interactive
discourse is equally beneficial in promoting L2 comprehension and pro-
duction (see Gass, 1997). According to these studies, NNS/NNS partners
produce more and frequent instances of interactional modifications, and
employ more communication strategies than do NS/NNS partners thereby
enhancing their chances of L2 comprehension.

Closely linked to the opportunity made available for learner–learner in-
teraction is the flexibility given to learners in nominating topics for discus-
sion in class. During the early part of interactional research, Hatch (1978)
reported that giving the learners the freedom to nominate topics provided
an effective basis for interactional opportunities. Although not enough
work has been done on the effect of learner topic control, a study by
Slimani (1989) found that learners benefited more from self- and peer-
nominated topics than from teacher nominated topics. Reflecting on
learner-topic control, Ellis (1992) rightly observes,

Having control over the topic is also one way of ensuring that the linguistic
complexity of the input is tailored to the learner’s own level. Better opportu-
nities for negotiating meaning when a communication problem arises are
likely to occur. Topic control may also stimulate more extensive and more
complex production on the part of the learner (p. 177)

3.2.3. Interaction as an Ideational Activity

Both interaction as textual and interaction as interpersonal activities can
provide only a limited perspective because they do not take into account
the social, cultural, political, and historical processes and practices that
shape language learning and teaching. In other words, they both fail to rec-
ognize language as ideology (cf. chap. 1, this volume). Language, as Wee-
den (1997) so aptly stated, “is the place where actual and possible forms of
social organization and their likely social and political consequences are de-
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fined and contested. Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves,
our subjectivity, is constructed” (p. 21). Thus, language is not simply a net-
work of interconnected linguistic systems; rather, it is a web of interlinked
sociopolitical and historical factors that shape one’s identity and voice. In
such a context, the development of the ability to speak one’s mind and “the
ability to impose reception” (Bourdieu, 1991) are of paramount impor-
tance. It is, therefore, no longer sufficient if interactional modifications
provide the learners only with the opportunity to fix communication break-
downs or to foster personal relationships in class. They must also provide
them with some of the tools necessary for identity formation and social
transformation.

Nobody emphasized this critical nature of education more and with
greater conviction than critical pedagogists such as Giroux, Shor, Simon,
and others who, influenced by the pioneering thoughts of Paulo Freire,
looked at the classroom as an ideological site—a site that is socially con-
structed, politically motivated, and historically determined. Therefore, crit-
ical pedagogy has to empower classroom participants “to critically appropri-
ate forms of knowledge outside of their immediate experience, to envisage
versions of a world which is ‘not yet’ in order to alter the grounds on which
life is lived” (Simon, 1988, p. 2). Such a pedagogy would take seriously the
sociopolitical, historical conditions that create the cultural forms and inter-
ested knowledge that give meaning to the lives of teachers and learners. “In
one sense, this points to the need to develop theories, forms of knowledge,
and social practices that work with the experiences that people bring to the
pedagogical setting” (Giroux, 1988, p.134).

Critical pedagogists call for an “empowering education” that relates
“personal growth to public life by developing strong skills, academic knowl-
edge, habits of inquiry, and critical curiosity about society, power, inequal-
ity, and change” (Shor 1992, p. 15); and one that helps students explore the
subject matter in its sociopolitical, historical contexts with critical themes
integrated into student language and experience. They consider contem-
porary language education “as somewhat bizarre in that it legitimates and
limits language issues as technical and developmental” (Giroux & Simon,
1988, p. 131) and believe that language education must be “viewed as a
form of learning that not only instructs students into ways of ‘naming’ the
world but also introduces them to particular social relations” (Giroux & Si-
mon, 1988, p. 131).

In the same vein, critical linguists argue that “all representation is medi-
ated, moulded by the value-systems that are ingrained in the medium (lan-
guage in this case) used for representation; it challenges common sense by
pointing out that something could have been represented in some other
way, with a very different significance” (Fowler, 1996, p. 4). Saying that ide-
ology and power that constitute dominant discourses are hidden from ordi-
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nary people, critical linguists seek to make them visible by engaging in a
type of critical discourse analysis that “is more issue-oriented than theory-
oriented” (van Dijk, 1997, p. 22). By doing so, they hope to shed light on
the way power relations work within the society. They thus move from the
local to the global displaying “how discourse cumulatively contributes to
the reproduction of macro structures . . .” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 42).

As can be expected, critical linguists pointedly emphasize the role of crit-
ical language awareness in developing sociopolitical consciousness. Fair-
clough, in particular, believes that critical language awareness “can lead to
reflexive analysis of practices of domination implicit in the transmission
and learning of academic discourse, and the engagement of learners in the
struggle to contest and change such practices” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 222).
He further points out that language learners can learn to contest practices
of domination only if the relationship between language and power is made
explicit to them.

Pointing out that researchers in L2 interactional analysis have shied away
from any serious engagement with the ideological forces acting upon class-
room discourse, I have proposed what is called critical classroom discourse
analysis (CCDA; Kumaravadivelu, 1999a). The primary function of such an
analysis is to play a reflective role, enabling teachers to reflect on and to
cope with sociocultural and sociopolitical structures that directly or indi-
rectly shape the character and content of classroom interaction. I have ar-
gued that

language teachers can ill afford to ignore the sociocultural reality that influ-
ences identity formation in and outside the classroom nor can they afford to
separate learners’ linguistic needs and wants from their sociocultural needs
and wants. Negotiation of discourse meaning and its analysis should not be
confined to the acquisitional aspects of input and interaction, or to the in-
structional imperatives of form/ function focused language learning activities
or to the conversational routines of turn-taking and turn-giving sequences; in-
stead, they should also take into account discourse participants’ complex and
competing expectations and beliefs, identities and voices, fears and anxieties.
(Kumaravadivelu, 1999a, p. 472)

Drawing from the CCDA perspective, I suggest that interaction as an
ideational activity must necessarily address questions such as:

� If classroom interaction is socially constructed, politically motivated,
and historically determined, what are the ways in which we can study
and understand the impact of these forces on interactional modifica-
tions?

� If discourse participants bring to the classroom their racialized, strati-
fied, and gendered experiences, how can we identify the way(s) in
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which these experiences motivate the style and substance of classroom
interaction?

� If the objective of language education should not be merely to facili-
tate effective language use but also to promote critical engagement
among discourse participants, then how can we analyze and assess the
extent to which critical engagement is facilitated in the classroom?

� If the learner’s voice has to be recognized and respected, how might
their personal purposes, attitudes, and preferred ways of doing things
be reconciled with interactional rules and regulations, and instruc-
tional aims and objectives?

� If negotiation of discourse meaning is not confined to the acqui-
sitional aspects of input and interaction, but include expectations and
beliefs, identities, and voices, fears and anxieties of the participants,
how might such a comprehensive treatment help or hinder the proper
management of classroom interaction?

� If classroom discourse lends itself to multiple perspectives depending
on discourse participants’ preconceived notions of learning, teaching,
and learning outcomes, how can we identify and understand possible
mismatches between intentions and interpretations of classroom aims
and events?

Clearly, investigations of these and other related questions will provide ad-
ditional insights necessary to determine the nature and scope of interaction
as an ideational activity.

An increasing number of scholars in L2 learning and teaching have ex-
pressed similar critical thoughts about power and inequality in L2 educa-
tion as well. For example, Norton (2000) introduced the concept of invest-
ment, which presupposes that when language learners interact, they are not
only exchanging information but “are constantly organizing and reorganiz-
ing a sense of who they are and how they relate to the social world. Thus an
investment in the target language is also an investment in a learner’s own
identity, an identity which is constantly changing across time and space”
(pp. 10–11). Similarly, Benesch (2001), demonstrated how “all teaching is
ideological, whether or not the politics are acknowledged” (p. 46), and has
shown us how teaching English for academic purposes can usefully address
students’ multiple identities by engaging them in decisions affecting their
lives in and out of school. Hall (2002) argued for a teaching agenda that is
embedded in a sociohistorical and/or sociopolitical authority. Johnston
(2003) called for a particular way of seeing the language classroom and has
sought “to reveal the value-laden nature of our work in the language class-
room and to provide tools for analyzing that work” (p. 5). A common
thread that runs through all these works is an unfailing emphasis on inter-
action as an ideational activity.
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To sum up this section on interactional activities, if interaction as a textual
activity focuses on formal concepts, and interaction as an interpersonal activ-
ity focuses on social context, then interaction as an ideational activity may be
said to focus on ideological content. If the first enables learners to modify
conversational signals, the second encourages them to initiate interactional
topics, the third empowers them to construct their individual identity. If first
measures quality of interaction in terms of gains in linguistic knowledge, the
second measures it in terms of gains in sociocultural knowledge. The three
types of interaction may be said to produce three types of discourse: (a) inter-
action as a textual activity produces instructional discourse resulting in better
conversational understanding; (b) interaction as an interpersonal activity
produces informational discourse resulting in superior social communica-
tion; and (c) interaction as an ideational activity produces ideological dis-
course resulting in greater sociopolitical consciousness. These three types of
activities, however, should not be viewed as hierarchical, that is, they should
not be associated with the traditional levels of proficiency—beginning, inter-
mediate, and advanced. From a language-acquisitional point of view, they
make it easier for learners of various levels to notice potential language in-
put, and recognize syntactic–semantic relationships embedded in the input,
thereby maximizing their learning potential.

Instructional design that deals with the selection and sequencing of lan-
guage content in order to maximize the interplay between input and inter-
action on one hand, and the learner and the learning process on the other
hand, is yet another important piece of the pedagogic puzzle. In the next
section, I turn to the design issues under the general rubric: content specifi-
cations.

3.3. CONTENT SPECIFICATIONS

One of the essential components of any language teaching program is sylla-
bus or curriculum, which specifies the what or the content of language learn-
ing and teaching. The two terms are often used interchangeably although
they may indicate a hierarchical relationship where curriculum refers
broadly to all aspects of language policy, language planning, teaching
methods, and evaluation measures, whereas syllabus relates narrowly to the
specification of content and the sequencing of what is to be taught. This
section is limited to syllabus as a content-specifier.

3.3.1. Syllabus Characteristics

A well-designed language teaching syllabus seeks mainly (a) to clarify the
aims and objectives of learning and teaching, and (b) to indicate the class-
room procedures the teacher may wish to follow. More specifically, any
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syllabus, according to Breen (2001, p. 151), should ideally provide the fol-
lowing:

� A clear framework of knowledge and capabilities selected to be appro-
priate to overall aims;

� continuity and a sense of direction in classroom work for teacher and
students;

� a record for other teachers of what has been covered in the course;
� a basis for evaluating students’ progress;
� a basis for evaluating the appropriateness of the course in relation to

overall aims and student needs, identified both before and during the
course;

� content appropriate to the broader language curriculum, the particu-
lar class of learners, and the educational situation and wider society in
which the course is located.

Of course, the assumption behind this ideal list of syllabus objectives is that
they will enable teaching to become more organized and more effective. In
that sense, a syllabus is more a teaching organizer than a learning indicator,
although a well-conceived and well-constructed syllabus is supposed to re-
late as closely as possible to learning processes.

But to expect any close connection between teaching design and learn-
ing device is to ignore the role of learner intake factors on intake processes
that we discussed in chapter 2. It is precisely for this reason Corder (1967)
talked about the notion of a “built-in-syllabus” that learners themselves con-
struct based on the language content presented to them and in conjunc-
tion with intake factors and processes. As Corder rightly asserted, the
learner syllabus is organic rather than linear, that is, learners appear to
learn several items simultaneously rather than sequentially retaining some,
rejecting others and reframing certain others. What is therefore needed is a
psycholinguistic basis for syllabus construction.

A well-known work that attempted to determine a possible set of
psycholinguistically valid criteria for syllabus construction was reported by
Manfred Pienemann and his colleagues. In a series of empirical studies,
Pienemann (1984, 1987) investigated the acquisitional sequence of Ger-
man word order rules:

Stage 1: X = canonical order

Romance learners of German as a Second Language (GSL) start out with
a subject–verb–object order as their initial hypothesis about German word
order, for example, die kinder spielen mit ball (‘the children play with the ball’).
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Stage 2: X + 1 adverb-preposing

For example, da kinder spielen (‘there children play’). This preposing rule
is optional in German. But once this rules is applied, Standard German re-
quires a word order like ‘there play children’ (i.e., inversion).

Stage 3: X + 2 = verb separation

For example, alle kinder muß die pause machen (‘all children must the
break have’). Before the verb separation is acquired, the word order in the
interlanguage is the same as in sentences with main verbs only (cf. the Eng-
lish equivalent—all children must have a break). Verb separation is obligatory
in Standard German.

Stage 4: X + 3 = inversion

For example, dann hat sie wieder die knoch gebringt (‘then has she again the
bone bringed’). In Standard German, subject and inflected verbal element
have to be inverted after preposing of elements.

From a group of Italian children learning German as a second language
in a naturalistic environment, Pienemann selected 10 who were either at
Stage 2 or Stage 3 in their L2 development. The subjects were given class-
room instruction for 2 weeks on the structure from Stage 4, that is, inver-
sion. When they were tested for the development of the newly instructed
structure, Pienemann found that children who were at Stage 3 progressed
to Stage 4, but children who were at Stage 2 remained at the same stage.
The study, he surmised, demonstrated that the relevant acquisitional stages
are interrelated in such a way that at each stage, the processing prerequi-
sites for the following stage are developed.

Based on his findings, Pienemann proposed what he called a learnability/
teachability hypothesis. The learnability hypothesis states that learners can
benefit from classroom instruction only when they are psycholinguistically
ready for it. The learnability of a structure in turn constrains the effective-
ness of teaching, which is the teachability hypothesis. The teachability hy-
pothesis predicts that instruction can only promote language acquisition if
the interlanguage of the L2 learner is close to the point when the structure
to be taught is acquired in the natural setting so that sufficient processing
prerequisites are developed.

Notice that the teachability hypothesis does not claim that teaching has no
influence whatsoever on L2 development. Rather, it maintains that the influ-
ence of teaching is restricted to the learning items for which the learner is
ready to process. Pienemann argued that, provided the learner is at the ap-
propriate acquisitional stage, instruction can improve acquisition with re-
spect to (a) the speed of acquisition, (b) the frequency of rule application,
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and (c) the different linguistic contexts in which the rule has to be applied.
From his findings, Pienemann derived two general tenets for L2 teaching:

The principles of L2 development are not only a more reliable background
for psycholinguistically plausible simple–complex criteria in material grading
than the present intuitive procedures, but they are a necessary background
for grading, since formal L2 learning is subject to a set of learning principles
which are shared by formal and natural L2 developments. Thus, teaching is
only possible within the margin determined by these principles. As a conse-
quence, any learning task which contradicts these principles is not-learnable;
it would ask too much of the learner. (Pienamann, 1984, pp. 40–41)

The learnability/teachability hypothesis as an idea makes eminent sense
and has pointed toward a fruitful line of research (see Pienamann, 2003,
for a recent review of his and related works). However, its validity and its ap-
plicability have been questioned because of the small size of the sample and
also because of practical problems, like identifying the learners’ current state
of grammar. Besides, further research by others (e.g., Lightbown, 1985)
demonstrated that classroom learners develop their language in a sequence
that has no bearing on the sequence introduced by the teacher. The general
consensus now is that we just do not have adequate knowledge of the
learner’s language-processing capacity in order to coordinate the teaching
sequence with learning sequence.

In spite of the advances made in psycholinguistic research, our rationale
for selecting and grading language input presented to the learner is no
more objective today than it was more than a quarter century ago when
Mackay (1965) discussed the highly subjective notions of “difficulty” and
“complexity.” Pointing out that selection is an “inherent” characteristic of
any language teaching enterprise because, “it is impossible to teach the
whole of language,” Mackey (1965) identified three major criteria for selec-
tion: frequency, range, and availability. Frequency refers to the items that oc-
cur the most often in the linguistic input that the learners are likely to en-
counter. It is, therefore, tied to the linguistic needs and wants of the
learners. Range, on the other hand, is the spread of an item across texts or
contexts. In other words, an item that is found and used in several commu-
nicative contexts is more important than the one that is confined to one or
two contexts. Although frequency of an item answers the question how of-
ten it occurs, range answers the questions where it is used, by whom, and for
what purposes. Availability relates to the degree to which an item is neces-
sary and appropriate, and it also corresponds to the readiness with which it
is remembered and used.

Gradation deals with sequencing (which comes before which) and
grouping (what goes with what) of linguistic items. According to Kelly
(1969), syllabus designers have historically used three basic principles for
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determining the sequencing of linguistic input: complexity, regularity, and
productivity. The first principle suggests a movement from the easy to the
difficult, the second from the regular to the irregular, and the third from
the more useful to the less useful. Unlike sequencing, grouping is con-
cerned with the systems of a language, and its structures (Mackey, 1965).
Grouping attempts to answer the question: What sounds, words, phrases, or
grammatical structures can be grouped and taught together? For instance,
the simple present (habitual) may be grouped with words like usually, often,
and every, as in I go to the park every weekend. Similarly, words may be grouped
together by association (chair, table, furniture, seat, sit, etc.).

The putting together of the selected and graded language input is gen-
erally governed by the overall theoretical stance adopted by the syllabus de-
signer. Once again, the L2 literature presents a plethora of syllabuses as re-
flected in labels such as the structural syllabus, the notional-functional
syllabus, the task-based syllabus, the discourse syllabus, the skill-based sylla-
bus, the content-based syllabus, the process-syllabus, the procedural sylla-
bus, and so forth. Although one can discern subtle and sometimes signifi-
cant variations among these in terms of content as well as method of
teaching, there are certainly overlapping features among them. A fruitful
way of understanding the basic philosophy governing these types of syllabus
is to put them into broad classifications.

3.3.2. Syllabus Classifications

Nearly a quarter century ago, Wilkins (1976) proposed two broad classifica-
tions of syllabus: synthetic syllabus and analytic syllabus. The underlying as-
sumption behind the synthetic syllabus is that a language system can be (a)
analyzed into its smaller units of grammatical structures, lexical items, or
functional categories; (b) classified in some manageable and useful way;
and (c) presented to the learner one by one for their understanding and as-
similation. The learners then are expected to synthesize all the separate ele-
ments in order to get the totality of the language. Because the synthesis is
done by the learner, the syllabus is dubbed synthetic. The language-cen-
tered as well as learner-centered methods discussed in chapter 5 and chap-
ter 6 follow the synthetic syllabus. As we see in much detail in those chap-
ters, language-centered pedagogists devised suitable classroom procedures
for teachers to present, and help learners synthesize, discrete items of
grammar and vocabulary while learner-centered pedagogists did the same,
adding notional and functional categories to the linguistic items.

In the analytic syllabus, the language input is presented to the learner, not
piece by piece, but in fairly large chunks. These chunks will not have any spe-
cific linguistic focus; instead, they will bring the learner’s attention to the
communicative features of the language. They are connected texts in the
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form of stories, games, problems, tasks, and so forth. It is the responsibility of
the learner to analyze the connected texts into its smaller constituent ele-
ments, hence the term, analytic. Learning-centered methods discussed in
chapter 7 adhere to the analytic approach to syllabus construction.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to discuss in detail how these syllabus
types are linked to other aspects of language teaching such as teaching
strategies, textbook production, and evaluation measures. These will be ex-
plained with examples as we discuss different categories of method in Part
II of the volume.

3.4. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I focused on various aspects of input, interaction, and sylla-
bus design as they impact on classroom instruction. In spite of the impres-
sive knowledge we have gained on the nature and relevance of input and
interactional modifications, we have only a limited understanding of their
role in L2 learning and teaching. A primary reason is that, as mentioned
earlier, studies on classroom instruction have focused generally and nar-
rowly on the impact of grammatical instruction rather than on the intricate
and intractable issue of the interplay between input and interaction on one
hand and between them and intake factors and intake processes on the
other hand. The fact that research on instructional modifications has not
substantively addressed this crucial relationship should have a sobering in-
fluence on our readiness to draw implications for pedagogic purposes.

But still, applied linguists are left with no option but to make use of the
still developing knowledge for drawing useful and useable ideas for lan-
guage teaching. According to Corder (1984),

There are those who believe that second language acquisition research is still
at such a preliminary stage that it is premature to base any proposals for lan-
guage teaching upon it yet. There are others, among whom I count myself,
who believe that it is the task of the applied linguist to make practical use of
whatever knowledge is available at the time. We cannot constantly be waiting
to see what is around the next corner. (p. 58)

Indeed, without waiting to see what is around the next corner, applied
linguists have, from time to time, readily conceived and constructed a suc-
cession of language-teaching methods based on insights from whatever re-
search findings that were available to them. In the same way, I attempt to
use the current state of knowledge to describe and evaluate their successes
and failures in order to see what we can learn from them. More specifically,
I use the features of language, learning, and teaching discussed so far to
take a close and critical look at major categories of language teaching meth-
ods. With that objective in mind, let us turn to Part II.
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LANGUAGE TEACHING
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4. INTRODUCTION

In Part One, I discussed the fundamental features of language, language
learning, and language teaching that, I believe, have to be considered in con-
ceiving, constructing, or critiquing any coherent and comprehensive L2 ped-
agogy. In this second part, I take a critical look at some established language
teaching methods to see how far they address those fundamental features.
But first, certain key terms and concepts constituting language teaching op-
erations have to be explained. I also need to provide the rationale behind the
categorization of language teaching methods presented in this book.

4.1. CONSTITUENTS OF LANGUAGE TEACHING
METHODS

A variety of labels such as approach, design, methods, practices, principles,
procedures, strategies, tactics, techniques, and so on are used to describe var-
ious elements constituting language teaching. A plethora of terms and labels
can hardly facilitate a meaningful and informed discussion in any area of
professional activity. In this section, I attempt to tease out some of the termi-
nological and conceptual ambiguities surrounding some of the terms and
concepts used in the field of second- and foreign-language teaching.

4.1.1. Method and Methodology

Method is central to any language teaching enterprise. Many of us in the lan-
guage teaching profession use the term, method, so much and so often that
we seldom recognize its problematic nature. For instance, we are hardly
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aware of the fact that we use the same term, method, to refer to two differ-
ent elements of language teaching: method as proposed by theorists, and
method as practiced by teachers. What the teachers actually do in the class-
room is different from what is advocated by the theorists. In fact, classroom-
oriented research conducted by Kumaravadivelu (1993a), Nunan (1987),
Thornbury (1996), and others clearly shows that even teachers who claim
to follow a particular method do not actually adhere to the basic principles
associated with it.

One way of clearing the confusion created by the indiscriminate use of
the term, method, is to make a distinction between method and methodology.
For the purpose of this book, I consistently use method to refer to estab-
lished methods conceptualized and constructed by experts in the field (see
text to come). I use the term, methodology, to refer to what practicing
teachers actually do in the classroom in order to achieve their stated or un-
stated teaching objectives. This distinction is nothing new; it is implicit in
some of the literature on language teaching. Such a distinction is, in fact,
the basis by which Mackey (1965) differentiated what he called method anal-
ysis from teaching analysis. He rightly asserted:

any meaning of method must first distinguish between what a teacher teaches
and what a book teaches. It must not confuse the text used with the teacher
using it, or the method with the teaching of it. Method analysis is one thing,
therefore, teaching analysis, quite another. Method analysis determines how
teaching is done by the book; teaching analysis shows how much is done by
the teacher. (p. 138)

In other words, a teaching analysis can be done only by analyzing and inter-
preting authentic classroom data that include the methodological practices
of the teacher as revealed through classroom input and interaction, and
teacher intention and learner interpretation (see Kumaravadivelu, 2003a,
chap. 13). A method analysis, on the other hand, can be carried out by
merely analyzing and interpreting different constituent features of a
method presented in standard textbooks on language teaching methods,
using any appropriate analytical framework.

4.1.2. Approach, Method, and Technique

Antony (1963) was perhaps the first in modern times to articulate a frame-
work for understanding the constituents of method. His purpose, a laud-
able one, was to provide much-needed coherence to the conception and
representation of elements that constitute language teaching. He proposed
a three-way distinction: approach, method, and technique. He defined ap-
proach as “a set of correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of lan-
guage and the nature of language teaching and learning. It describes the

84 CHAPTER 4



nature of the subject matter to be taught. It states a point of view, a philoso-
phy, an article of faith . . .” (Antony, 1963, pp. 63–64). Thus, an approach
embodies the theoretical principles governing language learning and lan-
guage teaching. A method, however, is “an overall plan for the orderly pre-
sentation of language material, no part of which contradicts, and all of
which is based upon, the selected approach. An approach is axiomatic,
a method is procedural” (p. 65). As such, within one approach there can
be many methods. Methods are implemented in the classroom through
what are called techniques. A technique is defined as “a particular trick,
strategem, or contrivance used to accomplish an immediate objective” (p.
66). The tripartite framework is hierarchical in the sense that approach
informs method, and method informs techniques.

When it was introduced, the Antony framework was welcomed as a help-
ful tool for making sense of different parts of language teaching operations,
and it was in use for a long time. However, a lack of precise formulation of
the framework resulted in a widespread dissatisfaction with it. Antony him-
self felt that modifications and refinements of his framework are “possible”
and even “desirable” primarily because the distinction between approach
and method on one hand, and method and technique on the other hand,
was not clearly delineated. The way approach and method are used inter-
changeably in some of the literature on L2 teaching testifies to the blurred
boundaries between the two. Secondly, the inclusion of specific items
within a constituent is sometimes based on subjective judgments. For in-
stance, Antony considered pattern practice a method, and imitation a tech-
nique when, in fact, both of them can be classified as classroom techniques
because they both refer to a sequence of classroom activities performed in
the classroom environment, prompted by the teacher and practiced by the
learner.

The Antony framework is flawed in yet another way. It attempted to por-
tray the entire language teaching operations as a simple, hierarchical rela-
tionship between approach, method, and technique, without in any way
considering the complex connections between intervening factors such as
societal demands, institutional resources and constraints, instructional ef-
fectiveness, and learner needs. After taking these drawbacks into consider-
ation, Clarke (1983) summarized the inadequacy of the Antony framework
thus:

Approach, by limiting our perspective of language learning and teaching,
serves as a blinder which hampers rather than encourages, professional
growth. Method is so vague that it means just about anything that anyone
wants it to mean, with the result that, in fact, it means nothing. And tech-
nique, by giving the impression that teaching activities can be understood as
abstractions separate from the context in which they occur, obscures the fact
that classroom practice is a dynamic interaction of diverse systems. (p. 111)
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In short, the Antony framework did not effectively serve the purpose for
which it was designed.

4.1.3. Approach, Design, and Procedure

To rectify some of the limitations of the Antony framework, Richards and
Rodgers (1982) attempted to revise and refine it. They proposed a system
that is broader in its scope and wider in its implications. Like Antony, they
too made a three-part distinction—approach, design, and procedure—but
introduced new terms to capture the refinements:

The first level, approach, defines those assumptions, beliefs, and theories
about the nature of language and the nature of language learning which op-
erate as axiomatic constructs or reference points and provide a theoretical
foundation for what language teachers ultimately do with learners in class-
rooms. The second level in the system, design, specifies the relationship of the-
ories of language and learning to both the form and function of instructional
materials and activities in instructional settings. The third level, procedure,
comprises the classroom techniques and practices which are consequences of
particular approaches and designs. (Richards & Rodgers, 1982, p. 154)

Notice that the term, method, does not figure in this hierarchy. That is be-
cause Richards and Rodgers preferred to use it as an umbrella term to re-
fer to the broader relationship between theory and practice in language
teaching.

As is evident, Richards and Rodgers retained the term, approach, to
mean what it means in the Antony framework, that is, to refer primarily to
the theoretical axioms governing language, language learning, and lan-
guage teaching. They introduced a new term, design, to denote what An-
tony denoted by the term, method. Design, however, is broader than An-
tony’s method as it includes specifications of (a) the content of instruction,
that is, the syllabus, (b) learner roles, (c) teacher roles, and (d) instruc-
tional materials and their types and functions. Procedure, like technique in
the Antony framework, refers to the actual moment-to-moment classroom
activity. It includes a specification of context of use and a description of pre-
cisely what is expected in terms of execution and outcome for each exercise
type. Procedure, then, is concerned with issues such as the following: the
types of teaching and learning techniques, the types of exercises and prac-
tice activities, and the resources—time, space, equipment—required to im-
plement recommended activities.

The three-tier system proposed by Richards and Rodgers (1982) is surely
broader and more detailed than the Antony framework. However, a careful
analysis indicates that their system is equally redundant and overlapping.
For instance, while defining approach, the authors state that “theories at

86 CHAPTER 4



the level of approach relate directly to the level of design since they provide
the basis for determining the goals and content of language syllabus” (p.
155). While defining design, they state that design considerations “deal
with assumptions about the content and the context for teaching and learn-
ing . . .” (p. 158). The boundary between approach and design is blurred
here because the operational definitions of both relate to theoretical as-
sumptions that actually belong to the realm of approach.

Furthermore, the Richards and Rodgers framework suffers from an ele-
ment of artificiality in its conception and an element of subjectivity in its op-
eration. As the Routledge Encyclopedia of Language Teaching and Learning
(2000) pointed out,

at least some information on the three areas of analysis—approach, design,
procedure—has to be inferred, because the proponents of each method do
not always provide comprehensive outlines for the underlying theory and for
all areas of practice. Therefore, determining some aspects may be a matter of
interpretation of statements or materials and consequently carries the risk of
misinterpretation. (p. 619)

This observation echoes a similar argument made much earlier by Penny-
cook (1989) who was “struck by a feeling of strain at attempts to fit disparate
concepts into their framework. In many instances, their attempts to demon-
strate conceptual unity for methods do not seem justifiable” (p. 602).

4.1.4. Principles and Procedures

An apparent and perhaps inherent drawback with a three-tier framework is
that it is difficult to keep the boundaries separate without redundancy and
overlapping. This is so particularly because we are dealing with different
levels of organization, all of which form an integral part of an interdepen-
dent system. Furthermore, a three-tier framework opens the door for an in-
terpretation that is unfortunate, and perhaps, unintended. That is, the
framework appears to treat approach as a theorist/researcher activity, de-
sign as a syllabus designer/materials producer activity, and procedure as a
classroom teacher/learner activity. As we saw in Part One, it is the theorist
who engages in the sort of activities described under approach, activities
such as providing a rationale and an account of psychosociolinguistic theo-
ries governing language learning and teaching. The activities described un-
der method/design, which include syllabus construction, materials produc-
tion, and the determination of learner/teacher roles are considered to be
the responsibilities of the syllabus/materials designer and not of the class-
room teacher. The teacher’s task in the classroom is what is described un-
der technique/procedure.
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The division of labor among the three groups of people involved in lan-
guage learning and teaching operations, the division implicit in the three-
tier frameworks, is acceptable to some extent in a traditional educational sys-
tem in which a centrally planned educational agenda was handed down to
the teacher. It is inadequate in the current pedagogic environment in which
the teacher is increasingly playing, at the local level, multiple roles of
teacher, researcher, syllabus designer, and materials producer. Recent em-
phases on classroom decision making (Breen & Littlejohn, 2000), teacher
and learner autonomy (Benson, 2001), teacher cognition (Woods, 1996),
teacher inquiry ( Johnson & Golombek, 2002), and action research (Edge,
2001) attest to the shifting responsibilities of various participants involved in
the learning and teaching operations. It is certainly inadequate in the emerg-
ing postmethod era because, as we see in Part Three, one of the central ob-
jectives of postmethod pedagogy is to fundamentally restructure the reified
relationship between the theorist and the teacher (Kumaravadivelu, 2001).

Besides, we need to keep in mind what we use such a framework for. An-
tony (1963) and Richards and Rodgers (1982) did not propose their frame-
works with the same purpose in mind. Antony had a very limited aim of pre-
senting “a pedagogical filing system within which many ideas, opposing or
compatible, may be filed” (1963, p. 63). He merely hoped that his frame-
work “will serve to lessen a little the terminological confusion in the lan-
guage teaching field” (p. 67). In other words, his framework is meant to be
a descriptive tool. Richards and Rodgers, however, had a higher goal. Their
framework is an attempt to provide “insights into the internal adequacy of
particular methods, as well as into the similarities and differences which ex-
ist between alternative methods” (1982, p. 168). They hoped that their
framework “can be used to describe, evaluate, and compare methods in lan-
guage teaching” (1982, p. 164). In other words, their framework is meant to
be an evaluative tool as well.

In spite of the aforementioned claim, the Richards and Rodgers (1982)
framework can be used only to describe the components of various meth-
ods as conceptualized by theorists, and as presented on paper, although, as
we saw earlier, even such a limited description will be partly based on sub-
jective interpretations. However, the framework can hardly be used to eval-
uate the relative effectiveness or usefulness of methods “in language teach-
ing,” assuming it refers to what teachers do in the classroom. It does not, for
instance, take into consideration several variables that shape the success or
failure of classroom language learning/teaching—variables such as intake
factors and intake processes (cf. chap. 2, this volume) and input modifica-
tions and instructional activities (cf. chap. 3, this volume). In other words,
the relative merits of methods cannot be evaluated on the basis of a check-
list, however comprehensive it may be. Besides, as a major large-scale exper-

88 CHAPTER 4



imental study called the Pennsylvania Project revealed (Smith, 1970), com-
parison of language-teaching methods with the view to evaluating their
classroom effectiveness is a notoriously treacherous task replete with exper-
imental pitfalls (because not all the variables governing classroom learning
and teaching can be effectively controlled in order to study the impact of a
particular method on learning outcomes) and explanatory flaws (because
any explanation of what is observed in the classroom has to be the result of
subjective interpretation rather than objective evaluation).

A three-tier distinction has thus proved to be inadequate to “lessen a lit-
tle the terminological confusion in the language-teaching field” (Antony,
1963, p. 65). The first of the triad—approach—refers to theoretical princi-
ples governing language learning and teaching. These principles are gener-
ally drawn from a number of disciplines: linguistics, psychology, sociology,
anthropology, information sciences, conversational analysis, discourse
analysis, and so forth. The second part of the triad—method or design—
can be part of the first component because we can, by all means, think of
principles of syllabus design, principles of materials production, principles
of evaluation, and so forth. The third component, of course, refers to actual
classroom-teaching strategies. In other words, two major components of
any systematic learning/teaching operation are the principles that shape
our concepts and convictions, and the procedures that help us translate
those principles into a workable plan in a specific classroom context.

In light of the just-mentioned argument, it appears to me to be useful to
simplify the descriptive framework and make a two-part distinction: princi-
ples and procedures. The term, principles, may be operationally defined as a
set of insights derived from theoretical and applied linguistics, cognitive
psychology, information sciences, and other allied disciplines that provide
theoretical bases for the study of language learning, language planning,
and language teaching. The term thus includes not only the theoretical as-
sumptions governing language learning and teaching but also those gov-
erning syllabus design, materials production, and evaluation measures.
Similarly, procedures may be operationally defined as a set of teaching
strategies adopted/adapted by the teacher in order to accomplish the
stated and unstated, short- and long-term goals of language learning and
teaching in the classroom. Thus, certain elements of Antony’s approach
and method, and Richards and Rodgers’ approach and design can be sub-
sumed under principles. Classroom events, activities, or techniques can be
covered under procedures. The terms principles and procedures are not
new; they are implicit in the literature and are being used widely though
not uniformly or consistently. In this book, I employ these two terms, keep-
ing in mind that they are useful only for description of methods, and not
for evaluation of classroom teaching.

CONSTITUENTS AND CATEGORIES OF METHODS 89



4.2. CATEGORIES OF LANGUAGE TEACHING
METHODS

Yet another source of tiresome ambiguity that afflicts language teaching is
the absence of a principled way to categorize language teaching methods in
a conceptually coherent fashion. This need has become even more acute
because of what Stern (1985) called the “method boom” (p. 249) witnessed
in the 1970s. The exact number of methods currently in use is unclear. It is
easy to count nearly a dozen, ranging from Audiolingualism to Jazz chants.
(I haven’t found one beginning with a Z yet, unless we count the Zen
method!)

It is not as if the existing methods provide distinct or discrete paths to
language teaching. In fact, there is considerable overlap in their theoretical
as well as practical orientation to L2 learning and teaching. It is therefore
beneficial, for the purpose of analysis and understanding, to categorize es-
tablished methods into (a) language-centered methods, (b) learner-centered meth-
ods, and (c) learning-centered methods (Kumaravadivelu, 1993b). This catego-
rization, which seeks to provide conceptual coherence, is made based on
theoretical and pedagogic considerations that are presented in a nutshell
below. A detailed treatment of these three categories of method follows in
chapters 5, 6, and 7.

4.2.1. Language-Centered Methods

Language-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with
linguistic forms. These methods (such as Audiolingual Method) seek to
provide opportunities for learners to practice preselected, presequenced
linguistic structures through form-focused exercises in class, assuming that
a preoccupation with form will ultimately lead to the mastery of the target
language and that the learners can draw from this formal repertoire when-
ever they wish to communicate in the target language outside the class. Ac-
cording to this view, language development is more intentional than inci-
dental. That is, learners are expected to pay continual and conscious
attention to linguistic features through systematic planning and sustained
practice in order to learn and to use them.

Language-centered pedagogists treat language learning as a linear, addi-
tive process. In other words, they believe that language develops primarily
in terms of what Rutherford (1987) called “accumulated entities” (p. 4).
That is, a set of grammatical structures and vocabulary items are carefully
selected for their usability, and graded for their difficulty. The teacher’s
task is to introduce one discrete linguistic item at a time and help the learn-
ers practice it until they internalize it. Secondly, supporters of language-
centered methods advocate explicit introduction, analysis, and explanation
of linguistic systems. That is, they believe that the linguistic system is simple
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enough and our explanatory power clear enough to provide explicit rules
of thumb, and explain them to the learners in such a way that they can un-
derstand and internalize them.

4.2.2. Learner-Centered Methods

Learner-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with
learner needs, wants, and situations. These methods (such as Communica-
tive Language Teaching) seek to provide opportunities for learners to prac-
tice preselected, presequenced linguistic structures and communicative
notions/functions through meaning-focused activities, assuming that a pre-
occupation with form and function will ultimately lead to target language
mastery and that the learners can make use of both formal and functional
repertoire to fulfill their communicative needs outside the class. In this
view, as in the previous case, language development is more intentional
than incidental.

Learner-centered pedagogists aim at making language learners gram-
matically accurate and communicatively fluent. They keep in mind the
learner’s real-life language use in social interaction or for academic study,
and present linguistic structures in communicative contexts. In spite of
strong arguments that emphasize the cyclical and analytical nature of com-
municative syllabuses (Munby, 1978; Wilkins, 1976; see chap. 3, this vol-
ume, for more details), learner-centered methods remain, basically, linear
and additive. Proponents of learner-centered methods, like those of lan-
guage-centered methods, believe in accumulated entities. The one major
difference is that in the case of language-centered methods, the accumu-
lated entities represent linguistic structures, and in the case of learner-
centered methods, they represent structures plus notions and functions.
Furthermore, just as language-centered pedagogists believe that the linguis-
tic structures of a language could be sequentially presented and explained,
the learner-centered pedagogists also believe that each notional/func-
tional category could be matched with one or more linguistic forms, and se-
quentially presented and explained to the learner.

4.2.3. Learning-Centered Methods

Learning-centered methods are those that are principally concerned with
cognitive processes of language learning (see chap. 2, this volume, for de-
tails). These methods (such as the Natural Approach) seek to provide op-
portunities for learners to participate in open-ended meaningful interac-
tion through problem-solving tasks in class, assuming that a preoccupation
with meaning-making will ultimately lead to target language mastery and
that the learners can deploy the still-developing interlanguage to achieve
linguistic as well as pragmatic knowledge/ability. In this case, unlike in the

CONSTITUENTS AND CATEGORIES OF METHODS 91



other two, language development is more incidental than intentional. That
is, grammar construction can take place when the learners pay attention to
the process of meaning-making, even if they are not explicitly focused on
the formal properties of the language.

According to learning-centered pedagogists, language development is a
nonlinear process, and therefore, does not require preselected, prese-
quenced systematic language input but requires the creation of conditions
in which learners engage in meaningful activities in class. They believe that
a language is best learned when the focus is not on the language, that is,
when the learner’s attention is focused on understanding, saying, and do-
ing something with language, and not when their attention is focused ex-
plicitly on linguistic features. They also hold the view that linguistic systems
are too complex to be neatly analyzed, explicitly explained, and profitably
presented to the learner.

In seeking to redress what they consider to be fundamental flaws that
characterize previous methods, learning-centered pedagogists seek to fill,
what Long (1985) called a “psycholinguistic vacuum” (p. 79). That is, they
claim to derive insights from psycholinguistic research on language devel-
opment in an attempt to incorporate them in language teaching methods.
As a result, the changes they advocate relate not just to syllabus specifica-
tions—as it happened in the case of the shift from language-centered to
learner-centered methods—but to all aspects of learning/teaching opera-
tions: syllabus design, materials production, classroom teaching, outcomes
assessment, and teacher education.

The categories of language teaching methods just described are summa-
rized in Fig. 4.1. A word of caution about this figure is in order. The figure
represents method analysis, not teaching analysis. From a classroom meth-
odological point of view, the three categories do not represent distinct enti-
ties with clear-cut boundaries. They overlap considerably, particularly dur-
ing the transitional time when dissatisfaction with one method yields slowly
to the evolution of another.

4.3. DESIGNER NONMETHODS

Part of the method boom that Stern talked about has given us what are
called new methods. They include Community Language Learning, the Silent Way,
Suggestopedia, and Total Physical Response. All these new methods advocate a
humanistic approach to language learning and teaching. Community Lan-
guage Learning treats teachers as language counselors who are sensitive to
the language learners’ emotional struggle to cope with the challenges of lan-
guage learning. They are supposed to create a nonthreatening atmosphere
in the classroom, forming a community of learners who build trust among
themselves in order to help each other. The Silent Way believes that teachers
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should be silent in class and talk only when absolutely necessary. Using color
charts and color rods as props, teachers are expected to encourage learners
to express their thoughts, perceptions, and feelings, and in the process, learn
the language. Suggestopedia, which now has even a fancier name, Desug-
gestopedia, aims at removing psychological barriers to learning through the
psychological notion of “suggestion.” Using fine arts such as music, art, and
drama, teachers are advised to create a comfortable environment in class in
order to eliminate any fear of failure on the part of the learners. Total Physi-
cal Response recommends that teachers activate their learners’ motor skills
through a command sequence in which learners perform an action, such as
standing up, sitting down, walking to the board, and so forth.

These new methods have also been dubbed as designer methods. I prefer to
call them designer nonmethods because none of them, in my view, deserves
the status of a method. They are all no more than classroom procedures
that are consistent with the theoretical underpinnings of a learner-centered
pedagogy. From a classroom procedural point of view, they are highly inno-
vative and are certainly useful in certain cases. But, they are not full-fledged
methods. As I have argued elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu, 1995), a method, to
be considered a method, must satisfy at least two major criteria. First, it
should be informed by a set of theoretical principles derived from feeder
disciplines and a set of classroom procedures directed at practicing teach-
ers. Both the underlying principles and the suggested procedures should
address the factors and processes governing learning and teaching (see
Part One, this volume) in a coherent fashion. Second, a method should be
able to guide and sustain various aspects of language learning and teaching
operations, particularly in terms of curricular content (e.g., grammar and
vocabulary), language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing), and
proficiency levels (beginning, intermediate, and advanced).

None of the designer methods satisfies the just-cited criteria. In spite of
their limitations, they have been wrongly treated as new methods, a treat-
ment that really requires a stretch of interpretation, as seen in the case of
Richards and Rodgers (1986) who attempted, rather laboriously, to fit the
new methods into their tripartite framework of approach, design, and pro-
cedure. In fact, a reputed Canadian scholar expressed surprise at “the toler-
ant and positive reception the new methods were given by sophisticated
methodologists and applied linguistics in North America. One could have
expected them to be slaughtered one by one under the searing light of the-
ory and research” (Stern, 1985, p. 249).

4.4. A SPECIAL TASK

Before concluding this section on categories of language teaching meth-
ods, a brief note on the status of Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) is
in order. As the novelty of communicative language teaching is gradually
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wearing thin (see chap. 6, this volume, for details), TBLT is gaining
ground. The word, “communicative,” which was ubiquitously present in the
titles of scholarly books and student textbooks published during the 1980s
is being replaced by yet another word, “task.” Since the late 1980s, we have
been witnessing a steady stream of books on TBLT, in addition to numer-
ous journal articles. There are research-based scholarly books on the nature
and scope of pedagogic tasks (Bygate, Skehan, & Swain, 2001; Crookes &
Gass, 1993; Skehan, 1998). There are books about task-based language
learning and teaching in general (Ellis, 2003; Long, in press; Nunan, 2004;
Prabhu, 1987). There are also specifically targeted books that provide tasks
for language learning (Gardner & Miller, 1996; Willis, 1996), tasks for lan-
guage teaching ( Johnson, 2003; Nunan, 1989; Parrott, 1993), tasks for
teacher education (Tanner & Green, 1998), tasks for classroom observation
(Wajnryb, 1992), and tasks for language awareness (Thornbury, 1997).

In spite of the vast quantity of the published materials on TBLT, there is
no consensus definition of what a task is. For instance, more than 15 years
ago, Breen (1987) defined task as “a range of workplans which have the over-
all purpose of facilitating language learning—from the simple and brief ex-
ercise type to more complex and lengthy activities such as group problem-
solving or simulations and decision-making” (p. 23). In a recent work on
TBLT, Ellis (2003), after carefully considering various definitions available in
the literature, synthesized them to derive a composite, lengthy definition:

A task is a workplan that requires learners to process language pragmatically
in order to achieve an outcome that can be evaluated in terms of whether the
correct or appropriate propositional content has been conveyed. To this end,
it requires them to give primary attention to meaning and to make use of
their own linguistic resources, although the design of the task may predispose
them to choose particular forms. A task is intended to result in language use
that bears a resemblance, direct or indirect, to the way language is used in the
real world. Like other language activities, a task can engage productive or re-
ceptive, and oral or written skills, and also various cognitive processes. (p. 16)

The definitions given not only bring out the complex nature of a task but
it also signifies a simple fact. That is, as I pointed out more than a decade
ago (Kumaravadivelu, 1993b), a language learning and teaching task is not
inextricably linked to any one particular language teaching method. Task is
not a methodological construct; it is a curricular content. In other words, in
relation to the three categories of method outlined in this section, there
can very well be language-centered tasks, learner-centered tasks, and learning-
centered tasks. To put it simply, language-centered tasks are those that draw
the learner’s attention primarily and explicitly to the formal properties of
the language. For instance, tasks presented in Fotos and Ellis (1991) and
also in Fotos (1993), which they appropriately call grammar tasks, come un-
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der this category. Learner-centered tasks are those that direct the learner’s
attention to formal as well as functional properties of the language. Tasks
for the communicative classroom suggested by Nunan (1989) illustrate this
type. And, learning-centered tasks are those that engage the learner mainly
in the negotiation, interpretation, and expression of meaning, without any
explicit focus on form and/or function. Problem-solving tasks suggested by
Prabhu (1987) are learning centered.

In light of the present discussion, I do not, in this book, treat the de-
signer methods and TBLT as independent language teaching methods. I
do, however, refer to them for illustrative purposes as and when appropri-
ate.

4.5. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I examined the use of terms and concepts that constitute
language teaching operations in general. I argued that for the sake of sim-
plicity and practicality, it is beneficial to have a two-tier system consisting of
principles and procedures. I also presented a rationale for the classification
of language-teaching methods into language-, learner-, and learning-
centered methods. I shall henceforth be using these terms and categories
as operationally defined and described in this chapter. The next three
chapters in Part Two deal with the theoretical principles and classroom pro-
cedures of language-, learner-, and learning-centered methods.
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5. INTRODUCTION

Language teaching methods evolve and improve over time as their merits
and demerits become more and more apparent with the accumulation of
experience and experimentation, ultimately leading to the development of
a new method with a new label. During the transitional time when dissatis-
faction with one method results in the gradual development of another,
there will necessarily be overlapping tendencies. Therefore, a method in a
later phase of its life may appear to be slightly different from what it was in
an earlier phase. But still, in order to fully understand the fundamental
characteristics of any given category of method and to differentiate it mean-
ingfully from other categories, it is necessary to go back to the foundational
texts that provide what may be called a canonical description of the theoret-
ical principles and classroom procedures of a method that may proto-
typically represent the category to which it belongs. With that understand-
ing, I focus in this chapter on what is known as audiolingual method, which
illustrates the essential characteristics of language-centered methods.

Although audiolingual method is considered to be “very much an Ameri-
can method” (Ellis, 1990, p. 21), some of its basics can be traced to almost
simultaneous developments in Britain and the United States. Toward the
second half of the 20th century, British applied linguists such as Hornby,
Palmer, and West developed principles and procedures of what came to be
called the structural–situational method. It primarily centered around the tri-
ple principles of selection, gradation, and presentation. Selection deals with the
choice of lexical and grammatical content, gradation with the organization
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and sequencing of content, and presentation with the aims and activities of
classroom teaching. As early as in 1936, Palmer, West, and their associates
selected and graded a vocabulary list, which was later revised by West and
published in 1953 with the title, A General Service List of English Words. The
list consisted of a core vocabulary of about 2,000 words selected on the basis
of such criteria as frequency, usefulness, and productivity and graded for
complexity. Likewise, Palmer and Hornby attempted to classify major gram-
matical structures into sentence patterns and also sought to introduce them
in situational dialogues. Hornby’s book, A Guide to Patterns and Usage of Eng-
lish, published in 1954 became a standard reference book of basic English
sentence patterns for textbook writers and classroom teachers.

As the British applied linguists were engaged in developing the struc-
tural–situational method, their American counterparts were called upon by
their government already drawn into World War II to devise effective, short-
term, intensive courses to teach conversational skills in German, French,
Italian, Chinese, Japanese, and other languages to army personnel who
could work as interpreters, code-room assistants, and translators. In re-
sponse, American applied linguists established what was called Army Spe-
cialized Training Program (ASTP), which moved away from the prevailing
reading/writing-oriented instruction to one that emphasized listening and
speaking. After the war and by the mid-1950s, the program evolved into a
full-fledged audiolingual method of teaching, and quickly became the pre-
dominant American approach to teaching English as second language.

A series of foundational texts published in the 1960s by American schol-
ars provided the much needed pedagogic resources for language-centered
methods. In an influential book titled Language and Language Learning: The-
ory and Practice, Brooks (1960) offered a comprehensive treatment of the
audiolingual method. This was followed by Fries and Fries (1961), whose
Foundations of English Teaching presented a corpus of structural and lexical
items selected and graded into three proficiency levels—beginning, inter-
mediate, and advanced. The corpus also included suggestions for designing
contextual dialogues in which the structural and lexical items could be in-
corporated. Yet another seminal book, Language Teaching: A Scientific Ap-
proach, by Lado (1964) provided further impetus for the spread of the
audiolingual method. Appearing in the same year was a widely acclaimed
critical commentary on the audiolingual method titled The Psychologist and
the Foreign Language Teacher, by Rivers (1964).

Although the British structural–situational method focused on the situa-
tional context and the functional content of language more than the Amer-
ican audiolingual method did, similarities between them are quite striking.
Part of the reason is that linguists on both sides of the Atlantic were influ-
enced by the tenets of structural linguistics and behavioral psychology. In
view of that common ground, I combine the two traditions under one
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widely used label, audiolingual method, and discuss its theoretical principles
and classroom procedures.

5.1. THEORETICAL PRINCIPLES

As mentioned, the fundamental principles of language-centered pedagogy
are drawn from structural linguistics and behavioral psychology. These two
schools of thought from sister disciplines have informed the theory of lan-
guage, language learning, language teaching, and curricular specifications
of language-centered pedagogy.

5.1.1. Theory of Language

Language-centered pedagogists believed in the theory of language proposed
and propagated by American structural linguists during the 1950s. Structural
linguists treated language as a system of systems consisting of several hierar-
chically linked building blocks: phonemes, morphemes, phrases, clauses,
and sentences, each with its own internal structure. These subsystems of lan-
guage were thought to be linearly connected in a structured, systematic, and
rule-governed way; that is, certain phonemes systematically cluster together
to form a morpheme, certain morphemes systematically cluster together to
form a phrase, and so forth. Secondly, structural linguists viewed language as
aural–oral, thus emphasizing listening and speaking. Speech was considered
primary, forming the very basis of language. Structure was viewed as being at
the heart of speech. Thirdly, every language was looked upon as unique,
each having a finite number of structural patterns. Each structure can be an-
alyzed, described, systematized, and graded, and by implication, can be
learned and taught by taking a similar discrete path.

Structural linguists rejected the views of traditional grammarians, who
depended on philosophical and mentalistic approaches to the study of lan-
guage. Instead, structuralists claimed to derive their view of language
through a positivist and empiricist approach. A scientific approach to the
study of language, it was thought, would help identify the structural pat-
terns of language in a more rigorous way. Such an emphasis on scientific
methods of linguistic analysis dovetailed well with the views of behavioral
psychologists whose antimentalist views of human learning informed the
audiolingual theory of language learning.

5.1.2. Theory of Language Learning

Language-centered pedagogists derived their theory of language learning
from behaviorism, a school of American psychology which was popular dur-
ing the 1950s and ’60s. Like structural linguists, behavioral psychologists
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too were skeptical about mentalism and rejected any explanation of human
behavior in terms of emotive feelings or mental processes. They sought a
scientifically based approach for analyzing and understanding human be-
havior. For them, human behavior can be reduced to a series of stimuli that
trigger a series of corresponding responses. Consequently, they looked at
all learning as a simple mechanism of stimulus, response, and reinforce-
ment. Experience is the basis of all learning, and all learning outcomes can
be observed and measured in the changes that occur in behavior.

Given their belief that all learning is governed by stimulus–response–re-
inforcement mechanisms, behaviorists did not make any distinction be-
tween general learning and language learning. Their theory of language
learning can be summed up in a series of assumptions they made:

� First and foremost, learning to speak a language is the same as learning
to ride a bicycle or drive a car. Language learning, then, is no different
from the learning of other school subjects like math or science. It is no
more than a systematic accumulation of consciously collected discrete
pieces of knowledge gained through repeated exposure, practice, and ap-
plication. This is a central belief that logically leads to all other assumptions
of varying importance.

� Second, language learning is just a process of mechanical habit forma-
tion through repetition. Forming a habit, in the context of language learn-
ing, is described as developing the ability to perform a particular linguistic
feature such as a sound, a word, or a grammatical item automatically, that
is, without paying conscious attention to it. Such a habit can be formed only
through repeated practice aided by positive reinforcement. Bloomfield
(1942), a prominent structural linguist, in his Outline Guide for the Practical
Study of Foreign Language, articulated the structuralist’s view of language
learning very succinctly: “The command of a language is a matter of prac-
tice. . . . practice everything until it becomes second nature” (p. 16). He
also emphasized that “Language learning is overlearning: Anything else is
of no use” (p. 12).

� Third, habit formation takes place by means of analogy rather than
analysis. Analysis involves problem solving, whereas analogy involves the
perception of similarities and differences. In the context of language learn-
ing, this means an inductive approach, in which learners themselves iden-
tify the underlying structure of a pattern, is preferable to a deductive ap-
proach. Pattern practice, therefore, is an important tool of language
learning.

� Fourth, language learning is a linear, incremental, additive process.
That is, it entails mastering of one discrete item at a time, moving to the
next only after the previous one has been fully mastered. It also involves
gradually adding one building block after another, thus accumulating, in
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due course, all the linguistic elements that are combined to form the total-
ity of a language. Because speech is primary, discrete items of language can
be learned effectively if they are presented in spoken form before they are
seen in the written form.

� Finally, discrete items of language should be introduced in carefully
constructed dialogues embedded in a carefully selected linguistic and cul-
tural context. Language should not be separated from culture, and words
should be incorporated in a matrix of references to the culture of the target
language community.

These fundamental assumptions about language learning deeply influ-
enced the theory of language teaching adopted by language-centered
pedagogists.

5.1.3. Theory of Language Teaching

Audiolingual theory of language teaching is, in fact, a mirror image of its
theory of language learning. Because learning a language is considered to
involve forming habits in order to assimilate and use a hierarchical system
of systems, language teaching is nothing more than a planned presentation
of those (sub)systems combined with provision of opportunities for repeti-
tion. The purpose of teaching, therefore, is twofold: In the initial stage, the
teacher, using a textbook, serves as a model providing samples of linguistic
input, and then in the later stage, acts as a skillful manipulator of questions,
commands, and other cues in order to elicit correct responses from the
learner. Linguistic input is, of course, presented in the form of dialogues
because they involve

a natural and exclusive use of the audio-lingual skills. All the elements of the
sound-system appear repeatedly, including the suprasegmental phonemes,
which are often the most difficult for the learner. All that is learned is mean-
ingful, and what is learned in one part of a dialogue often makes meaning
clear in another. (Brooks, 1964, p. 145)

The emphasis on dialogues also takes care of the primacy of speech as well
as the strict sequencing of four language skills in terms of listening, speak-
ing, reading, and writing.

Given the preference of analogy over analysis, pattern practice was con-
sidered to be the most important aspect of teaching, because it “capitalizes
on the mind’s capacity to perceive identity of structure where there is differ-
ence in content and its quickness to learn by analogy” (Brooks, 1964, p.
146). Besides, teaching the basic patterns helps the learner’s performance
become habitual and automatic. The teacher’s major task is to drill the ba-
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sic patterns. Learners “require drill, drill, and more drill, and only enough
vocabulary to make such drills possible” (Hockett, 1959). During the proc-
ess of drilling, the learners should be carefully guided through a series of
carefully designed exercises, thereby eliminating the possibility for making
errors. As the learners are helped to perform the drills, they are supposed
to inductively learn the grammatical structure being practiced.

Language-centered pedagogists thus drew heavily from structural lin-
guistics and behavioral psychology in order to conceptualize their princi-
ples of language teaching. And, in tune with the spirit that prevailed in
these two disciplines at that time, they dubbed their approach to language
teaching “scientific,” as reflected in the title of Lado’s 1964 book, men-
tioned earlier.

5.1.4. Content Specifications

Language-centered methods adhere to the synthetic approach to syllabus
design in which the content of learning and teaching is defined in terms of
discrete items of grammatical and lexical forms of the language that are
presented to the learners (see chap. 3, this volume, for details). In other
words, linguistic forms constitute the organizing principle for syllabus con-
struction. Drawing from the available inventory of linguistic forms com-
piled by grammarians through standard linguistic analyses, the syllabus de-
signer selects and sequences the phonological, lexical, and grammatical
elements of the language that can be included in graded textbooks used for
classroom teaching. The teacher presents the elements of language forms
(in terms of nouns, verbs, adjectives, articles, relative clauses, subordinate
clauses, etc.) one by one to the learners, who are then supposed to put
them together to figure out the totality of the language system. The primary
task of the learner is to synthesize the discrete items of language in order to
develop adequate knowledge/ability in the language.

Selection and gradation, that is, what items to select and in what sequence
to present them are but two challenges facing the syllabus designer. Lan-
guage-centered pedagogists implicitly followed the frequency, range, and
availability criteria for selection identified by Mackey (1965). Recall from
chapter 3 that frequency refers to the items that the learners are likely to en-
counter most, whereas range refers to the spread of an item across texts or
contexts. Frequency relates to where the item is used, by whom, and for
what purposes. Availability is determined by the degree to which an item is
necessary and appropriate. Similarly, for gradation purposes, language-
centered pedagogists followed the criteria of complexity, regularity, and
productivity (cf. chap. 3, this volume). Recall that the first principle deals
with a movement from the easy to the difficult, the second from the regular
to the irregular, and the third from the more useful to the less useful.
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Although the principles of selection and gradation have been found to
be useful for organizing language input presented to the learner in a class-
room context, critics have been skeptical about the rationale governing the
principles. It is difficult to establish usable criteria for selection and grada-
tion that are pedagogically and psychologically sound. As Corder (1973)
rightly observed, “we simply do not know to what extent linguistic catego-
ries have psychological reality, and therefore to what extent what might be
a logical linguistic sequencing of items in a syllabus is psychologically logi-
cal, and therefore the optimum ordering from a learning point of view” (p.
308). The paradox, however, is that “in spite of doubts about the feasibility
of a sequential arrangement, the grammar of a language cannot be taught
all at once. Some sort of selection and sequencing is needed, and therefore
a grammatical syllabus must be provided” (Stern, 1992, pp. 139–140). In or-
der to address this imperative, language-centered pedagogists posited what
they considered to be a reasonable and workable set of criteria.

This section on the theoretical principles briefly dealt with the concep-
tual underpinnings of language, language learning, language teaching,
and curricular specifications of language-centered methods. As we will see,
these theoretical beliefs are very much reflected in the classroom proce-
dures that practicing teachers are advised to follow.

5.2. CLASSROOM PROCEDURES

The aims and activities of any language teaching method can be analyzed
and understood, in part, by studying the input and interactional modifica-
tions that the teachers are advised to carry out for promoting desired learn-
ing outcomes in the classroom (see chap. 3, this volume, for details). In the
following sections, we consider the nature and relevance of input and
interactional modifications with reference to language-centered methods.

5.2.1. Input Modifications

Of the three types of input modifications discussed in chapter 3, language-
centered methods adhere almost exclusively to form-based input modifica-
tions. The other two types (i.e., meaning-based and form- and meaning-
based input) rarely figure in language-centered methods because, as we saw
in the earlier sections of this chapter, linguistic form has been the driving
force behind their learning and teaching operations, and the idea of nego-
tiated meaning in a communicative context was not of any considerable im-
portance. Language-centered pedagogists believe that form-based input
modifications are not only necessary and but also sufficient for the develop-
ment of linguistic as well as pragmatic knowledge/ability in the L2. For
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them, manipulating input entails selecting grammatical items, grading
them in a principled fashion, and making them salient for the learner
through a predominantly teacher-fronted instruction that explicitly draws
the learner’s attention to grammar. Such form-focused instruction is cou-
pled with clear explanation and conscious error correction.

The grammatical items of the target language are introduced to the
learners mostly through structural patterns. In a popular handbook of the
times, Paulston and Bruder (1975) provided a comprehensive, 145-page
long index of structural patterns arranged in alphabetical order. The first
two entries, for instance, are about adjectives and adverbs. The grammatical
forms listed are as follows (p. 51):

ADJECTIVES
Adjective comparison

1. (as Adj. as; the same X as)
2. (adj. -er than; more/less -ly than; more/less Noun than)
3. (adj. -est; most/least -ly; most/least Noun)

Demonstrative
Indefinite

much/many
other/another
some/any

Phrases
Possessive

ADVERBS
already/yet
Comparison
Frequency
here/there
Manner

by + Noun/Verb/-ing
-ly
with + Noun

too/enough
Place and time of expressions

For purposes of teaching and testing linguistic forms such as the two just
shown, Paulston and Bruder suggested three types of drills: mechanical,
meaningful, and communicative. As the following examples indicate, me-
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chanical drills are automatic manipulative patterns aimed at habit forma-
tion. The learner response is fully controlled and there is only one correct
way of responding. Meaningful drills have the same objective of mechani-
cal habit formation, but the responses may be correctly expressed in more
than one way. Communicative drills are supposed to help learners trans-
fer structural patterns to appropriate communicative situations; but, in
reality, it is still “a drill rather than free communication because we are
still within the realm of the cue-response pattern” (Paulston & Bruder,
1975, p. 15).

Paulston and Bruder also give examples of what kind of linguistic input
that will be provided by the teacher in a classroom context. For instance,
to teach the first of the three patterns of adjective comparison already
listed, the authors provide the following substitution drills (adapted from
pp. 55–56):

Pattern: Adjective Comparison 1 (Adj. as ; the same X as)
(a) Mechanical drill: Teaching Point: Practice Pattern

Model: Teacher (T): Our winter is as long as theirs.
(summer/warm)

Students (S): Our summer is as warm as theirs.
T: city/polluted S: Our city is as polluted as theirs.

lake/cold Our lake is as cold as theirs.
work/difficult Our work is as difficult as theirs.
apartment/big Our apartment is as big as theirs.

(b) Meaningful drill: Teaching Point: Use of Pattern
Model: T: VW’s in my country - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .

S: VW’s in my country are (not as cheap as here)
(not the same price as here)

T: The winter in A - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .
Women’s style in A - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .
The seasons in A - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .
Houses in A are - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .

(c) Communicative drill: Teaching Point: Communicative Use
T: Compare with your country. Pollution.
S: (The pollution here is as bad as in my country.)
T: traffic

drivers
prices
cars
TV
newspapers



As these examples clearly show, the linguistic input exposed to the learners
in the classroom are all carefully controlled. As we see in the following sec-
tion, the use of such a carefully engineered and exclusively grammar-
oriented language input cannot but limit the nature and scope of interac-
tion in the classroom.

5.2.2. Interactional Activities

The interactional activities of teachers and learners in a typical audio-
lingual classroom are characterized in terms of three Ps—presentation, prac-
tice, and production. At the presentation stage, the already selected and
graded linguistic items are introduced through a carefully constructed dia-
logue that contains several examples of the new items. The dialogue may
also provide, if set in a specific sociocultural context, new insights into the
culture of the target language community. Learners hear the tape record-
ing of the model dialogue (or hear a reading of it by their teacher), repeat
each line, and sometimes act out the dialogue. They are also encouraged to
memorize the dialogue. At this stage, the learners are supposed to begin to
grasp, mostly through analogy, how a particular structure works. Where
necessary, the teacher acts as the language informant, providing additional
information or explanation about relevant grammatical rules.

At the second stage, the learners practice the new linguistic items
through mechanical, meaningful, or communicative drills. The pattern
practice consists of isolated, decontextualized sentences, with the same
grammatical structure but different lexical items. They are also given substi-
tution tables (see boxed examples to come), which help them see the pat-
tern governing the grammatical structure involved. As Chastain (1971) cor-
rectly observed, during this whole process of drilling the dialogue and the
structures,

the students are carefully led in minimal steps through a series of exercises in
which the possibility of error is almost eliminated, and the opportunity for
practice is expanded to the fullest. The students are not supposed to analyze
and search for answers, but to respond immediately to the stimulus of the
teacher. . . . (pp. 34–35)

The learners are then sent to language lab (if available) for further drills in
sentence patterns as well as in stress, rhythm, and intonation. This is usually
followed by exercises in reading and writing, which also involve the use of
the grammar and vocabulary already familiarized. Thus, the language skills
are presented and practiced in isolation and in rigid sequence: listening,
speaking, reading, and writing.

At the production stage, the learners are given the opportunity to role-
play dialogues similar to the ones introduced in class or in the language lab.
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They are supposed to modify the language they have memorized in order
to vary their production. They are also encouraged to talk about a selected
topic in a carefully controlled context. Once this is all done, they are be-
lieved to have developed adequate linguistic and pragmatic knowledge/
ability to use the newly learned language for communicative purposes out-
side the classroom. The assumption here is that they will be able to success-
fully transfer their linguistic knowledge of discrete items of grammar into
communicative use in appropriate contexts, a questionable assumption
that we revisit shortly.

A recent rendering of audiolingual teaching taken from Johnson (2001,
pp. 173–174) illustrates some of the features of input and interactional
modifications already described. Johnson provides an example of part of a
lesson dealing with two sentence patterns: HAVE + just + -ed, and HAVE + not
+ -ed + yet. The use of capitals for HAVE indicates that the reference is to the
verb as a whole, including all its constituent forms such as has, have, and
others, and -ed refers to the past participle of verbs.
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Objectives: to teach the present perfect tense, with just and yet. Some
examples:

I have just picked up the pen. I haven’t picked up the pen yet.
She has just opened the door. She hasn’t opened the door yet.
They have just read the book. They haven’t read the book yet.

Step 1 Demonstrating the sentence pattern HAVE + just + -ed

Actions are done in front of the class, sometimes by the teacher and
sometimes by a pupil. For example, the teacher picks up a pen and
says I have just picked up the pen. Then a pupil opens the door and the
teacher says She has just opened the door.

Step 2 Practicing HAVE + just +- ed
(a) Drill Pupils form sentences from a table:

I

We (to close) the window
(to switch on) the light

They (to have) Just
(to play) football

He/she (to walk) home

You



To conclude this section, the classroom procedures explained and illus-
trated bring out the limitations of input as well as interactional modifica-
tions associated with language-centered methods. With regard to input, the
emphasis has been on form-based modifications to the neglect of meaning-
based activities. Likewise, the interactional modifications have been con-
fined to interaction as a textual activity, which focuses on syntactic aspects
of language. What has not been seriously taken into account is interaction
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(b) Drill The teacher says sentences like the ones on the left below.
Chosen pupils make HAVE + just + -ed sentences (as in the example
on the right):

She’s closing the window. She’s just closed the window.
She’s going to switch on the light.
They will play football.

Step 3 Demonstrating and practicing HAVE + not + -ed + yet
(a) Demonstration Show a diary for the day:

7.30 get up 10.00 phone Bill
8.00 wash 12.00 visit Jane (for lunch)
9.00 eat breakfast 2.00 take dog for walk

Teacher says:
It’s 8.30. I’m late. I haven’t washed yet.
It’s 9.30. Mary’s late. She hasn’t eaten breakfast yet.

(b) Drill Pupils form sentences from the table:

I

We (to eat)

(to phone)

John

The dog for a walk
They (to have) not

(to visit) Dinner
yet

He/she
(to take) Mary

You

This is only part of a lesson. Think of what is needed to finish it . . .



as interpersonal activity, which focuses on establishing and maintaining so-
cial relationships, and interaction as ideational activity, which focuses on
expression, interpretation, and negotiation of one’s own experience.

5.3. A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT

Audiolingual method represents a milestone in the annals of language
teaching for one good reason: Unlike earlier methods (such as Grammar-
Translation method), it was based on well-articulated and well-coordinated
theories of language, language learning, and language teaching, prompt-
ing its proponents to call it a “scientific” method. Although the method can
hardly be called scientific in the normal sense of the term, there is no doubt
that its proponents adhered to a highly rational view of learning and advo-
cated a highly systematic way of teaching, both derived from the linguistic
and psychological knowledge-base available at that time.

The systematic nature of language-centered methods proved to be im-
mensely helpful to the classroom teacher. The entire pedagogic agenda was
considered to be teacher friendly, as it provided a neat rules-of-thumb
framework for teachers with which to work. It could be used at all profi-
ciency levels. It was blessed with a narrowly defined objective of mastery of
grammatical structures, aided by coherently designed syllabuses with prese-
lected and presequenced items, and clearly delineated evaluation meas-
ures that focus on assessing the learning of discrete items of language.
The presentation–practice–production sequence put the teacher firmly in
charge of classroom proceedings, as it “is relatively easy to organize, and
comes bundled with a range of techniques which, besides having the poten-
tial to organize large groups of students efficiently, also demonstrate the
power relations within the classroom, since the teacher is the centre of what
is happening at all times” (Skehan, 1998, p. 94). In addition, it was easy to
train a large number of teachers in the principles and procedures of lan-
guage-centered methods of teaching in a fairly short period of time.

Being systematic is, of course, different from being successful. How can
the merits and demerits of language-centered methods be estimated? In
the preface to the second edition of his authoritative book on audiolingual
method, Brooks (1964) declared: “the comfortable grammar-translation
days are over. The new challenge is to teach language as communication,
face-to-face communication between speakers and writer-to-reader commu-
nication in books” (p. vii). As this statement clearly indicates, the central
goal of language-centered methods, in spite of their unmistakable empha-
sis on the mastery of grammatical structures, is indeed “to teach language as
communication.” It is, therefore, only proper to assess whether language-
centered pedagogists achieved the goal they set for themselves.

LANGUAGE-CENTERED METHODS 109



What does it mean “to teach language as communication” and to what
extent are the language-centered methods conceptually and procedurally
equipped to deal with it? Interestingly, although the phrase “teaching lan-
guage as communication” was coined by language-centered pedagogists, it
was later appropriated by learner-centered pedagogists and was used as a
slogan for communicative language teaching (see chap. 6, this volume, for
details). In a pioneering book on communicative language teaching titled,
appropriately, Teaching Language as Communication, Widdowson (1978)
made a useful distinction between language usage and language use:

The first of these is the citation of words and sentences as manifestations of
the language system, and the second is the way the system is realized for nor-
mal communicative purposes. Knowing a language is often taken to mean
having a knowledge of correct usage but this knowledge is of little utility on its
own: it has to be complemented by a knowledge of appropriate use. A knowl-
edge of use must of necessity include a knowledge of usage but the reverse is
not the case: it is possible for someone to have learned a large number of sen-
tence patterns and a large number of words which can fit into them without
knowing how they are actually put to communicative use. (pp. 18–19)

Widdowson goes on to argue that the teaching of usage does not guarantee
a knowledge of use, implying that any teaching of language as communica-
tion entails the teaching of language use, not just language usage. In a later
work, he states the problem of language-centered methods succinctly: “the
structural means of teaching would appear to be inconsistent with the com-
municative ends of learning” (Widdowson, 1990, p. 159).

Experiential as well as empirical evidence on the effectiveness of lan-
guage-centered methods revealed that the learners, at the end of their lan-
guage learning, were better at language usage than at language use. To put
it differently, they were able to develop linguistic knowledge/ability but not
pragmatic knowledge/ability. There are several factors that contributed to
this less-than-desirable outcome. First, language-centered pedagogists
failed to recognize that superficial linguistic behavior in terms of structures
and vocabulary, even if it becomes habitual, does not in any way entail the
internalization of the underlying language system required for effective
communication. Second, they seldom acknowledged that communicative
situations are far more complex and that, as V. Cook (1991) pointed out, “if
communication is the goal of language teaching, its content needs to be
based on an analysis of communication itself, which is not covered properly
by structures and vocabulary” (p. 137). Finally, they assumed, wrongly, that
the learners will be able to successfully transfer their knowledge of isolated
items of grammar and vocabulary and automatically apply it to real-life
communicative situations outside the classroom. The transfer did not occur
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primarily because, as Rivers (1972) argued, skill getting is fundamentally
different from skill using.

The theoretical bases of language-centered pedagogy signify at once its
strengths as well as its weaknesses. Although the solid, theoretical founda-
tion governing its orientation to language, language learning, and lan-
guage teaching gave language-centered pedagogy a principled, systematic,
and coherent base, it also contributed to its demise. Its theory turned out to
be flawed, and a flawed theory can hardly result in a flawless outcome. Se-
vere criticism about its theory came from the two disciplines that the peda-
gogy was totally dependent upon: psychology and linguistics.

The advent of cognitive psychology and Chomskyan linguistics shed new
insights that shook the very foundation of the psychological and linguistic
principles upon which the language-centered pedagogy was based. Taking
a mentalistic approach, cognitive psychologists focused on the role of the
human mind and its capacity to form insights, and rejected the stimulus–re-
sponse mechanism and habit-formation advocated by behaviorists. They
emphasized the active mental processes governing learning rather than the
passive techniques of repetition and reinforcement. Similarly, Chomskyan
linguistics with its emphasis on transformational generative rules effectively
questioned the hierarchical system of structural linguistics.

From an acquisitional point of view, Chomsky persuasively argued that
the behavioristic approach is woefully inadequate to account for first-
language development. As discussed in chapter 1, this volume, he hypothe-
sized that a child is born with an innate ability, and using that ability, the
child acquires the first language by formulating rules, testing them out, and
confirming or reformulating them rather than by merely responding to the
linguistic stimuli available in the environment. Language acquisition is
largely a developmental process of insight formation grounded in the cog-
nitive capacity of the human mind. Language behavior, then, is a rule-
governed creative activity and not a habit-induced mechanical one. Ex-
tending the Chomskyan notion of language acquisition, sociolinguists such
as Hymes pointed out that communicative capability does not merely in-
clude grammatical knowledge but also, more importantly, knowledge of
sociocultural norms governing day-to-day communication. A detailed dis-
cussion of these developments and their implications for language teaching
will be given in chapter 6. Suffice it to say here that the new developments
cast doubts virtually on every aspect of language-centered pedagogy.

While the theoretical base of language-centered pedagogy was com-
pletely undermined by the new developments in psychology and linguistics,
its classroom application did not fare any better. Both teachers and learners
were losing interest in it mainly because of its failure to achieve its stated ob-
jectives. As Ellis (1990) pointed out in a review of research, “many learners
found pattern practice boring . . . Even learners who were ‘motivated’ to
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persevere found that memorizing patterns did not lead to fluent and effec-
tive communication in real-life situations” (p. 30). The theoretical as well as
classroom drawbacks of language-centered pedagogy resulted in a sharp de-
cline in its popularity.

The loss of popularity of language-centered pedagogy does not, how-
ever, mean that it has no redeeming features. Highlighting the positive as-
pects of the pedagogy, several reputed scholars have, for instance, sug-
gested that

� “Language learning does involve learning individual items” (Spolsky,
1989, p. 61) just the way behaviorists advocated.

� An explicit focus on the formal properties of the language might help
the learner systematically examine, understand, and organize the lin-
guistic system of the language (Bialystok, 1988).

� Explicit teaching of forms or structures of the target language is bene-
ficial to learners at a particular point in their acquisition of the target
language (Stern, 1983).

� A manipulative, repetition-reinforcement instructional procedure may
be adequate at the early stages of second and foreign language learn-
ing (Rivers, 1972).

� “There must be some aspects of language learning which have to do
with habit formation” (Widdowson, 1990, p. 11).

Considering these and other positive features, Widdowson (1990) cau-
tioned wisely that “total rejection of behaviouristic theory is no more rea-
sonable than total acceptance” (p. 11).

Cautioning against the developing tendency to throw out the baby with
the bathwater, several scholars suggested that suitable modifications should
be introduced in the classroom procedures of language-centered pedagogy
in order to reduce its excessive system dependence and to make it more dis-
course oriented. Such a change of course was well articulated by none other
than Lado, one of the leading proponents of language-centered pedagogy.
When asked by a leading German professional journal, more than 20 years
after the publication of his seminal book on what he called the “scientific
approach” to language teaching, to look back and say which basic ideas of
the audiolingual approach he would no longer stress, Lado responded:

First, I do not consider necessary the verbatim memorization of dialogues. In
fact, it may be more effective to allow changes in what I would call a “creative
memory” mode, that is, having the students remember the context and the
ideas but encouraging them to communicative needs. Second, I no longer
use pattern practice out of context. Third, I no longer limit the students to
the vocabulary introduced in the text. I encourage them to introduce or ask
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for additional words and expressions relevant to the context. Fourth, I no
longer limit myself to helping them master the language, leaving it up to
them to use the language according to their needs. Finally, I give more atten-
tion to features of discourse. (Translated by and cited in Freudenstein, 1986,
pp. 5–6)

5.4. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I discussed the historical, psychological, and linguistic fac-
tors that shaped the language-centered pedagogy. I also explored its theo-
retical principles and classroom procedures with particular reference to the
audiolingual method. Being a theory-driven, systematically organized, and
teacher-friendly pedagogy, language-centered pedagogy began its life well
but failed to deliver on its central promise of developing effective commu-
nicative ability in the learner.

The widespread dissatisfaction with the language-centered pedagogy
coupled with the new developments in the fields of psychology and linguis-
tics ultimately motivated the search for a better method. The result is the
advent of what is called communicative language teaching, which is nor-
mally treated as a prototypical example of a learner-centered pedagogy. To
what extent the new pedagogy addressed the drawbacks of the one it sought
to replace and to what degree it achieved its stated objectives are the focus
of chapter 6.
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6. INTRODUCTION

The theoretical principles and classroom procedures of the language-cen-
tered pedagogy we discussed in the previous chapter shaped language
teaching and teacher education for nearly a quarter century. However, by
the late 1960s and early 1970s, researchers and teachers alike became in-
creasingly skeptical about the effectiveness of the pedagogy to realize its
stated goal of fostering communicative capability in the learner. The skepti-
cism was grounded in the growing realization that the knowledge/ability
required to correctly manipulate the structures of the target language is
only a part of what is involved in learning and using it.

Although several applied linguists wrote about the state of language
teaching, it was perhaps Newmark’s seminal paper, “How Not to Interfere
With Language Learning,” published in 1966, that epitomized the doubts
that prevailed among language teaching professionals, and opened up new
avenues of pedagogic thought. He doubted whether language learning can
be additive and linear as was steadfastly maintained by language-centered
pedagogists. He asserted that

if each phonological and syntactic rule, each complex of lexical features, each
semantic value and stylistic nuance—in short, if each item which the linguist’s
analysis leads him to identify had to be acquired one at a time, proceeding
from simplest to most complex, and then each had to be connected to speci-
fied stimuli or stimulus sets, the child learner would be old before he could
say a single appropriate thing and the adult learner would be dead. (New-
mark, 1966, p. 79)

Chapter 6

Learner-Centered Methods
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So arguing, Newmark (1966) adopted the view that complex bits of lan-
guage are learned a whole chunk at a time rather than learned as an assem-
blage of constituent items. He declared that language-centered pedagogy
with its emphasis on sequential presentation, practice, and production of
isolated linguistic items “constitutes serious interference with the language
learning process” (p. 81). In making such a bold declaration, he was clearly
ahead of his time. Although his provocative thoughts had to wait for full de-
ployment until the advent of learning-centered methods (see chap. 7, this
volume), they certainly highlighted the inadequacy of language-centered
methods, and prompted the search for an alternative method.

The search was accelerated by a congruence of important developments
in social sciences and humanities. Interestingly, almost all of the develop-
ments either occurred or became prominent in the 1960s, precisely when
dissatisfaction with language-centered pedagogy was growing. As we saw in
chapter 1, in linguistics, Chomsky demonstrated the generative nature of
the language system and hypothesized about the innate ability of the hu-
man mind to acquire it. Halliday provided a different perspective to lan-
guage, highlighting its functional properties. In sociolinguistics, Hymes
proposed a theory of communicative competence incorporating socio-
cultural norms governing language communication. Austin’s speech act
theory elaborated on how language users perform speech acts such as re-
questing, informing, apologizing, and so forth. In psychology, behaviorism
was yielding its preeminence to cognitivism, which believed in the role of
human cognition as a mediator between stimulus and response. Sociolo-
gists were developing communication models to explain how language is
used to construct social networks.

A development that was unrelated to the academic disciplines just men-
tioned, but one that hastened the search for an alternative method, was the
formation of European Economic Community (EEC), a common mar-
ket of Western European countries, a precursor to the current European
Union (EU). By deliberate policy, the EEC eased trade and travel restric-
tions within multilingual Europe, which in turn provided an impetus for
greater interaction among the people of the Western European countries
and, consequently, provided a raison d’etre for developing a function-orien-
ted language teaching pedagogy in order to meet their specific communi-
cative needs. In 1971, the Council of Europe, a wing of EEC, commissioned
a group of European applied linguists and entrusted them with the task of
designing a new way to teach foreign languages.

Learning from the shortcomings of language-centered pedagogy and
drawing from the newly available psychological and linguistic insights,
Wilkins, a British applied linguist who was a member of the group commis-
sioned by the Council of Europe, proposed a set of syllabuses for language
teaching. Originally published as a monograph in 1972, a revised and ex-
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panded version of his proposals appeared in 1976 as a book titled Notional
Syllabuses. Instead of merely a grammatical core, the new syllabus consisted
of categories of notions such as time, sequence, quantity, location, and fre-
quency, and categories of communicative functions such as informing, re-
questing, and instructing. The notional/functional syllabus, as it was
known, provided a new way of exploiting the situational dialogue inherited
from the past by indicating that formal and functional properties can after
all be gainfully integrated. Thus began a language teaching movement
which later became well-known as communicative method or communicative ap-
proach or simply communicative language teaching. The watchword here is, of
course, communication; there will be more on this later.

It should be kept in mind that communicative language teaching is not a
monolithic entity; different teachers and teacher educators offered differ-
ent interpretations of the method within a set of broadly accepted theoreti-
cal principles so much so that it makes sense to talk about not one but sev-
eral communicative methods. In what follows, I look at, in detail, the
theoretical principles and classroom procedures associated with communi-
cative language teaching, treating it as a prototypical example of a learner-
centered pedagogy.

6.1. THEORETICAL PRINCIPLES

The conceptual underpinnings of learner-centered pedagogy are truly mul-
tidisciplinary in the sense that its theory of language, language learning,
and language teaching came not only from the feeder disciplines of linguis-
tics and psychology, but also from anthropology and sociology as well as
from other subdisciplines such as ethnography, ethnomethodology, prag-
matics, and discourse analysis. The influence of all these areas of inquiry is
very much reflected in the theory of language communication adopted by
learner-centered pedagogists.

6.1.1. Theory of Language

In order to derive their theory of language, learner-centered pedagogists
drew heavily from Chomskyan formal linguistics, Hallidayan functional lin-
guistics, Hymsian sociolinguistics, and Austinian speech act theory. In chap-
ter 1, we discussed how these developments contributed to our understand-
ing of the nature of language. Let us briefly recall some of the salient
features.

Criticizing the basic tenets of structural linguistics, Chomsky pointed out
that language constitutes not a hierarchical structure of structures as
viewed by structuralists, but a network of transformations. He demon-
strated the inadequacy of structuralism to account for the fundamental
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characteristics of language and language acquisition, particularly their cre-
ativity and uniqueness. Whereas structuralists focused on “surface” features
of phonology and morphology, Chomsky was concerned with “deep” struc-
tures, and the way in which sentences are produced. Chomskyan linguistics
thus fundamentally transformed the way we look at language as system.
However, preoccupied narrowly with syntactic abstraction, it paid very little
attention to meaning in a communicative context.

Going beyond the narrowness of syntactic abstraction, Halliday empha-
sized the triple macrofunctions of language—textual, interpersonal, and
ideational. The textual function deals with the phonological, syntactic, and
semantic signals that enable language users to understand and transmit
messages. The interpersonal function deals with sociolinguistic features of
language required to establish roles, relationships, and responsibilities in a
communicative situation. The ideational function deals with the concepts
and processes underlying natural, physical, and social phenomena. In high-
lighting the importance of the interplay between these three macrofunc-
tions of language, Halliday invoked the “meaning potential” of language,
that is, sets of options or alternatives that are available to the speaker–
hearer.

It was this concern with communicative meaning that led Hymes to ques-
tion the adequacy of the notion of grammatical competence proposed by
Chomsky. Unlike Chomsky who focused on the “ideal” native speaker–
hearer and an abstract body of syntactic structures, Hymes focused on the
“real” speaker–hearer who operates in the concrete world of interpersonal
communication. In order to operate successfully within a speech commu-
nity, a person has to be not just grammatically correct but communicatively
appropriate also, that is, a person has to learn what to say, how to say it,
when to say it, and to whom to say it.

In addition to Hallidayan and Hymsian perspectives, learner-centered
pedagogists benefited immensely from Austin’s work. As we know, he
looked at language as a series of speech acts we perform rather than as a
collection of linguistic items we accumulate, an idea that fitted in perfectly
with the concept of language as communication. We use language, Austin ar-
gued, to perform a large number of speech acts: to command, to describe,
to agree, to inform, to instruct, and so forth. The function of a particular
speech act can be understood only when the utterance is placed in a com-
municative context governed by commonly shared norms of interpretation.
What is crucial here is the illocutionary force, or the intended meaning, of
an utterance rather than the grammatical form an utterance may take.

By basing themselves on speech-act theory and discourse analysis, and by
introducing perspectives of sociolinguistics, learner-centered pedagogists
attempted to get closer to the concreteness of language use. Accordingly,
they operated on the basis of the following broad principles:
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� Language is a system for expressing meaning;
� the linguistic structures of language reflect its functional as well as

communicative import;
� basic units of language are not merely grammatical and structural, but

also notional and functional;
� the central purpose of language is communication; and
� communication is based on sociocultural norms of interpretation

shared by a speech community.

In short, unlike language-centered pedagogists who treated language largely
as system, learner-centered pedagogists treated it both as system and as dis-
course, at least some of the features of the latter (cf. chap. 1, this volume).

6.1.2. Theory of Language Learning

Learner-centered pedagogists derived their language learning theories
mainly from cognitive psychologists, who dismissed the importance given
to habit formation by behaviorists, and instead focused on insight forma-
tion. They maintained that, in the context of language learning, the
learner’s cognitive capacity mediates between teacher input (stimulus) and
learner output (response). The learner, based on the data provided, is ca-
pable of forming, testing, and confirming hypotheses, a sequence of psy-
chological processes that ultimately contribute to language development.
Thus, for cognitive psychologists, mental processes underlying response is
important, not the response itself. They also believed in developmental
stages of language learning and, therefore, partial learning on the part of
the learner is natural and inevitable. Because of the active involvement of
the learner in the learning process, only meaningful learning, not rote
learning, can lead to internalization of language systems (for more details,
see the section on intake processes in chap. 2, this volume).

Consistent with the theory of language just discussed, learner-centered
pedagogists looked at language communication as a synthesis of textual, in-
terpersonal, and ideational functions. These functions, according to Breen
and Candlin (1980), involve the abilities of interpretation, expression, and
negotiation, all of which are intricately interconnected with one another
during communicative performance. They suggest that language learning

is most appropriately seen as communicative interaction involving all the par-
ticipants in the learning and including the various material resources on
which the learning is exercised. Therefore, language learning may be seen as
a process which grows out of the interaction between learners, teachers, texts
and activities. (p. 95)
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It must not be overlooked that in foregrounding the communicative
abilities of interpretation, expression, and negotiation, learner-centered
pedagogists did not neglect the importance of grammar learning. As Wid-
dowson (2003) recently lamented, the concern for communicative func-
tion was misconstrued by some as a justification for disregarding grammar.
“But such a view runs directly counter to Halliday’s concept of function
where there can be no such disjunction since it has to do with semantically
encoded meaning in form. This concept of function would lead to a re-
newed emphasis on grammar, not to its neglect” (p. 88, emphasis in origi-
nal). As a matter of fact, learner-centered pedagogists insisted that lan-
guage learning entails the development of both accuracy and fluency,
where accuracy activity involves conscious learning of grammar and fluency
activity focuses on communicative potential (Brumfit, 1984).

In a recent interpretation of the learning objectives of communicative
language teaching, Savignon (2002, pp. 114–115) considers the five goal ar-
eas, (known as Five Cs: communication, cultures, connections, compari-
sons, and communities) agreed upon as National Standards for Foreign
Language Learning in the United States as representing a holistic, commu-
nicative approach to language learning:

� The communication goal area addresses the learner’s ability to use the
target language to communicate thoughts, feelings, and opinions in a
variety of settings;

� the cultures goal area addresses the learner’s understanding of how the
products and practices of a culture are reflected in the language;

� the connections goal area addresses the necessity for learners to learn to
use the language as a tool to access and process information in a diver-
sity of contexts beyond the classroom;

� the comparisons goal area are designed to foster learner insight and un-
derstanding of the nature of language and culture through a compari-
son of the target language and culture with the languages and cultures
already familiar to them; and

� the communities goal area describes learners’ lifelong use of the lan-
guage, in communities and contexts both within and beyond the
school setting itself.

These learning goals, Savignon rightly asserts, move the communicative
language teaching toward a serious consideration of the discoursal and
sociocultural features of language use.

6.1.3. Theory of Language Teaching

As can be expected, learner-centered pedagogists took their pedagogic
bearings from the theories of language and language learning outlined
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above. Consequently, they recognized that it is the responsibility of the lan-
guage teacher to help learners (a) develop the knowledge/ability necessary
to manipulate the linguistic system and use it spontaneously and flexibly in
order to express their intended message; (b) understand the distinction,
and the connection, between the linguistic forms they have mastered and
the communicative functions they need to perform; (c) develop styles and
strategies required to communicate meanings as effectively as possible in
concrete situations; and (d) become aware of the sociocultural norms gov-
erning the use of language appropriate to different social circumstances
(Littlewood, 1981, p. 6).

In order to carry out the above responsibilities, it was argued, language
teachers must foster meaningful communication in the classroom by

� Designing and using information-gap activities where when one
learner in a pair-work exchange knows something the other learner
does not;

� offering choice of response to the learner, that is, open-ended tasks
and exercises where the learner determines what to say and how to say
it;

� emphasizing contextualization rather than decontextualized drills and
pattern practices;

� using authentic language as a vehicle for communication in class;
� introducing language at discoursal (and not sentential) level;
� tolerating errors as a natural outcome of language development; and
� developing activities that integrate listening, speaking, reading, and

writing skills.

These and other related measures recognize the importance of communi-
cative abilities of negotiation, interpretation, and expression that are con-
sidered to be the essence of a learner-centered pedagogy.

Such recognition also entailed a reconsideration of the role played by
teachers and learners in a communicative classroom. Breen and Candlin
(1980) identified two main roles for the “communicative” teacher.

The first role is to facilitate the communicative process between all partici-
pants in the classroom, and between those participants and the various activi-
ties and texts. The second role is to act as an interdependent participant within
the learning-teaching group. This latter role is closely related to the objective
of the first role and it arises from it. These roles imply a set of secondary roles
for the teacher: first, as an organizer of resources and as a resource himself.
Second, as a guide within the classroom procedures and activities. In this role
the teacher endeavors to make clear to the learners what they need to do in
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order to achieve some specific activity or task, if they indicate that such guid-
ance is necessary. (p. 99, emphasis as in original)

The learners have to take an active role too. Instead of merely repeating af-
ter the teacher or mindlessly memorizing dialogues, they have to learn to
navigate the self, the learning process, and the learning objectives.

6.1.4. Content Specifications

In order to meet the requirements of the learning and teaching principles
they believed in, learner-centered pedagogists opted for a product-oriented
syllabus design just as their language-centered counterparts did before
them, but with one important distinction: Whereas the language-centered
pedagogists sought to select and sequence grammatical items, learner-
centered pedagogists sought to select and sequence grammatical as well as
notional/functional categories of language. Besides, they put a greater pre-
mium on the communicative needs of their learners. It is, therefore, only
natural that a learner-centered curriculum is expected to provide a frame-
work for identifying, classifying, and organizing language features that are
needed by the learners for their specific communicative purposes. One way
of constructing a profile of the communicative needs of the learners is “to
ask the question: Who is communicating with whom, why, where, when,
how, at what level, about what, and in what way?” (Munby, 1978, p. 115).

The 1970s witnessed several frameworks for content specifications geared
toward a learner-centered pedagogy. As mentioned earlier, Wilkins (1972)
proposed a notional/functional syllabus containing an inventory of
semantico-grammatical notions such as duration, frequency, quantity, di-
mension, and location, and communicative functions such as greeting, warn-
ing, inviting, requesting, agreeing, and disagreeing. His syllabus was further
expanded by another member of the Council of Europe, van Ek (1975) who,
based on a detailed needs analysis, identified the basic communicative needs
of European adult learners, and produced an inventory of notions, functions
and topics as well as grammatical items required to express them. Munby’s
(1978) book titled Communicative Syllabus Design contains an elaborate taxon-
omy of specifications of communicative functions, discourse features and
textual operations along with micro- and macroplanning.

Any textbook writer or language teacher can easily draw from such in-
ventories and taxonomies to design a syllabus that addresses the specific
needs and wants of a given group of learners. Finocchiaro and Brumfit
(1983) in their well-known book, The Functional-Notional Approach: From The-
ory to Practice, provided detailed guidelines for teachers. Here is part of a
sample “mini-curriculum” adapted from their work:
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The sample units make it clear to the teacher and the learner what commu-
nicative function (e.g., apologizing) is highlighted and in what context
(e.g., theater, store, etc.) as well as what grammatical structures/items and
vocabulary are needed to carry out the function. They also indicate to the
teacher possible classroom activities that can be profitably employed to re-
alize the learning and teaching objectives.

The focus on the learner’s communicative needs, which is the hallmark of
a learner-centered pedagogy, has positive as well as problematic aspects to it.
There is no doubt that identifying and meeting the language needs of spe-
cific groups of learners will be of great assistance in creating and sustaining
learner motivation, and in making the entire learning/teaching operation a
worthwhile endeavor. Besides, a need-based, learner-centered curriculum
will give the classroom teachers a clear pathway to follow in their effort to
maximize learning opportunities for their learners. Such a curriculum easily
facilitates the designing of specific purpose courses geared to the needs of
groups of learners having the same needs (such as office secretaries, air traf-
fic controllers, lawyers, or engineers). However, as Johnson (1982) correctly
pointed out, if we are dealing with, as we most often do, groups of learners
each of whom wishes to use the language for different purposes, then, it may
be difficult to derive a manageable list of notions and functions. The Council
of Europe attempted to tackle this practical problem by identifying a “com-
mon core” of functions such as greeting, introducing, inviting, and so forth
associated with the general area of social life alongside other specialized,
work-related units meant for specific groups of learners.

Yet another serious concern about specifying the content for a learner-
centered class is that there are no criteria for selecting and sequencing lan-
guage input to the learner. Johnson (1982), for instance, raised a few possi-
bilities and dismissed all of them as inadequate. The criterion of simplicity,
which was widely followed by language-centered pedagogists, is of little use
here because whether a communicative function or a speech act is simple
or complex does not depend on the grammatical and discoursal features of
a function but on the purpose and context of communication. A second
possible criterion—priority of needs—is equally problematic because, as
Johnson (1982) observed, “questions like ‘Do the students need to learn
how to apologize before learning how to interrupt ?’ have no clear answer” (p.
71). Practical difficulties such as these notwithstanding, the learner-cen-
tered syllabus provided a clear statement of learning/teaching objectives
for classroom teachers to pursue in their classroom.

6.2. CLASSROOM PROCEDURES

The content specifications of learner-centered pedagogy are a clear and
qualitative extension of those pertaining to language-centered pedagogy,
an extension that can make a huge difference in the instructional design.
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But, from a classroom procedural point of view, there is no fundamental dif-
ference between language-centered pedagogy and learner-centered peda-
gogy. The rationale behind this rather brisk observation will become appar-
ent as we take a closer look at the input modifications and interactional
activities recommended by learner-centered pedagogists.

6.2.1. Input Modifications

Unlike the language-centered pedagogist, who adopted an almost exclusive
form-based approach to input modifications, learner-centered pedagogists
pursued a form- and meaning-based approach. Recognizing that successful
communication entails more than structures, they attempted to connect
form and meaning. In a sense, this connection is indeed the underlying
practice of any method of language teaching for, as Brumfit and Johnson
(1979) correctly pointed out,

no teacher introduces “shall” and “will” (for example) without relating the
structure implicitly or explicitly to a conceptual meaning, usually that of futu-
rity; nor would we teach (or be able to teach) the English article system with-
out recourse to the concepts of countableness and uncountableness. (p. 1)

What learner-centered pedagogists did, and did successfully, was to make
this connection explicit at the levels of syllabus design, textbook produc-
tion, and classroom input and interaction. Notice how, for example, the
minicurriculum cited (section 6.1.4) focuses on the communicative func-
tion of “apologizing,” while at the same time, identifying grammatical struc-
tures and vocabulary items needed to perform that function.

In trying to make the form-function connection explicit, language-
centered pedagogists assumed that contextual meaning can be analyzed
sufficiently and language input can be modified suitably so as to present the
learner with a useable and useful set of form- and meaning-based learning
materials. Such an assumption would have been beneficial if there is a one-
to-one correspondence between grammatical forms and communicative
functions. We know that a single form can express several functions just as a
single function can be expressed through several forms. To use an example
given by Littlewood (1981)

the speaker who wants somebody to close the door has many linguistic op-
tions, including “Close the door, please,” “Could you please close the door?,”
“Would you mind closing the door?,” or “Excuse me, could I trouble you to
close the door?” Some forms might only perform this directive function in the
context of certain social relationships—for example, “You’ve left the door
open!” could serve as a directive from teacher to pupil, but not from teacher
to principal. Other forms would depend strongly on shared situational knowl-

124 CHAPTER 6



edge for their correct interpretation, and could easily be misunderstood (e.g.
“Brrr! It’s cold, isn’t it?”). (p. 2)

Similarly, a single expression, “I’ve got a headache” can perform the func-
tions of a warning, a request, or an apology depending on the communica-
tive context.

Language input in learner-centered pedagogy, then, can only provide
the learner with standardized functions embedded in stereotypical con-
texts. It is almost impossible to present language functions in a wide range
of contexts in which they usually occur. It is, therefore, left to the learner to
figure out how the sample utterances are actually realized and reformu-
lated to meet interpretive norms governing effective communication in a
given situation. Whether the learner is able to meet this challenge or not
depends to a large extent on the way in which interactional activities are
carried out in the classroom.

6.2.2. Interactional Activities

To operationalize their input modifications in the classroom, learner-
centered pedagogists followed the same presentation–practice–production
sequence popularized by language-centered pedagogists but with one im-
portant distinction: Whereas the language-centered pedagogists presented
and helped learners practice and produce grammatical items, learner-
centered pedagogists presented and helped learners practice and produce
grammatical as well as notional/functional categories of language. It must,
however, be acknowledged that learner-centered pedagogists came out
with a wide variety of innovative classroom procedures such as pair work,
group work, role-play, simulation games, scenarios and debates that en-
sured a communicative flavor to their interactional activities.

One of the sources of communicative activities widely used by English
language teachers during the1980s is Communicative Language Teaching—An
Introduction, by Littlewood (1981). In it, he presents what he calls a “meth-
odological framework,” consisting of precommunicative activities and com-
municative activities diagrammatically represented as
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Stating that these categories and subcategories represent differences of em-
phasis and orientation rather than distinct divisions, Littlewood explains that
through precommunicative activities, the teacher provides the learners with
specific knowledge of linguistic forms, and gives them opportunities to prac-
tice. Through communicative activities, the learner is helped to activate and
integrate those forms for meaningful communication. The teacher also pro-
vides corrective feedback at all stages of activities, because error correction,
unlike in the language-centered pedagogy, is not frowned upon.

Littlewood suggests several classroom activities that are typical of a
learner-centered pedagogy. For example, consider the following activity:

And another:
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Discovering Missing Information

Learner A has information represented in tabular form. For example,
he may have a table showing distances between various towns or a foot-
ball league table showing a summary of each team’s results so far (how
many games they have played/won/lost/drawn, how many goals they
have scored, etc.). However, some items of information have been de-
leted from the table. Learner B has an identical table except that dif-
ferent items of information have been deleted. Each learner can
therefore complete his own tale by asking his partner for the informa-
tion that he lacks.

As with several previous activities, the teacher may (if he wishes) spec-
ify what language forms are to be used. For example, the distances ta-
ble would require forms such as “How far is . . . from . . . ?” “Which
town is . . . miles from . . . ?,” while the league table would require
forms such as “How many games have . . . played?” and “How many
goals have . . . scored?.”

(Littlewood, 1981, p. 26)

Pooling Information to Solve a Problem

Learner A has a train timetable showing the times of trains from X to
Y. Learner B has a timetable of trains from Y to Z. For example:

Learner A’s information:

Newtown dep. : 11.34 13.31 15.18 16.45
Shrewsbury arr. : 12.22 14.18 16.08 18.25



These two examples illustrate functional communication activities. The
idea behind them is that “the teacher structures the situation so that learn-
ers have to overcome an information gap or solve a problem. Both the stim-
ulus for communication and the yardstick for success are thus contained
within the situation itself: learners must work towards a definite solution or
decision” (Littlewood, 1981, p. 22). The activities are intended to help the
learner find the language necessary to convey an intended message effec-
tively in a specific context. The two sample activities show how two learners
in a paired-activity are required to interact with each other, ask questions,
seek information, and pool the information together in order to carry out
the activities successfully.

Social interaction activities focus on an additional dimension of lan-
guage use. They require that earners take into consideration the social
meaning as well as the functional meaning of different language forms.
Consider the following activities:
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Learner B’s information:

Shrewsbury dep. : 13.02 15.41 16.39 18.46
Swansea arr. : 17.02 19.19 20.37 22.32

Together, the learners must work out the quickest possible journey
from Newtown to Swansea. Again, of course, it is important that they
should not be able to see each other’s information.

(Littlewood, 1981, pp. 34–35)

Role Playing Controlled Through Cues and Information

Two learners play the roles of a prospective guest at a hotel and the ho-
tel manager.

Student A: You arrive at a small hotel one evening. In the foyer, you
meet the manager(ess) and:

Ask if there is a room vacant.
Ask the price, including breakfast.
Say how many nights you would like to stay.
Ask where you can park your car for the night.
Say what time you would like to have breakfast.



As Littlewood (1981) explains,

the main structure for the interaction now comes from learner A’s cues. A can
thus introduce variations and additions without throwing B into confusion.
For the most part, B’s role requires him to respond rather than initiate,
though he may also introduce topics himself (e.g. by asking whether A would
like tea). (p. 53)

In carrying out this social interaction activity, learners have to pay greater
attention to communication as a social behavior, as the activity approxi-
mates a communicative situation the learners may encounter outside the
classroom. The focus here is not just formal and functional effectiveness,
but also social appropriateness.

As these examples indicate, classroom procedures of learner-centered
pedagogy are largely woven around the sharing of information and the ne-
gotiation of meaning. This is true not only of oral communication activities,
but also of reading and writing activities. Information-gap activities, which
have the potential to carry elements of unpredictability, freedom of choice,
and appropriate use of language, were found to be useful and relevant. So
were role-plays, which are supposed to help the learners get ready for the
“real world” communication outside the classroom. One of the challenges
facing the classroom teacher, then, is to prepare the learners to make the
connection between sample interactions practiced in the classroom and
the communicative demands outside the classroom. Whether this transfer
from classroom communication to “real world” communication can be
achieved or not depends to a large extent on the role played by the teachers
as well as the learners.

To sum up this section and to put it in the framework of the three types
of interactional activities discussed in chapter 3, learner-centered peda-
gogists fully endorsed interaction as a textual activity by emphasizing form-
based activities, that is, by encouraging conscious attention to the formal
properties of the language. They also facilitated interaction as an interper-
sonal activity by opting for meaning-based activities, by attempting to make
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Student B: You are the manager(ess) of a small hotel that prides itself
on its friendly atmosphere. You have a single and a double room va-
cant for tonight. The prices are: £8.50 for the single room, £15.00 for
the double room. Breakfast is £1.50 extra per person. In the street be-
hind the hotel, there is a free car park. Guests can have tea in bed in
the morning, for 50p.

(Littlewood, 1981, pp. 52–53)



the connection between form and function explicit, and by helping the
learner establish social relationships in the classroom through collaborative
pair and group work. To a limited extent, they promoted interaction as an
ideational activity, which focuses on the learner’s social awareness and iden-
tity formation by encouraging learners at the higher levels of proficiency to
share with others their life experiences outside the classroom and by orga-
nizing activities such as debates on current affairs. The degree to which the
objectives of these types of activities were fully realized is bound to vary
from class to class and from context to context.

6.3. A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT

Perhaps the greatest achievement of learner-centered pedagogists is that
they successfully directed the attention of the language-teaching profession
to aspects of language other than grammatical structures. By treating lan-
guage as discourse, not merely as system, they tried to move classroom
teaching away from a largely systemic orientation that relied upon a me-
chanical rendering of pattern practices and more toward a largely commu-
nicative orientation that relied upon a partial simulation of meaningful ex-
changes that take place outside the classroom. By considering the
characteristics of language communication with all earnestness, they be-
stowed legitimacy to the basic concepts of negotiation, interpretation, and
expression. They highlighted the fact that language is a means of conveying
and receiving ideas and information as well as a tool for expressing per-
sonal needs, wants, beliefs, and desires. They also underscored the creative,
unpredictable, and purposeful character of language communication.

Of course, the nature of communication that learner-centered peda-
gogists assiduously espoused is nothing new. It has long been practiced in
other disciplines in social sciences such as communication studies. But what
is noteworthy is that learner-centered pedagogists explored and exploited
it seriously and systematically for the specific purpose of learning and
teaching second and foreign languages. It is to their credit that, although
being critical of language-centered pedagogy, they did not do away with its
explicit focus on grammar but actually extended it to include functional
features as well. In doing so, they anticipated some of the later research
findings in second-language acquisition, which generally supported the
view that

form-focused instruction and corrective feedback provided within the con-
text of a communicative program are more effective in promoting second lan-
guage learning than programs which are limited to an exclusive emphasis on
accuracy on the one hand or an exclusive emphasis on fluency on the other.
(Lightbown & Spada, 1993, p. 105)
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The explicit focus on grammar is not the only teaching principle that
learner-centered pedagogists retained from the discredited tradition of
audiolingualism. They also retained, this time to ill-effect, its cardinal belief
in a linear and additive way of language learning as well as its presenta-
tion–practice–production sequence of language teaching. In spite of their
interest in the cognitive–psychological principles of holistic learning,
learner-centered pedagogists preselected and presequenced grammatical,
lexical, and functional items, and presented to the learners one cluster of
items at a time hoping that the learners would learn the discrete items in a
linear and additive manner, and then put them together in some logical
fashion in order get at the totality of the language as communication. As
Widdowson (2003) recently reiterated,

although there are differences of view about the language learning process,
there is a general acceptance that whatever else it might be, it is not simply ad-
ditive. The acquisition of competence is not accumulative but adaptive: learn-
ers proceed not by adding items of knowledge or ability, but by a process of
continual revision and reconstruction. In other words, learning is necessarily
a process of recurrent unlearning and relearning, whereby encoding rules
and conventions for their use are modified, extended, realigned, or aban-
doned altogether to accommodate new language data.” (pp. 140–141)

As mentioned earlier, and it is worth repeating, from a classroom meth-
odological point of view, there are no fundamental differences between lan-
guage-centered and learning-centered pedagogies. They adhere to differ-
ent versions of the familiar linear and additive view of language learning
and the equally familiar presentation–practice–production vision of lan-
guage teaching. For some, this is too difficult and disappointing an inter-
pretation to digest because for a considerable length of time, it has been
propagated with almost evangelical zeal and clock-work regularity that com-
municative language teaching marked a revolutionary step in the method-
ological aspects of language teaching. The term, communicative revolution,
one often comes across in the professional literature is clearly an overstate-
ment. Those who make such a claim do so based more on the array of inno-
vative classroom procedures recommended to be followed in the communi-
cative classroom (and they indeed are innovative and impressive) than on
their conceptual underpinnings.

I use the phrase, “recommended to be followed,” advisedly because a
communicative learning/teaching agenda, however well-conceived, cannot
by itself guarantee a communicative classroom because communication “is
what may or may not be achieved through classroom activity; it cannot be
embodied in an abstract specification” (Widdowson, 1990, p. 130). Data-
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based classroom-oriented investigations conducted in various contexts by
various researchers such as Kumaravadivelu (1993a), Legutke and Thomas
(1991), Nunan (1987), and Thornbury (1996) revealed without any doubt
that the so-called communicative classrooms are anything but communica-
tive. Nunan observed that, in the classes he studied, form was more promi-
nent in that function and grammatical accuracy activities dominated com-
municative fluency ones. He concluded, “there is growing evidence that, in
communicative class, interactions may, in fact, not be very communicative
after all” (p. 144). Legutke and Thomas (1991) were even more forthright:
“In spite of trendy jargon in textbooks and teachers’ manuals, very little is
actually communicated in the L2 classroom. The way it is structured does
not seem to stimulate the wish of learners to say something, nor does it tap
what they might have to say . . .” (pp. 8–9). My research confirmed these
findings, when I analyzed lessons taught by those claiming to follow com-
municative language teaching, and reached the conclusion: “Even teachers
who are committed to CLT can fail to create opportunities for genuine in-
teraction in their classroom” (Kumaravadivelu, 1993a, p. 113).

Yet another serious drawback that deserves mention is what Swan (1985)
dubbed the “tabula rasa attitude” of the learner-centered pedagogists. That
is, they firmly and falsely believed that adult L2 learners do not possess nor-
mal pragmatic skills, nor can they transfer them, from their mother tongue.
They summarily dismissed the L1 pragmatic knowledge/ability L2 learners
bring with them to the L2 classroom. Swan (1985) draws attention to the
fact that adult second-language learners know how to negotiate meaning,
convey information, and perform speech acts. “What they do not know” he
declares rightly, “is what words are used to do it in a foreign language. They
need lexical items, not skills . . .” (p. 9). In other words, L2 learners, by vir-
tue of being members of their L1 speech community, know the basic rules
of communicative use. All we need to do is to tap the linguistic and cultural
resources they bring with them. This view has been very well supported by
research. Summarizing nearly two decades of studies on pragmatics in sec-
ond language learning and teaching, Rose and Kasper (2001) stated un-
equivocally, “adult learners get a considerable amount of L2 pragmatic
knowledge for free. This is because some pragmatic knowledge is universal
. . . and other aspects may be successfully transferred from the learners’ L1”
(p. 4). In a similar vein, focusing generally on the nonuse of L1 in the L2
classroom, Vivian Cook (2002) has all along questioned the belief that
learners would fare better if they kept to the second language, and has re-
cently recommended that teachers “develop the systematic use of the L1 in
the classroom alongside the L2 as a reflection of the realities of the class-
room situation, as an aid to learning and as a model for the world outside”
(p. 332).
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6.4. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I outlined the theoretical principles and classroom proce-
dures of learner-centered pedagogy with particular reference to communi-
cative language teaching. By citing extensively from the works of Finnoc-
chiaro and Brumfit, and Littlewood, I have tried to illustrate the pedagogy
both from its earlier and its later versions. It is apparent that by focusing on
language as discourse in addition to language as system, learner-centered
pedagogists made a significant contribution to furthering the cause of prin-
cipled language teaching. It is also clear that they introduced highly innova-
tive classroom procedures aimed at creating and sustaining learner motiva-
tion. The focus on the learner and the emphasis on communication have
certainly made the pedagogy very popular, particularly among language
teachers around the world, some of whom take pride in calling themselves
“communicative language teachers.”

The popularity of the learner-centered pedagogy started fading at least
among a section of the opinion makers of the profession when it became
more and more clear that, partly because of its linear and additive view of
language learning and its presentation–practice–production sequence of
language teaching, it has not been significantly different from or demon-
strably better than the language-centered pedagogy it sought to replace.
Swan (1985) summed up the sentiments prevailed among certain quarters
of the profession, thus:

If one reads through the standard books and articles on the communicative
teaching of English, one finds assertions about language use and language
learning falling like leaves in autumn; facts, on the other hand, tend to be re-
markably thin on the ground. Along with its many virtues, the Communica-
tive Approach unfortunately has most of the typical vices of an intellectual
revolution: it over-generalizes valid but limited insights until they become vir-
tually meaningless; it makes exaggerated claims for the power and novelty of
its doctrines; it misrepresents the currents of thought it has replaced; it is of-
ten characterized by serious intellectual confusion; it is choked with jargon.
(p. 2)

These and other valid criticisms resulted in a disillusionment that even-
tually opened the door for a radical refinement of communicative language
teaching, one that focused more on the psycholinguistic processes of learn-
ing rather than the pedagogic products of teaching. This resulted in what
was called a “strong” or a “process-oriented” version of communicative lan-
guage teaching. The original “weak” version merely tinkers with the tradi-
tional language-centered pedagogy by incorporating a much-needed com-
municative component into it, whereas the “strong” version “advances the
claim that language is acquired through communication, so that it is not
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merely the question of activating an existing but inert knowledge of the lan-
guage, but of stimulating the development of the language system itself. If
the former could be described as ‘learning to use’ English, the latter entails
‘using English to learn it’” (Howatt, 1984, p. 279).

But, such a “strong” version has to be so radically different both in theory
and in practice that it would lead to terminological and conceptual confu-
sion to continue to call it communicative method or learner-centered pedagogy.
A more apt description would be learning-centered pedagogy, to which we
turn next.
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7. INTRODUCTION

In chapter 5 and chapter 6, we learned how language- and learner-centered
methods are anchored primarily in the linguistic properties of the target
language, the former on formal properties and the latter on formal as well
as functional properties. We also learned that they both share a fundamen-
tal similarity in classroom methodological procedures: presentation, prac-
tice, and production of those properties. In other words, they are grounded
on the linguistic properties underlying the target language rather than on
the learning processes underlying L2 development. This is understandable
partly because, unlike the advocates of learning-centered methods, those of
language- and learner-centered methods did not have the full benefit of
nearly a quarter century of sustained research in the psycholinguistic proc-
esses of L2 development. Studies on intake factors and intake processes
governing L2 development (cf. chap. 2, this volume), in spite of their con-
ceptual and methodological limitations, have certainly provided a fast-
expanding site on which the edifice of a process-based method could be
constructed.

During the 1980s, several scholars experimented with various process-
oriented approaches to language teaching. These approaches include:
comprehension approach (Winitz, 1981), natural approach (Krashen &
Terrell, 1983), proficiency-oriented approach (Omaggio, 1986), communi-
cational approach (Prabhu, 1987), lexical approach (Lewis, 1993; Willis,
1990) and process approach (Legutke & Thomas, 1991). In addition, there
is a host of other local projects that are little known and less recognized
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(see Hamilton, 1996, for some). All these attempts indicate a rare conver-
gence of ideas and interests in as wide a geographical area and as varied a
pedagogical context as North America, Western Europe and South Asia. In
this chapter, I focus on two learning-centered methods, mainly because
both of them have been widely recognized and reviewed in the L2 litera-
ture: the Natural Approach, and the Communicational Approach.

The Natural Approach (NA) was originally proposed by Terrell at the
University of California at Irvine initially for teaching beginning level Span-
ish for adult learners in the United States. It was later developed fully by
combining the practical experience gained by Terrell and the theoretical
constructs of the Monitor Model of second language acquisition proposed
by Krashen, an applied linguist at the University of Southern California.
The principles and procedures of the approach have been well articulated
in Krashen and Terrell (1983). In addition, Brown and Palmer (1988) de-
veloped language specifications and instructional materials for applying
Krashen’s theory. The NA is premised on the belief that a language is best
acquired when the learner’s focus is not directly on the language.

The Communicational Approach, very much like the NA, is based on the
belief that grammar construction can take place in the absence of any ex-
plicit focus on linguistic features. It was developed through a long-term
project initiated and directed by Prabhu, who was an English Studies Spe-
cialist at the British Council, South India. Reviews of the project that have
appeared in the literature call it the Bangalore Project (referring to the
place of its origin), or the Procedural Syllabus (referring to the nature of its
syllabus), but the project team itself used the name Communicational
Teaching Project (CTP). The need for the project arose from a widespread
dissatisfaction with a version of language-centered pedagogy followed in In-
dian schools. It was also felt that the learner-centered pedagogy with its em-
phasis on situational appropriacy might not be relevant for a context where
English is taught and learned more for academic and administrative rea-
sons than for social interactional purposes. The project was carried out for
5 years (1979–1984) in large classes in South India (30 to 45 students per
class in primary schools, and 40 to 60 students per class in secondary
schools). Few classes used teaching aids beyond the chalkboard, paper, and
pencil. Toward the end of the project period and at the invitation of the
project team, a group of program evaluators from the University of Edin-
burgh, U.K. evaluated the efficacy of the approach (see, e.g., Beretta &
Davies, 1985). Thus, among the known learning-centered methods, the
CTP is perhaps the only one that enjoys the benefits of a sustained system-
atic investigation as well as a formal external evaluation.

In the following sections of this chapter, I take a critical look at the theo-
retical principles and classroom procedures associated with learning-
centered methods with particular reference to the NA and the CTP.
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7.1. THEORETICAL PRINCIPLES

The theoretical foundations of learning-centered pedagogy are guided by
the theory of language, language learning, language teaching, and curricu-
lar specifications that the proponents of the pedagogy deemed appropriate
for constructing a new pedagogy.

7.1.1. Theory of Language

Although learning-centered pedagogists have not explicitly spelled out any
specific theory of language that governs their pedagogy, their principles
and procedures imply the same theory that informs the learner-centered
pedagogy (see chap. 6, this volume, for details). They have drawn heavily
from the Chomskyan cognitive perspective on language learning, and from
the Hallidayan functional perspective on language use. They particularly
owe a debt to Halliday’s concept of learning to mean and his observation that
language is learned only in relation to use. They have, however, been very
selective in applying the Hallidayan perspective. For instance, they have em-
phasized the primacy of meaning and lexicon while, unlike Halliday, mini-
mizing the importance of grammar. There is also an important difference
between the NA and the CTP in terms of the theory of language: while the
NA values sociocultural aspects of pragmatic knowledge, the CTP devalues
them. The reason is simple: unlike the NA, the CTP is concerned with de-
veloping linguistic knowledge/ability that can be used for academic pur-
poses rather than developing pragmatic knowledge/ability that can be used
for social interaction.

7.1.2. Theory of Language Learning

Both the NA and the CTP share a well-articulated theory of language learn-
ing partially supported by research in L2 development. They both believe
that L2 grammar construction can take place incidentally, that is, even
when the learners’ conscious attention is not brought to bear on the gram-
matical system. There is, however, a subtle difference in their approach to
language learning. The NA treats L2 grammar construction as largely inci-
dental. That is, it does not rule out a restricted role for explicit focus on
grammar as part of an institutionalized language learning/teaching pro-
gram or as part of homework given to the learner. The CTP, however, treats
L2 grammar construction as exclusively incidental. That is, it rules out any
role for explicit focus on grammar even in formal contexts. In spite of this
difference, as we shall see, there are more similarities than differences be-
tween the two in terms of their theoretical principles and classroom proce-
dures.
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The language learning theory of learning-centered pedagogy rests on
the following four basic premises:

1. Language development is incidental, not intentional.
2. Language development is meaning focused, not form focused.
3. Language development is comprehension based, not production

based.
4. Language development is cyclical and parallel, not sequential and ad-

ditive.

I briefly discuss each of these premises below, highlighting the extent to
which the NA and the CTP converge or diverge.

Language development is incidental, not intentional. In the context of L2 de-
velopment, the process of incidental learning involves the picking up of
words and structures, “simply by engaging in a variety of communicative ac-
tivities, in particular reading and listening activities, during which the
learner’s attention is focused on the meaning rather than on the form of
language” (Hulstijin, 2003, p. 349). The incidental nature of language de-
velopment has long been a subject of interest to scholars. As early as in the
17th century, philosopher Locke (1693) anticipated the basic principles of
learning-centered methods when he said:

learning how to speak a language . . . is an intuitive process for which human
beings have a natural capacity that can be awakened provided only that the
proper conditions exist. Put simply, there are three such conditions: someone
to talk to, something to talk about, and a desire to understand and make your-
self understood. (cited in Howatt, 1984, p. 192)

Much later, Palmer (1921) argued that (a) in learning a second language,
we learn without knowing that we are learning; and (b) the utilization of
the adult learner’s conscious attention on language militates against the
proper functioning of the natural capacities of language development.

Krashen has put forth similar arguments in three of his hypotheses that
form part of his Monitor Model of second-language acquisition. His input
hypothesis states “humans acquire language in only one way—by under-
standing messages, or by receiving comprehensible input. . . . If input is un-
derstood, and there is enough of it, the necessary grammar is automatically
provided” (Krashen, 1985, p. 2). His acquisition/learning hypothesis states
that adults have two distinct and independent ways of developing L2 knowl-
edge/ability. One way is acquisition, a process similar, if not identical, to the
way children develop their knowledge/ability in the first language. It is a
subconscious process. Acquisition, therefore, is “picking-up” a language in-
cidentally. Another way is learning. It refers to conscious knowledge of an
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L2, knowing the rules, being aware of them, and being able to talk about
them. Learning, therefore, is developing language knowledge/ability in-
tentionally. His monitor hypothesis posits that acquisition and learning are
used in very specific ways. Acquisition “initiates” our utterances in L2 and is
responsible for our fluency. Learning comes into play only to make changes
in the form of our utterance, after it has been “produced” by the acquired
system. Together, the three hypotheses claim that incidental learning is
what counts in the development of L2 knowledge/ability. It must, however,
be noted that Krashen does not completely rule out intentional learning
which, he believes, may play a marginal role.

Unlike Krashen, Prabhu claims that language development is exclusively
incidental. He dismisses any explicit teaching of descriptive grammar to
learners, not even for monitor use as advocated by Krashen. He rightly
points out that the sequence and the substance of grammar that is exposed
to the learners through systematic instruction may not be the same as the
learners’ mental representation of it. He, therefore, sees no reason why any
structure or vocabulary has to be consciously presented by the teacher or
practiced by the learner. The CTP operates under the assumption that

while the conscious mind is working out some of the meaning-content, a sub-
conscious part of the mind perceives, abstracts, or acquires (or recreates, as a
cognitive structure) some of the linguistic structuring embodied in those enti-
ties, as a step in the development of an internal system of rules. (Prabhu,
1987, pp. 69–70)

The extent to which learning-centered pedagogists emphasize inciden-
tal learning is only partially supported by research on L2 learning and
teaching. As discussed in chapter 2 and chapter 3, research makes it amply
clear that learners need to pay conscious attention to, and notice the lin-
guistic properties of, the language as well. It has been argued that there can
be no L2 learning without attention and noticing although it is possible
that learners may learn one thing when their primary objective is to do
something else (Schmidt, 1993). As Hulstjin (2003) concluded in a recent
review,

on the one hand, both incidental and intentional learning require some at-
tention and noticing. On the other hand, however, attention is deliberately
directed to committing new information to memory in the case of intentional
learning, whereas the involvement of attention is not deliberately geared to-
ward an articulated learning goal in the case of incidental learning. (p. 361)

Language development is meaning focused, not form focused. Closely linked to
the principle of incidental learning is the emphasis placed by learning-
centered methods on meaning-focused activities. This principle, which is in
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fact the cornerstone of learning-centered methods, holds that L2 develop-
ment is not a matter of accumulation and assimilation of phonological, syn-
tactic and semantic features of the target language, but a matter of under-
standing the language input “where ‘understand’ means that the acquirer
is focused on the meaning and not the form of the message” (Krashen,
1982, p. 21). Learning-centered pedagogists point out the futility of focus-
ing on form by arguing that

the internal system developed by successful learners is far more complex than
any grammar yet constructed by a linguist, and it is, therefore, unreasonable
to suppose that any language learner can acquire a deployable internal system
by consciously understanding and assimilating the rules in a linguist’s gram-
mar, not to mention those in a pedagogic grammar which represent a simpli-
fication of the linguist’s grammars and consequently can only be still further
removed from the internally developed system. (Prabhu, 1987, p. 72)

These statements clearly echo an earlier argument by Newmark (1966) that
“the study of grammar as such is neither necessary nor sufficient for learn-
ing to use a language” (p. 77).

The emphasis on an exclusively meaning-focused activity ignores the
crucial role played by language awareness (see section 2.3.5 on knowledge
factors) and several other intake factors and intake processes in L2 develop-
ment. What is more, it even ignores the active role played by learners them-
selves in their own learning effort (see section 2.3.3 on tactical factors).
Even if the textbook writer or the classroom teacher provides modified in-
put that makes meaning salient, it is up to the learner to recognize or not to
recognize it as such. As Snow (1987) perceptively observed, what learners
have in mind when they are asked to do meaning-focused activities is more
important than what is in the mind of the teacher. She goes on to argue,
“learners might be doing a good deal of private, intra-cerebral work to
make sense of, analyze, and remember the input, thus in fact imposing con-
siderable intentional learning on a context that from the outside looks as if
it might generate mostly incidental learning” (p. 4).

Snow’s observations are quite revealing because, during the course of
the CTP project, Prabhu (1987) had seen that

individual learners became suddenly preoccupied, for a moment, with some
piece of language, in ways apparently unrelated to any immediate demands of
the on-going activity in the classroom. . . . It is possible to speculate whether
such moments of involuntary language awareness might be symptoms (or
“surfacings”) of some internal process of learning, representing, for instance,
a conflict in the emerging internal system leading to system revision. (p. 76)

What Prabhu describes may perhaps be seen as one indication of learners
doing the kind of private, intracerebral work to which Snow alerted us.
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Prabhu (1987) counters such learner behavior by arguing that “if the in-
stances of involuntary awareness are symptoms of some learning process,
any attempt to increase or influence them directly would be effort misdi-
rected to symptoms, rather than to causes” (p. 77). This argument, of
course, assumes that any “involuntary language awareness” on the part of
the learner is only a symptom and not a cause. Our current state of knowl-
edge is too inadequate to support or reject this assumption.

Language development is comprehension based, not production based. It makes
sense empirically as well as intuitively to emphasize comprehension over
production at least in the initial stages of L2 development. Comprehen-
sion, according to several scholars (see Krashen, 1982; Winitz, 1981, for ear-
lier reports; Gass, 1997; van Patten, 1996, for later reviews), has cognitive,
affective, and communicative advantages. Cognitively, they point out, it is
better to concentrate on one skill at a time. Affectively, a major handicap
for some learners is that speaking in public, using their still-developing L2,
embarrasses or frightens them; they should therefore have to speak only
when they feel ready to do so. Communicatively, listening is inherently in-
teractive in that the listeners try to work out a message from what they hear;
speaking can be, at least in the initial stages, no more than parrotlike repeti-
tions or manipulations of a cluster of phonological features.

Learning-centered pedagogists believe that comprehension helps learn-
ers firm up abstract linguistic structures needed for the establishment of
mental representations of the L2 system (see Section 2.4 on intake proc-
esses). Prabhu (1987, pp. 78–80), lists four factors to explain the impor-
tance of comprehension over production in L2 development:

� Unlike production, which involves public display of language causing a
sense of insecurity or anxiety in the learner, comprehension involves
only a safe, private activity;

� unlike production, which involves creating and supporting new lan-
guage samples on the part of the learner, comprehension involves lan-
guage features that are already present in the input addressed to the
learner;

� unlike production, which demands some degree of verbal accuracy
and communicative appropriacy, comprehension allows the learner to
be imprecise, leaving future occasions to make greater precision possi-
ble;

� unlike production, over which the learner may not have full control,
comprehension is controlled by the learner and is readily adjustable.

Prabhu also points out that learners can draw on extralinguistic resources,
such as knowledge of the world and contextual expectations, in order to
comprehend.

140 CHAPTER 7



Learning-centered pedagogists also believe that once comprehension is
achieved, the knowledge/ability to speak or write fluently will automatically
emerge. In accordance with this belief, they allow production to emerge
gradually in several stages. These stages typically consist of (a) response by
nonverbal communication; (b) response with single words such as yes, no,
there, OK, you, me, house, run, and come ; (c) combinations of two or three
words such as paper on table, me no go, where book, and don’t go; (d) phrases
such as I want to stay, where you going, boy running; (e) sentences; and finally
(f) more complex discourse (Krashen &Terrell, 1983).

Because of their emphasis on comprehension, learning-centered peda-
gogists minimize the importance of learner output. Krashen (1981) goes to
the extent of arguing that, in the context of subconscious language acquisi-
tion, “theoretically, speaking and writing are not essential to acquisition.
One can acquire ‘competence’ in a second language, or a first language,
without ever producing it” (pp. 107–108). In the context of conscious lan-
guage learning, he believes that “output can play a fairly direct role . . . al-
though even here it is not necessary” (1982, p. 61). He has further pointed
out that learner production “is too scarce to make a real contribution to lin-
guistic competence” (Krashen, 1998, p. 180). The emphasis learning-cen-
tered methods place on comprehension, however, ignores the role of
learner output in L2 development. We learned from Swain’s comprehensi-
ble output hypothesis and Schmidt’s auto-input hypothesis that learner
production, however meager it is, is an important link in the input–in-
take–output chain (see chap. 2 and chap. 3, this volume).

Language development is cyclical and parallel, not sequential and additive.
Learning-centered pedagogists believe that the development of L2 knowl-
edge/ability is not a linear, discrete, additive process but a cyclical, holistic
process consisting of several transitional and parallel systems—a view that
is, as we discussed in chapter 2, quite consistent with recent research in
SLA. Accordingly, they reject the notion of linearity and systematicity as
used in the language- and learner-centered pedagogies. According to them
linearity and systematicity involve two false assumptions: “an assumption
of isomorphism between the descriptive grammar used and the internal
system, and an assumption of correspondence between the grammatical
progression used in the teaching and the developmental sequence of the
internal system” (Prabhu, 1987, p. 73). These assumptions require, as
Widdowson (1990) observed, reliable information “about cognitive devel-
opment at different stages of maturation, about the conditions, psychologi-
cal and social, which attend the emergence in the mind of general prob-
lem-solving capabilities” (p. 147). Such information is not yet available.

In fact, the natural-order hypothesis proposed by Krashen as part of his
Monitor Model states that the acquisition of grammatical structures pro-
ceeds in a predictable order. Based on this claim, Krashen originally advo-
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cated adherence to what he called natural order sequence, but has softened
his position saying that the natural order hypothesis “does not state that ev-
ery acquirer will acquire grammatical structures in the exact same order”
(Krashen & Terrell, 1983, p. 28). Learners may tend to develop certain
structures early and certain other structures late. In other words, learner
performance sequence need not be the same as language learning se-
quence, and the learning sequence may not be the same as teaching se-
quence. Therefore, any preplanned progression of instructional sequence
is bound to be counterproductive. In this respect, learning-centered peda-
gogists share the view expressed earlier by Newmark and Reibel (1968): “an
adult can effectively be taught by grammatically unordered materials” and
that such an approach is, indeed, “the only learning process which we know
for certain will produce mastery of the language at a native level” (p. 153).

7.1.3. Theory of Language Teaching

In accordance with their theory of L2 development, learning-centered
pedagogists assert that “language is best taught when it is being used to
transmit messages, not when it is explicitly taught for conscious learning”
(Krashen & Terrell, 1983, p. 55). Accordingly, their pedagogic agenda cen-
ters around what the teacher can do in order to keep the learners’ atten-
tion on informational content rather than on the linguistic form. Their the-
ory of language teaching is predominantly teacher-fronted, and therefore
best characterized in terms of teacher activity in the classroom:

1. The teacher follows meaning-focused activities.
2. The teacher provides comprehensible input.
3. The teacher integrates language skills.
4. The teacher makes incidental correction.

Let us briefly outline each of the four.
The teacher follows meaning-focused activities. In keeping with the principle

of incidental learning, learning-centered pedagogy advocates meaning-
focused activities where the learner’s attention is focused on communica-
tive activities and problem-solving tasks, and not on grammatical exer-
cises. Instruction is seen as an instrument to promote the learner’s ability
to understand and say something. Interaction is seen as a meaning-focused
activity directed by the teacher. Language use is contingent upon task
completion and the meaning exchange required for such a purpose. Any
attention to language forms as such is necessarily incidental to communi-
cation. In the absence of any explicit focus on grammar, vocabulary gains
importance because with more vocabulary, there will be more compre-
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hension and with more comprehension, there will be, hopefully, more
language development.

The teacher provides comprehensible input. In order to carry out meaning-
focused activities, it is the responsibility of the teacher to provide compre-
hensible input that, according to Krashen, is i + 1 where i represents the
learner’s current level of knowledge/ability and i + 1, the next higher level.
Because it is the stated goal of instruction to provide comprehensible input,
and move the learner along a developmental path, “all the teacher need to
do is make sure the students understand what is being said or what they are
reading. When this happens, when the input is understood, if there is
enough of input, i + 1 will usually be covered automatically” (Krashen &
Terrell, 1983, p. 33). Prabhu uses the term, reasonable challenge, to refer to a
similar concept. In order then to provide reasonably challenging compre-
hensible input, the teacher has to exercise language control, which is done
not in any systematic way, but naturally, incidentally by regulating the cog-
nitive and communicative complexity of activities and tasks. Regulation of
reasonable challenge should then be based on ongoing feedback. Being
the primary provider of comprehensible input, the teacher determines the
topic, the task, and the challenge level.

The teacher integrates language skills. The principle of comprehension-
before-production assumes that, at least at the initial level of L2 develop-
ment, the focus is mainly on listening and reading. Therefore, learning-
centered pedagogists do not believe in teaching language skills—listening,
speaking, reading and writing—either in isolation or in strict sequence, as
advocated by language-centered pedagogists. The teacher is expected to in-
tegrate language skills wherever possible. In fact, the communicative activi-
ties and problem-solving tasks create a condition where the learners have to
draw, not just from language skills, but from other forms of language use,
including gestures and mimes.

The teacher makes incidental correction. The learning-centered pedagogy is
designed to encourage initial speech production in single words or short
phrases thereby minimizing learner errors. The learners will not be forced
to communicate before they are able, ready, and willing. However, they are
bound to make errors particularly because of the conditions that are cre-
ated for them to use their limited linguistic repertoire. In such a case, the
learning-centered pedagogy attempts to avoid overt error correction. Any
correction that takes place should be incidental and not systematic. Accord-
ing to Prabhu (1987, pp. 62–63), incidental correction, in contrast to sys-
tematic correction, is (a) confined to particular tokens (i.e. the error itself
is corrected, but there is no generalization to the type of error it repre-
sents); (b) only responsive (i.e., not leading to any preventive or preemp-
tive action); (c) facilitative (i.e. regarded by learners as a part of getting ob-
jective and not being more important than other aspects of the activity);
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and (d) transitory (i.e., drawing attention to itself only for a moment—not
for as long as systematic correction does).

7.1.4. Content Specifications

The theoretical principles of learning-centered pedagogy warrant content
specifications that are very different from the ones we encountered in the
case of language- and learner-centered pedagogies. As discussed in earlier
chapters, language- and learner-centered methods adhere to a product-
based syllabus, whereas learning-centered methods adhere to a process-
based syllabus. Unlike the product-based syllabus, where the content of
learning/teaching is defined in terms of linguistic features, the process-
based syllabus defines it exclusively in terms of communicative activities. In
other words, a learning-centered pedagogic syllabus constitutes an indica-
tion of learning tasks, rather than an index of language features, leaving
the actual language to emerge from classroom interaction.

Because the process syllabus revolves around unpredictable classroom
interaction rather than preselected content specifications, learning-cen-
tered pedagogists do not attach much importance to syllabus construction.
In fact, the NA has not even formulated any new syllabus; it borrows the no-
tional/functional component of the semantic syllabus associated with
learner-centered pedagogies, and uses it to implement its own learning-
centered pedagogy, thereby proving once again that syllabus specifications
do not constrain classroom procedures (see chap. 3, this volume, for a de-
tailed discussion on method vs. content). Unlike the NA, the CTP has for-
mulated its own syllabus known as the procedural syllabus. According to
Prabhu (1987), the term procedure is used in at least two senses: (a) a speci-
fication of classroom activities (including their meaning-content), which
bring about language learning; and (b) a specification of procedures (or
steps) of classroom activity, but without any implications with respect to ei-
ther language content or meaning content.

In spite of the terminological differences (i.e. semantic vs. procedural),
learning-centered pedagogists advocate a syllabus that consists of open-
ended topics, tasks, and situations. The following fragments of a learning-
centered syllabus provide some examples:

Students in the classroom (from Krashen & Terrell, 1983, pp. 67–70)
1. Personal identification (name, address, telephone number, age, sex,

nationality, date of birth, marital status).
2. Description of school environment (identification, description, and

location of people and objects in the classroom, description and loca-
tion of buildings).

3. Classes.
4. Telling time.
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Personal details (From Prabhu, 1987, pp. 138–143)
a. Finding items of information relevant to a particular situation in an

individual’s curriculum vitae.
b. Constructing a curriculum vitae from personal descriptions.
c. Organizing/reorganizing a curriculum vitae for a given purpose/au-

dience.
d. Working out ways of tracing the owners of objects, from information

gathered from the objects.

Role-plays (From Brown & Palmer, 1988, p. 51)
a. Ask directions.
b. Shop: for food, clothing, household items.
c. Get a hotel room.
d. Deal with bureaucrats: passport, visa, driver’s license.

As the examples show, the syllabus is no more than an open-ended set of
options, and as such, gives teachers the freedom and the flexibility needed
to select topics and tasks, to grade them, and to present them in a sequence
that provides a reasonable linguistic and conceptual challenge.

In any pedagogy, instructional textbooks are designed to embody the
principles of curricular specifications. The purpose of the textbook in a
learning-centered pedagogy, then, is to provide a context for discourse cre-
ation rather than a content for language manipulation. The context may be
created from various sources such as brochures, newspaper ads, maps, rail-
way timetables, simulation games, etc. Using these contexts, the teacher
makes linguistic input available for and accessible to the learner. It is, there-
fore, the responsibility of the teacher to add to, omit, adapt, or adopt any of
the contexts created by the materials designer depending on specific learn-
ing and teaching needs, wants, and situations.

In spite of such a responsibility thrust on the classroom teacher in select-
ing, grading, and sequencing topics and tasks, the learning-centered
pedagogists provide very little guidance for the teacher. Krashen (1982)
suggests that the teacher should keep in mind three requirements in the
context of syllabus specifications: they can only teach what is learnable,
what is portable (i.e. what can be carried in the learner’s head), and what
has not been acquired. A practical difficulty with this suggestion is that we
do not at present know, nor are we likely to know any time soon, how to de-
termine what is learnable, what is portable, or what has been acquired by
the learner at any given time.

In addition, in the absence of any objective criteria, determining the lin-
guistic, communicative and cognitive difficulty of learning-oriented tasks in
an informed way becomes almost impossible. As Candlin (1987) rightly ob-
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served, “any set of task-based materials runs the risk of demoralizing as well
as enhancing the self-confidence of learners, in that it is impossible for task
designers to gauge accurately in advance the thresholds of competence of
different learners” (p. 18). In this context, Prabhu (1987, pp. 87–88) has
suggested five “rough measures” of task complexity. According to him, we
should take into account: (a) The amount of information needed for the
learner to handle a task; (b) the “distance” between the information pro-
vided and information to be arrived at as task outcome; (c) the degree of
precision called for in solving a task; (d) the learner’s familiarity with pur-
poses and constraints involved in the tasks; and (e) the degree of abstract-
ness embedded in the task. Even these “rough measures” require, as Wid-
dowson (1990) pointed out, reliable information about “cognitive
development at different stages of maturation, about the conditions, psy-
chological and social, which attend the emergence in the mind of general
problem-solving capabilities” (pp. 147–148). Clearly, in terms of the cur-
rent state of our knowledge, we are not there yet.

Anticipating some of the criticisms about sequencing, learning-centered
pedagogists argue that a lack of informed and clear criteria for sequencing
linguistic input through communicative tasks need not be a hindrance.
Sequencing becomes crucial only in language- and learner-centered peda-
gogies, which are predominantly content-driven. In a predominantly activ-
ity-driven pedagogy, the question of sequencing is only of peripheral inter-
est because what is of paramount importance are classroom procedures
rather than language specifications. What the teacher does in the class-
room to provide reasonably challenging, comprehensible, meaning-
focused input is more important than what the syllabus or the textbook dic-
tates. Consequently, the right place where decisions concerning sequenc-
ing should be made is the classroom, and the right person to make those
decisions is the practicing teacher.

7.2. CLASSROOM PROCEDURES

How do the theoretical principles of learning-centered pedagogy get trans-
lated into classroom procedures? In the following section, I deal with this
question under two broad headings: input modifications and interactional
activities.

7.2.1. Input Modifications

The primary objective of learning-centered pedagogy in terms of classroom
procedures is the creation of optimum learning conditions through input
modifications with the view to encouraging learners to have intense contact
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with reasonably challenging, comprehensible input. In that sense, a learn-
ing-centered pedagogy is essentially an input-oriented pedagogy, and as
such, input modifications assume great significance in its planning and im-
plementation. Of the three types of input modifications—form-based,
meaning-based, and form-and meaning-based—discussed in chapter 3,
learning-centered pedagogy rests exclusively upon meaning-based input
modification with all its merits and demerits. As input-oriented pedagogic
programs, learning-centered methods seem to follow classroom procedures
that take the form of problem-posing, problem-solving, communicative
tasks. They also seem to follow, with varying emphases, a particular pattern
in their instructional strategy: They all seek to use a broad range of themes,
topics and tasks, give manageable linguistic input, and create opportunities
for the learner to engage in a teacher-directed interaction.

The meaning-focused activities advocated by learning-centered peda-
gogists include what Prabhu (1987, p. 46) has called (a) information-gap,
(b) reasoning-gap, and (c) opinion-gap activities:

� Information-gap activity involves a transfer of given information gener-
ally calling for the decoding or encoding of information from one
form to another. As an example, Prabhu suggests pair work in which
each member of the pair has a part of the information needed to com-
plete a task, and attempts to convey it verbally to the other.

� Reasoning-gap activity “involves deriving some new information from
given information through the processes of inference, deduction,
practical reasoning or perception of relationships and patterns” (Prab-
hu, 1987, p. 46). An example is a group of learners jointly deciding on
the best course of action for a given purpose and within given con-
straints.

� Opinion-gap activity “involves identifying and articulating a personal
preference, feeling or attitude” (p. 46) in response to a particular
theme, topic or task. One example is taking part in a debate or discus-
sion of a controversial social issue.

While the NA followed all these types of activities, the CTP preferred rea-
soning-gap activity, which proved to be most satisfying in the classroom. In
addition, the NA, in accordance with its principle of lowering the affective
filters, deliberately introduced an affective-humanistic dimension to class-
room activities for the specific purpose of creating or increasing learners’
emotional involvement.

The underlying objective of all these activities is, of course, to provide
comprehensible input in order to help learners understand the message.
The NA believes that comprehensibility of the input will be increased if the
teacher uses repetition and paraphrase, as in:
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There are two men in this picture. Two. One, two (counting). They are
young. There are two young men. At least I think they are young. Do you
think that they are young? Are the two men young? Or old? Do you think that
they are young or old? (Krashen & Terrell, 1983, p. 77)

The teacher is expected to weave these repetitions naturally into classroom
discourse so that they do not sound like repetitions. This procedure not
only helps the learner understand the message but it also tends to minimize
errors because the learner is expected to respond in single words or short
phrases. In the CTP, the language necessary for the learner to accomplish a
task emerges through what is called the pre-task. During the pre-task stage,
the teacher provides appropriate linguistic assistance by paraphrasing or
glossing expressions, by employing parallel situations or diagrams, or by re-
organizing information (see the classroom transcript to come). What is
achieved through the pre-task is the regulation of comprehensible input.

It is in the context of regulating language input that Prabhu introduces
the concept of reasonable challenge. The concept relates to both the cognitive
difficulty and the linguistic complexity of the task, and, therefore, it is
something that the teacher has to be aware of through ongoing feedback
from learners. When classroom activities turn out to be difficult for learn-
ers, the teacher should be able “to guide their efforts step by step, making
the reasoning explicit or breaking it down into smaller steps, or offering
parallel instances to particular steps” (Prabhu, 1987, p. 48). Such a regula-
tion of input is deemed necessary to make sure that the learner perceives
the task to be challenging but attainable.

Within such a context, the linguistic input available in the classroom
comes mostly from the teacher. The teacher speaks only the target lan-
guage while the learners use either their first language or the second. If the
learners choose to respond in the still-developing target language, their er-
rors are not corrected unless communication is seriously impaired, and
even then, only incidental correction is offered. There is very little interac-
tive talk among the learners themselves because the learners’ output is con-
sidered secondary to L2 development.

Learning-centered pedagogists contend that regulating input and teacher
talk in order to provide reasonably challenging, comprehensible input is
qualitatively different from systematized, predetermined, linguistic input as-
sociated with language- and learner-centered pedagogies. The language that
is employed in learning-centered tasks, they argue, is guided and constrained
only by the difficulty level of the task on hand. However, regardless of the
pedagogic intentions, the instructional intervention and the control of lan-
guage in the way just characterized appears to bear a remarkable resem-
blance to the methods that the learning-centered pedagogy is quite explicitly
intended to replace (Beretta, 1990; Brumfit, 1984; Widdowson, 1990).
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Furthermore, as the experimental studies reviewed in chapter 3 show,
meaning-focused input modifications by themselves do not lead to the de-
velopment of desired levels of language knowledge/ability. Learners
should be helped to obtain language input in its full functional range, rele-
vant grammatical rules and sociolinguistic norms in context, and helpful
corrective feedback. The studies also show that it is the meaningful interac-
tion that accelerates the learning process. Besides, the input modifications
advocated by learning-centered pedagogies create a classroom atmosphere
that can only lead to limited interactional opportunities, as we see next.

7.2.2. Interactional Activities

In spite of the underlying theoretical principle that it is through meaning-
ful interaction with the input, the task, and the teacher that learners are
given the opportunity to explore syntactic and semantic choices of the tar-
get language, learning-centered pedagogists attach a very low priority to ne-
gotiated interaction between participants in the classroom event. Accord-
ing to them, two-way interaction is not essential for language development.
What is essential is the teacher talk. When we “just talk to our students, if
they understand, we are not only giving a language lesson, we may be giving
the best possible language lesson since we will be supplying input for acqui-
sition” (Krashen & Terrell, 1983, p. 35). Even watching television, if it is
comprehensible, is considered more helpful than two-way interaction. In
chapter 3, we discussed how the three interrelated, overlapping dimensions
of classroom interaction—interaction as a textual activity, interaction as an
interpersonal activity, and interaction as an ideational activity—make it eas-
ier for learners to notice potential language input and recognize form-
function relationships embedded in the input. Let us see how these dimen-
sions of interactional modifications are realized in the learning-centered
pedagogy.

7.2.2.1. Interaction as a Textual Activity. From the perspective of interac-
tion as a textual activity, the learning-centered class offers considerable evi-
dence for the predominance of the teacher’s role in providing, not only
reasonably challenging input, but also linguistic and conversational cues
that help the learner participate in classroom interaction. Although the ex-
plicit focus of the interaction is supposed to be on understanding the in-
tended message, it has not been possible to fully ignore the textual realiza-
tion of the message content in general, and the syntactic and semantic
features of the language input in particular.

To encourage learner participation and early production, Krashen and
Terrell (1983) suggested several procedures including what they call open-
ended sentence, open dialogue, and association. In open-ended sentence,
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the learners are given a sentence with an open slot provided “for their con-
tribution.” For example:

“In this room there is a _________. I am wearing a __________. In my
purse there is a __________.

In my bedroom I have a __________. After class I want to __________. (p.
84).

The open dialogue provides two and three line dialogues to lead learners
“to creative production.” The dialogues are practiced in small groups. For
example:

Where are you going?
To the __________
What for?
To __________ (p. 84).

Association activities are intended to get students to participate in conversa-
tion about activities they enjoy doing. Besides, the meaning of a new item
“is associated not only with its target language form but with a particular
student.” For example:

I like to _____
you like to _____
he likes to _____
she likes to _____ (p. 85).

All these procedures involve prefabricated patterns that are “memorized
‘chunks’ that can be used as unanalyzed pieces of language in conversa-
tion” (p. 85). The teacher is expected to make comments and ask simple
questions based on the learner’s response. Once again, the focus has been
teacher input rather than learner output.

At a later stage in learner production, interaction as a textual activity
goes beyond memorized chunks and unanalyzed pieces. Consider the fol-
lowing episode from a typical CTP class during the pre-task stage, in which
the teacher is expected to provide reasonably challenging linguistic input.
The episode deals with the timetable for an express train:

Teacher : That is Brindavan Express which goes from Madras to Ban-
galore. Where does it stop on the way?
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Students: Katpadi.
Teacher : Katpadi and . . .
Students: Jolarpet.
Teacher : Jolarpet, yes. What time does it leave Madras?
Students: Seven twenty-five a.m.
Teacher : Seven twenty-five . . .
Students: . . . a.m.
Teacher : Yes, seven twenty-five a.m. What time does it arrive in

Bangalore?
Students: Nine . . . One
Teacher : What time does it arrive . . .
Students: (severally) One p.m. . . . One thirty p.m. . . . One p.m.
Teacher : Who says one p.m.? . . . Who says one thirty p.m.? (pause)

Not one thirty p.m. One p.m. is correct. One p.m. When
does it arrive in Katpadi?

Students: Nine fifteen a.m. . . . Nine fifteen a.m.
Teacher : . . . arrive . . . arrive in Katpadi.
Students: Nine fifteen a.m.
Teacher : Nine fifteen a.m. Correct . . . When does it leave Jolarpet?

Don’t give the answer, put up your hands. When does it
leave Jolarpet? When does it leave Jolarpet? When does it
leave Jolarpet? When does it leave Jolarpet? (pause) Any
more . . . ? [indicates student 11].

Student 11: Ten thirty p.m.
Student: Leaves Jolarpet at ten thirty . . .
Student 11: a.m.
Teacher : a.m. yes. Ten thirty a.m. correct . . . Now you have to listen

carefully. For how long . . . for how long does it stop at
Katpadi? How long is the stop in Katpadi . . . [indicates stu-
dent 4].

Student 4: Five minutes.
Teacher : Five minutes, yes. How do you know?
Student X: Twenty . . .
Student 4: Twenty minus fifteen.
Teacher : Fifteen . . . nine fifteen arrival, nine twenty departure . . .

twenty minus fifteen, five, yes . . . How long is the stop at
Jolarpet? How long is the stop at Jolarpet? [After a pause, the
teacher indicates student 12].
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Student 12: Two minutes.
Teacher : Two minutes, yes. Thirty minus twenty-eight, two minutes,

yes, correct.
(Prabhu, 1987, pp. 126–127)

Here, the teacher leads the learners step by step to the desired outcome
through a series of meaning-oriented exchanges, each step requiring a
greater effort of cognitive reasoning than the previous one. The teacher
also simplifies the linguistic input to make it more comprehensible when
the learner’s response indicates the need for such simplification. In the ab-
sence of memorized chunks, learners are forced to use their limited reper-
toire in order to cope with the developing discourse. They have been ob-
served to adopt various strategies such as

using single words, resorting to gestures, quoting from the blackboard or the
sheet which stated the task, waiting for the teacher to formulate alternative re-
sponses so that they could simply choose one of them, seeking a suggestion
from a peer, or, as a last resort, using the mother tongue. (Prabhu, 1987, p.
59)

As the aforementioned examples show, interaction in the meaning-
oriented, learning-centered class does involve, quite prominently, charac-
teristics of interaction as a textual activity, that is, interactional modifica-
tions initiated and directed by the teacher in order to provide linguistic as
well as conversational signals that directly or indirectly sensitize the learner
to the syntactic and semantic realizations of the message content. There are
critics who, not without justification, consider that this kind of interaction
implicitly involves a focus on the form characteristic of language- and
learner-centered methods (e.g., Beretta, 1990).

7.2.2.2. Interaction as an Interpersonal Activity. Interaction as an inter-
personal activity offers participants in the L2 class opportunities to establish
and maintain social relationships and individual identities through pair
and/or group activities. It enhances personal rapport and lowers the affec-
tive filter. Of the two learning-centered methods considered here, the NA
has deliberately introduced what are called affective-humanistic activities
involving the learner’s wants, needs, feelings, and emotions. These activi-
ties are carried out mainly through dialogues, role-plays, and interviews. At
the initial stages of language production, these activities begin with short
dialogues that contain a number of routines and patterns although more
open-ended role-plays and interviews are used at later stages. Consider the
following:
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1. Dialogue:
Student 1: What do you like to do on Saturdays?
Student 2: I like to ————.
Student 1: Did you ————- last Saturday?
Student 2: Yes, I did.

(No, I didn’t. I ————-.) (p. 100)
2. Role-play:

You are a young girl who is sixteen years old. You went out with a
friend at eight o’clock. You are aware of the fact that your parents
require you to be at home at 11:00 at the latest. But you return at
12:30 and your father is very angry.

Your father: Well, I’m waiting for an explanation.
Why did you return so late?

You: ———————— (p. 101).
3. Interview:

When you were a child, did you have a nickname? What games did
you play? When during childhood did you first notice the differ-
ence between boys and girls? What is something you once saw that
gave you a scare? (p. 102)

These affective-humanistic activities, as Krashen and Terrell (1983)
pointed out, have several advantages: they have the potential to lower affec-
tive filters, to provide opportunities for interaction in the target language,
to allow the use of routines and patterns, and to provide comprehensible
input. Once again, even though dialogues, role-plays and interviews have
been used in language- and learner-centered pedagogies, the affective-
humanistic activities advocated by learning-centered pedagogists are sup-
posed to form the center of the program and are expected to help learners
regulate input and manage conversations.

Unlike the NA, the CTP does not, by design, promote interaction as an
interpersonal activity. The CTP treats affective-humanistic activities as inci-
dental to teacher-directed reasoning. In that sense, it is relatively more
teacher fronted than the NA. Interaction as an interpersonal activity
through pair and group work is avoided mainly because of “a risk of fossil-
ization—that is to say of learners’ internal systems becoming too firm too
soon and much less open to revision when superior data are available”
(Prabhu, 1987, p. 82). Empirical evidence, however, suggests that the fear
of fossilization is not really well-founded. A substantial body of L2 inter-
actional studies demonstrates that pair and group activities produce more
interactional opportunities than teacher-fronted activities. They also show
that learner–learner interaction produces more opportunities for negotia-
tion of meaning than do teacher–learner interactions, thus contributing to
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better comprehension and eventually to quicker system development (see
chap. 3, this volume, for details). Besides, avoiding learner–learner interac-
tion may be depriving the learner of language output that can feed back
into the input loop (see chap. 2, this volume).

7.2.2.3. Interaction as an Ideational Activity. Interaction as an ideational
activity is an expression of one’s own experience of the real or imaginary
world inside, around, and beyond the classroom. It pertains to sharing per-
sonal experiences learners bring with them and is measured in terms of cul-
tural and world knowledge. Believing as it does in meaningful interaction,
learning-centered pedagogy should provide opportunities for learners to
discuss topics that are relevant and interesting to them, to express their own
opinions and feelings, and to interpret and evaluate the views of others.

As mentioned in the previous subsection, the affective-humanistic activi-
ties advocated by the NA follow, to a large degree, the characteristics of in-
teraction as an interpersonal activity. They also carry an element of interac-
tion as an ideational activity to the extent that activities involve the learner’s
past and present experiences. However, the affective-humanistic activities
do not sufficiently address the issue of interaction as an ideational activity.
There is, of course, meaning-based interaction, but not genuine communi-
cation that can result in the sharing of personal experience and world
knowledge. In an evaluation of the NA, Krashen himself laments that the
“only weakness” of the NA “is that it remains a classroom method, and for
some students this prohibits the communication of interesting and relevant
topics” (Krashen, 1982, p. 140). He implies that the interactional activities
of the NA are not designed to be inherently interesting and practically rele-
vant to the learner—something that can hardly be considered ideational in
content.

If the NA, which emphasizes affective-humanistic activities, finds it diffi-
cult to promote interaction as an ideational activity in class, the CTP, which
deemphasizes such activities, cannot obviously be expected to fare any
better. However, one commentator actually finds that learning and teach-
ing in the CTP “is achieved through making ideational meaning” (Berns,
1990, p. 164). Berns bases her argument on three points. First, she asserts,
“emphasis on problem-solving tasks is emphasis on ideational meaning. For
learners, this implies engaging in ‘reasoning-gap activities’” (p. 157). But
even Prabhu has defined problem-solving, reasoning-gap activity in terms
of mind engagement rather than emotional involvement. It therefore
seems to me that a problem-solving task that entails “deciding upon the
best course of action for a given purpose and within given constraints” is
not, as Berns (1990) claims, a “means of engaging learners in the expres-
sion of ideational meaning” (p. 158) but rather a means of engaging them
in the exercise of cognitive effort.
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Berns’ (1990) second argument is that the difference between focus on
meaning and focus on form is the difference between focus on lexis and fo-
cus on structure. She points out,

in a series of questions based on information given in a train schedule learn-
ers would not distinguish between “when does the train reach Katpadi?,
”When does the train leave Katpadi?" How long does the train stay at
Katpadi." Instead, they would treat each question as being the same except
for lexical changes . . . (p. 164)

Based on this observation, Berns concludes that the CTP is focusing on learn-
ing how to mean in the Hallidayan sense and is, therefore, concerned with
ideational meaning. One wonders whether learning how to mean with all its
social semiotic dimensions (cf: chap. 1, this volume) can be reduced to learn-
ing how to solve problems, which is almost entirely a cognitive activity.

Furthermore, Berns (1990) said rather emphatically that the purpose of
the CTP “is, in fact, the development of communicative competence” (p.
166). She maintains that the Indian school-age learners develop communi-
cative competence because, they “are developing the ability to express, in-
terpret, and negotiate meaning in the classroom setting in which they use
English” (p. 166). As we discussed earlier, what the CTP class offers in
plenty is interaction as a textual activity where the learner’s attempt to ex-
press, interpret, and negotiate is confined to developing linguistic knowl-
edge/ability and not pragmatic knowledge/ability. It is unfair to expect the
CTP pedagogists to deliver something that they say is not their business.
Prabhu (1987, p. 1) makes it very clear that the focus of the CTP was not on
“communicative competence” in the sense of achieving social or situational
appropriacy, but rather on “grammatical competence” itself. In fact, one of
the reasons why he rejects the suitability of learner-centered pedagogies
with its emphasis on sociocultural elements of L2 to the Indian context is
that Indian students do not generally need the English language for every-
day communicative purposes. The CTP is fundamentally based on the phi-
losophy that communication in the classroom could be “a good means of
developing grammatical competence in learners, quite independently of
the issue of developing functional or social appropriacy in language use”
(Prabhu, 1987, pp. 15–16).

To sum up, as far as classroom procedures are concerned, learning-
centered pedagogy is exclusively and narrowly concerned with meaning-
based input modifications to the exclusion of explicit form-based, and
form-and meaning-based input modifications. In terms of interactional ac-
tivities, it is primarily concerned with interaction as a textual activity and
narrowly with interaction as an interpersonal activity, and negligibly with in-
teraction as an ideational activity.
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7.3. A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT

Learning-centered methods represent, at least in theory, a radical departure
from language- and learner-centered pedagogies. The idea of teaching an L2
through meaning-based activities using materials that are not preselected
and presequenced had been suggested before. However, it was learning-
centered pedagogists who, through well-articulated concepts of learning and
teaching supported, at least partially, by research in L2 development, tried to
seriously and systematically formulate theoretical principles and classroom
procedures needed to translate an abstract idea into a workable proposi-
tion. Their prime contribution lies in attempting fundamental method-
ological changes rather than superficial curricular modifications, in shap-
ing a pedagogic dialogue that directed our attention to the process of
learning rather than the product of teaching, and in raising new questions
that effectively challenged traditional ways of constructing an L2 pedagogy.
This is a remarkable achievement, indeed.

Learning-centered pedagogists’ rejection of linearity and systematicity
geared to mastering a unitary target language system, and the accep-
tance of a cyclical, holistic process consisting of several transitional systems
makes eminent sense in terms of intuitive appeal. However, the maximiza-
tion of incidental learning and teacher input, and the marginalization of
intentional learning and learner output render learning-centered methods
empirically unfounded and pedagogically unsound. Because of its preoccu-
pation with reasonably challenging comprehensible input, the learning-
centered pedagogy pays scant attention, if at all, to several intake factors
that have been found to play a crucial role in L2 development (see chap. 2,
this volume).

Furthermore, all available classroom interactional analyses (see, e.g., a re-
view of the literature presented in Gass, 1997) show that the instructional in-
tervention and the control of language exercised by learning-centered teach-
ers are at variance with the conceptual considerations that sought to provide
“natural” linguistic input that is different from “contrived” linguistic input as-
sociated with earlier pedagogies. The input modifications advocated by
learning-centered pedagogies create only limited interactional opportunities
in the classroom because they largely promote interaction as a textual activ-
ity, neglecting interaction as interpersonal and ideational activities.

In the final analysis, learning-centered pedagogists have left many cru-
cial questions unanswered. They include:

� How to determine the cognitive difficulty and the communicative diffi-
culty of a task, and, more importantly, the difference between the two;

� how to formulate reasonably acceptable criteria for developing, grad-
ing, sequencing, and evaluating tasks;
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� how to design relevant summative and formative evaluation measures
that could reflect the learning-centered pedagogy, not only in terms of
the content of teaching but also in terms of the process of learning;

� how to determine the kind of demand the new pedagogy makes on
teachers in order to design appropriate teacher education measures.

Until some of these problems are satisfactorily addressed, any learning-
centered method will remain “largely a matter of coping with the unknown
. . .” (Prabhu, 1985, p. 173).

7.4. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I attempted to define and describe the theoretical princi-
ples and classroom procedures associated with learning-centered pedagogy
with particular reference to the Natural Approach and the Communi-
cational Teaching Project. The discussion has shown how some of the
methodological aspects of learning-centered pedagogy are innovative and
how certain aspects of its classroom implementation bore close resem-
blance to the pedagogic orientation that it seeks to replace. Finally, the
chapter has highlighted several issues that learning-centered pedagogists
leave unanswered.

This chapter concludes Part Two, in which I have correlated some of the
fundamental features of language, language learning, and teaching identi-
fied in Part One. As we journeyed through the historical developmental
phases of language-teaching methods, it has become apparent that each of
the methods tried to address some of the perceived shortcomings of the
previous one. It is worthwhile to recall, once again, Mackey’s distinction be-
tween method analysis and teaching analysis. What Part Two has focused on
is method analysis. What practicing teachers actually do in class may not
correspond to the analysis and description presented in Part Two.

It is common knowledge that practicing teachers, faced with unpredict-
able learning/teaching needs, wants, and situations, have always taken lib-
erty with the pedagogic formulations prescribed by theorists of language-
teaching methods. In committing such “transgressions,” they have always at-
tempted, using their robust common sense and rough-weather experience,
to draw insights from several sources and put together highly personalized
teaching strategies that go well beyond the concept of method as conceived
and constructed by theorists. In the final part of this book, I discuss the limi-
tations of the concept of method, and highlight some of the attempts that
have been made so far to transcend those limitations.
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Part Three

POSTMETHOD PERSPECTIVES
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8. INTRODUCTION

With clearly identifiable sets of theoretical principles and classroom proce-
dures associated with language-, learner- and learning-centered categories
of method, the language-teaching profession appears to have exhausted
the kind of psychological, linguistic, and pedagogic underpinnings it has
depended on for constructing alternative methods. In all probability, the
invention of a truly novel method that is fundamentally different from the
ones discussed in Part Two is very slim, at least in the foreseeable future.
Within the confines of the concept of method, what perhaps remain for fur-
ther manipulation and management are different permutations and com-
binations of the familiar principles and procedures. This does not mean
that the profession has a reached a dead end; rather, it means that the pro-
fession has completed yet another phase in its long, cyclical history of meth-
ods, and has just set sail in uncharted waters. The new millennium has
brought new challenges as well as new opportunities for the profession to
venture beyond methods.

In recent times, the profession has witnessed a steady stream of critical
thoughts on the nature and scope of method. Scholars such as Allwright
(1991), Pennycook (1989), Prabhu (1990), and Stern (1983, 1985, 1992)
have not only cautioned language-teaching practitioners against the uncrit-
ical acceptance of untested methods but they have also counseled them
against the very concept of method itself. The uneasiness about the concept
of method expressed by them is hardly new. We find well-articulated argu-
ments about the limitations of method even in the 1960s, as in Kelly (1969),
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and Mackey (1965), just to mention two. However, this time around, the
professional response has been significantly different. Having witnessed
how methods go through endless cycles of life, death, and rebirth, the lan-
guage teaching profession seems to have reached a state of heightened
awareness—an awareness that as long as it is caught up in the web of
method, it will continue to get entangled in an unending search for an un-
available solution, an awareness that such a search drives it to continually
recycle and repackage the same old ideas, and an awareness that nothing
short of breaking the cycle can salvage the situation. This renewed aware-
ness coupled with a resolve to respond has created what I have called the
postmethod condition (Kumaravadivelu, 1994b). What is meant by postmeth-
od condition? How is it different from the earlier state of affairs? I address
these and other related questions in terms of the limits of method, and the
logic of postmethod.

8.1. THE LIMITS OF METHOD

The concept of method has severe limitations that have long been over-
looked by many. They relate mainly to its ambiguous usage and application,
to the exaggerated claims made by its proponents, and, consequently, to
the gradual erosion of its utilitarian value. Let me briefly consider each un-
der the headings: the meaning of method, the myth of method, and the
death of method.

8.1.1. The Meaning of Method

“The question of method,” declares the Routledge Encyclopedia of Language
Teaching and Learning (2000), “is one of the central issues of instruction” (p.
616). Citing the original Greek word, methodos, which “includes the idea of a
series of steps leading towards a conceived goal” (p. 617), the Encyclopedia
defines method simply as “a planned way of doing something” (p. 617).
Turning to the specific context of language teaching, it states, rather awk-
wardly: “A method implies an orderly way of going about something, a cer-
tain degree of advance planning and of control, then; also, a process rather
than a product” (p. 617). As the quote indicates, the meaning of method, as
used in second/foreign language teaching, is shrouded in a veil of vague-
ness, despite its central importance.

Recall our discussion in chapter 4 where a distinction between method
and methodology was made. Method is a construct; methodology is a conduct.
Method is an expert’s notion derived from an understanding of the theo-
ries of language, of language learning, and of language teaching. It is also
reflected in syllabus design, textbook production, and, above all, in recom-
mended classroom procedures. Methodology, on the other hand, is what
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the teacher does in the classroom in order to maximize learning opportuni-
ties for the learner. Recall also that the distinction was made based on
Mackey’s (1965) perceptive observation that method analysis is different
from teaching analysis: “method analysis determines how teaching is done
by the book; teaching analysis shows how much is done by the teacher” (p.
139). There is, thus, a crucial distinction between method and methodol-
ogy, a distinction that is seldom understood or maintained. Method, to con-
tinue with the thoughts expressed by Mackey, “has become a matter of
opinion rather than of fact. It is not surprising that feelings run high in
these matters, and that the very word ‘method’ means so little and so
much” (p. 139).

Even the authors of popular textbooks on methods are not sure of the
number of methods that are out there. A book published in the mid 1960s,
for instance, has listed 15 “most common” types of methods “still in use in
one form or another in various parts of the world” (Mackey, 1965 p. 151).
Two books published in the mid-1980s (Larsen-Freeman, 1986; and Rich-
ards & Rodgers, 1986) provided, between them, a list of 11 methods. The
same two books, in their revised, second editions published in 2000 and
2001 respectively, contain between them nearly twenty methods, such as (in
alphabetical order): Audiolingual Method, Communicative Language
Teaching, Community Language Learning, Competency-Based Language
Teaching, Direct Method, Grammar-Translation Method, Natural Ap-
proach, Oral and Situational Language Teaching, Lexical Approach, Silent
Way, Suggestopedia (or, Desuggestopedia), Task-Based Language Teach-
ing, Total Physical Response, and more.

Each established method is supposed to have a specified set of theoreti-
cal principles and a specified set of classroom practices. One might, there-
fore, think that the methods listed above provide different pathways to lan-
guage learning and teaching. That is not so. In fact, there is considerable
overlap in their theory and practice. Sometimes, as Rivers (1991) rightly
pointed out, what appears to be a radically new method is more often than
not a variant of existing methods presented with “the fresh paint of a new
terminology that camouflages their fundamental similarity” (p. 283). What
is not a variant, however, is the myth surrounding the concept of method.

8.1.2. The Myth of Method

The established methods listed are motivated and maintained by multiple
myths that have long been accepted as professional articles of faith. These
myths have created an inflated image of the concept of method. Here are
some of the myths:

Myth #1: There is a best method out there ready and waiting to be discovered. For
a very long time, our profession has been preoccupied with, or as Stern
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(1985) would say, obsessed with, a search for the best method—very much
like Monty Python searching for the Holy Grail. We went on expedition af-
ter expedition searching for the best method. But still, the Holy Grail was
not in sight, partly because, as Mackey (1965) observed, “while sciences
have advanced by approximations in which each new stage results from an
improvement, not rejection, of what has gone before, language-teaching
methods have followed the pendulum of fashion from one extreme to the
other” (p. 138). Besides, the history of methods “suggests a problematic
progressivism, whereby whatever is happening now is presumed to be supe-
rior to what happened before” (Routledge Encyclopedia of Language Teaching
and Learning, 2000, p. 278).

We thought we should be able to find that one magical method through
objective analysis. Instead, we found out to our dismay that the formation
and implementation of a method have to take into account many variables
(such as language policy and planning, learning needs, wants and situa-
tions, learner variations, teacher profiles, etc.) most of which cannot be
controlled for a systematic study. We also found out that we cannot even
compare known methods to see which one works best. The last time a sys-
tematic and large-scale comparison of methods was carried out was in the
late 1960s. Called the Pennsylvania Project, the experiment investigated the
effectiveness of methods based on audiolingual and cognitive theories of
language learning and teaching. The project revealed that, apart from the
fact that method comparison was not a viable research activity, the type of
methods did not really matter very much at all, even when the competing
methods had been derived from competing, and mutually incompatible,
theories of language learning. The result was so embarrassing, prompting
the project leader to say: “these results were personally traumatic to the
Project staff” (Smith, 1970, p. 271). Now we know that “objective evaluation
is so difficult to implement that all attempts in the past have resulted in
a wider agreement on the difficulties of doing an evaluation than on the
resulting judgment on methods” (Prabhu, 1990, p. 168). But, the difficul-
ties in analyzing and assessing a method have not prevented us from using
it as a base for various aspects of language teaching, which leads us to the
next myth.

Myth #2: Method constitutes the organizing principle for language teaching. We
have all along believed, rather simplistically, that the concept of method
can constitute the core of the entire language learning and teaching opera-
tions. We have treated method as an all-pervasive, all-powerful entity. It has
guided the form and function of every conceivable component of language
teaching including curriculum design, syllabus specifications, materials
preparation, instructional strategies, and testing techniques. Take for in-
stance, communicative language teaching. When it became fashionable, we
started getting a steady stream of books on communicative curriculum, com-
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municative syllabus, communicative tasks, communicative methods, communica-
tive materials, communicative testing, and so on.

The use of method as organizing principles for language learning and
teaching is unfortunate because method is too inadequate and too limited
to satisfactorily explain the complexity of language learning and teaching.
By concentrating excessively on method, we have ignored several other fac-
tors that govern classroom processes and practices—factors such as teacher
cognition, learner perception, societal needs, cultural contexts, political
exigencies, economic imperatives, and institutional constraints, all of which
are inextricably linked together. Each of these factors shapes and reshapes
the content and character of language learning and teaching; each having
a huge impact on the success or failure of any language teaching enter-
prise.

The uncritical acceptance of the concept of method as the organizing
principle has also (mis)led us to believe that method has the capacity to ca-
ter to various learning and teaching needs, wants and situations, thus, creat-
ing yet another myth.

Myth #3: Method has a universal and ahistorical value. Our quest for the best
method has always directed us toward finding a universal, ahistorical
method that can be used anywhere and everywhere. There are several draw-
backs that are inherent in this outlook. First of all, established methods are
founded on idealized concepts geared toward idealized contexts. And, as
such, they are far removed from classroom reality. Because learning and
teaching needs, wants, and situations are unpredictably numerous, no ide-
alized method can visualize all the variables in advance in order to provide
context-specific solutions that practicing teachers badly need in order to
tackle the challenges they confront every day of their professional lives.

Secondly, our search for a universally applicable method has been pre-
dominantly and inevitably a top–down exercise. That is, the conception
and construction of methods have been largely guided by a one-size-fits-all,
cookie-cutter approach that assumes a common clientele with common
goals. But, learners across the world do not learn a second or a foreign lan-
guage for the same reason; they have different purposes, and follow differ-
ent paths. Without acknowledging such a phenomenon, methods have
been preoccupied with their potential global reach; and, hence, they have
lacked an essential local touch.

Thirdly, and as a consequence of the conditions listed, we have completely
ignored local knowledge. We forget that people have been learning and
teaching foreign languages long before modern methods arrived on the
scene. Teachers and teacher educators in periphery communities such as in
South Asia, Southeast Asia, South America, and elsewhere have a tremen-
dous amount of local knowledge sedimented through years and years of
practical experience. But still, all the established methods are based on the
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theoretical insights derived almost exclusively from a Western knowledge
base. The concept of method is bereft of any synthesis of external knowledge
from center-based communities and local knowledge from periphery com-
munities. Our misplaced faith in a universally applicable method and its
top–down orientation has created and sustained another myth.

Myth #4: Theorists conceive knowledge, and teachers consume knowledge. In the
field of language teaching, there is a clearly perceptible dichotomy between
theory and practice, resulting in an unfortunate division of labor between
the theorist and the teacher. The relationship between the theorist and the
teacher that exists today is not unlike the relationship between the pro-
ducer and the consumer of a marketable commodity. Such a commercial-
ized relationship has inevitably resulted in the creation of a privileged class
of theorists and an underprivileged class of practitioners. Unfortunately,
the hierarchical relationship between the theorist and the teacher has not
only minimized any meaningful dialogue between them, but has also con-
tributed to some degree of mutual disrespect.

The artificial dichotomy between theory and practice has also led us to
believe that teachers would gladly follow the principles and practices of es-
tablished methods. They rarely do. They seem to know better. They know
that none of the established methods can be realized in their purest form in
the actual classroom primarily because they are not derived from their
classroom but are artificially transplanted into it. They reveal their dissatis-
faction with method through their actions in the classroom. Classroom-
oriented research carried out in the last two decades (e.g., Kumaravadivelu,
1993a; Nunan, 1987; Swaffer, Arens, & Morgan, 1982) have revealed four
interrelated facts:

� Teachers who claim to follow a particular method do not conform to
its theoretical principles and classroom procedures at all;

� teachers who claim to follow different methods often use the same
classroom procedures;

� teachers who claim to follow the same method often use different pro-
cedures, and

� teachers develop and follow in their classroom a carefully crafted se-
quence of activities not necessarily associated with any particular
method.

In other words, teachers seem to be convinced that no single theory of
learning and no single method of teaching will help them confront the
challenges of everyday teaching. They use their own intuitive ability and ex-
periential knowledge to decide what works and what does not work. There
is thus a significant variance between what theorists advocate and what
teachers do in their classroom.
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Myth #5: Method is neutral, and has no ideological motivation. In chapter 1,
we discussed the connection between ideology and language in general.
The ideological nature of English language teaching has also been well-
examined (e.g., Canagarajah, 1999; Pennycook, 1998; Phillipson, 1992;
Ricento, 2000). In an incisive analysis of the concept of method in particu-
lar, Pennycook (1989) demonstrated how “the concept reflects a particular
view of the world and is articulated in the interests of unequal power rela-
tionships” (pp. 589–590). Arguing that method represents what he calls in-
terested knowledge, he showed how it “has diminished rather than enhanced
our understanding of language teaching” (p. 597). Discussing the forms of
resistance to such center-based interested knowledge imposed on the lan-
guage classroom in periphery countries, Canagarajah (1999) called for a
pedagogy in which members of the periphery communities will “have the
agency to think critically and work out ideological alternatives that favor
their own environment” (p. 2).

Furthermore, as I have observed elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu (2003b),
the concept of method is indeed a construct of marginality. One aspect of
this marginality has taken the form of gendered division in the English Lan-
guage Teaching (ELT) workforce. As Pennycook (1989) suggested, the
method concept “has played a major role in maintaining the gendered divi-
sion of the workforce, a hierarchically organized division between male
conceptualizers and female practitioners” (pp. 610–611). Another aspect
has taken a broader form of native/nonnative division in the global ELT
workforce, where nonnative professionals are marginalized.

Expanding on the last point, I have argued that that method as a means
of marginality has four interrelated dimensions—scholastic, linguistic, cul-
tural, and economic (Kumaravadivelu, 2003b):

� The scholastic dimension relates to the ways in which Western scholars
have treated local knowledge, as discussed in Myth #3.

� The linguistic dimension relates to the ways in which methods prevent
nonnative learners and teachers of English from putting to use their excel-
lent L1 linguistic resource to serve the cause of their L2 education. It is a
move that automatically privileges teachers who are native speakers of Eng-
lish, most of whom do not share the language of their learners. Phillipson
(1992) has called it the monolingual tenet of L2 pedagogy.

� The cultural dimension treats second-language teaching as second cul-
ture teaching directed at helping L2 learner “gain an understanding of the
native speaker’s perspective” (Stern, 1992, p. 216). The overall aim is to
help them develop sociocultural ability for the purpose of culturally empa-
thizing, if not culturally assimilating, with native speakers of English.

� The economic dimension relates to the ways in which the monolingual
tenet and the emphasis on culture teaching create and sustain global em-
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ployment opportunities for native speakers of English, sometimes at the ex-
pense of qualified local candidates.

These four dimensions of method as a means of marginality tend to extend
and expand the agenda for sustaining “an ideological dependence” (Phil-
lipson, 1992, p. 199).

The matters raised so far, and particularly the ambiguous use of the
term, method, and the multiple myths that are associated with it, have con-
tributed to a gradual erosion of its usability as a construct in language learn-
ing and teaching, prompting some to say that the concept of method is
dead.

8.1.3. The Death of Method

In 1991, the British applied linguist, Dick Allwright gave a plenary talk in a
conference at Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada and the talk (as well as
the published version) was titled, “The Death of the Method.” In choosing
what he called a “deliberately contentious title,” he was emphasizing “the
relative unhelpfulness of the existence of ‘methods’” (Allwright, 1991, p.
1). Following his lead, the American scholar, Brown, has used the imagery
of death again and again (e.g., 2002). He has sought to “lay to rest” (p. 11)
the concept of method, and to write a “requiem” (p. 17) for “recently in-
terred methods” (p. 14). By opting for these colorful expressions, the two
reputed scholars from across the Atlantic are not being polemical; rather,
they wish to draw attention to the fact that the concept of method has lost
its significance. It should no longer be considered a valuable or a viable
construct in language learning and teaching. In fact, as indicated earlier,
several scholars (e.g., Mackey, 1965; Stern, 1985) have made similar obser-
vations before, using less vivid phrases.

Allwright explains the “relative unhelpfulness” of the method concept by
listing six reasons. To quote:

� It is built on seeing differences where similarities may be more impor-
tant, since methods that are different in abstract principle seem to be
far less so in classroom practice;

� it simplifies unhelpfully a highly complex set of issues, for example see-
ing similarities among learners when differences may be more impor-
tant . . . ;

� it diverts energies from potentially more productive concerns, since
time spent learning how to implement a particular method is time not
available for such alternative activities as classroom task design;

� it breeds a brand loyalty which is unlikely to be helpful to the profes-
sion, since it fosters pointless rivalries on essentially irrelevant issues;
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� it breeds complacency, if, as it surely must, it conveys the impression
that answers have indeed been found to all the major methodological
questions in our profession;

� it offers a “cheap” externally derived sense of coherence for language
teachers, which may itself inhibit the development of a personally “ex-
pensive,” but ultimately far more valuable, internally derived sense of
coherence . . . (Allwright, 1991, pp. 7–8)

Interestingly, most of these reasons are teacher related, and can be easily
linked to some of the myths of the method discussed in the above section.

Allwright’s observation that the concept of method may inhibit the de-
velopment of a “valuable, internally-derived sense of coherence” on the
part of the classroom teacher is an important one. It has been addressed in
detail by Clarke (2003), who posited “coherence” as “the ideal to strive for”
but laments that the concept of method shifts the focus to something else:
“it is not uncommon for the focus to shift from improving learning to im-
proving method, not unlike the gardener who spends an inordinate
amount of time building the ideal hothouse and forgets to tend to the to-
matoes” (p. 128).

Teachers find it difficult to develop a “valuable, internally-derived sense
of coherence” about language teaching, in part, because the transmission
model of teacher education they may have undergone does little more than
passing on to them a ready-made package of methods and methods-related
body of knowledge. They find such a methods-based teacher education
woefully inadequate to meet the challenges of the practice of everyday
teaching. Therefore, in an earnest attempt “to tend to the tomatoes,” they
try to develop a sense of what works in the classroom and what doesn’t,
based on their intuitive ability and experiential knowledge. In a clear repu-
diation of established methods and their estranged myths, teachers try to
derive a “method” of their own and call it eclectic method.

Constructing a principled eclectic method is not easy. As Widdowson
(1990) observed, “if by eclecticism is meant the random and expedient use
of whatever technique comes most readily to hand, then it has no merit
whatever” (p. 50). The difficulties faced by teachers in developing an en-
lightened eclectic method are not hard to find. Stern (1992) pointed out
some of them:

the weakness of the eclectic position is that it offers no criteria according to
which we can determine which is the best theory, nor does it provide any prin-
ciples by which to include or exclude features which form part of existing the-
ories or practices. The choice is left to the individual’s intuitive judgment and
is, therefore, too broad and too vague to be satisfactory as a theory in its own
right. (p. 11)
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As can be expected, methods-based, teacher-education programs do not
make any sustained and systematic effort to develop in prospective teachers
the knowledge and skill necessary to be responsibly eclectic.

The net result is that practicing teachers end up with some form of eclec-
tic method that is, as Long writes in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Language
Teaching and Learning (2000):

usually little more than an amalgam of their inventors’ prejudices. The same
relative ignorance about SLA affects everyone, and makes the eclecticist’s
claim to be able to select the alleged “best parts” of several theories absurd.
Worse, given that different theories by definition reflect different under-
standings, the resulting methodological mish-mash is guaranteed to be
wrong, whereas an approach to language teaching based, in part, on one the-
ory can at least be coherent, and, subject to the previously discussed caveats,
has a chance of being right. (p. 4)

Consequently, teachers find themselves in an unenviable position where
they have to straddle two pedagogic worlds: a method-based one that is im-
posed on them, and a methodological one that is improvised by them.

What the aforementioned discussion shows is that the concept of
method has little theoretical validity and even less practical utility. Its mean-
ing is ambiguous, and its claim dubious. Given such a checkered history, it
has come to be looked on as “a label without substance” (Clarke, 1983, p.
109) that has only “diminished rather than enhanced our understanding of
language teaching” (Pennycook, 1989, p. 597), resulting in the feeling that
“language teaching might be better understood and better executed if the
concept of method were not to exist at all” ( Jarvis, 1991, p. 295). It is there-
fore no wonder that there is a strong sentiment to call it dead, sing a re-
quiem, and assign it “to the dustbin” (Nunan, 1989, p. 2) of history.

For reasons discussed above, the deep discontent with the concept of
method accumulating for a considerable length of time has finally resulted
in the emergence of the postmethod condition. Synthesizing and expand-
ing some of my earlier work (Kumaravadivelu, 1994b, 2001, 2002, 2003a), I
briefly present the logic of postmethod.

8.2. THE LOGIC OF POSTMETHOD

The postmethod condition is a sustainable state of affairs that compels us to
fundamentally restructure our view of language teaching and teacher edu-
cation. It urges us to review the character and content of classroom teach-
ing in all its pedagogical and ideological perspectives. It drives us to stream-
line our teacher education by refiguring the reified relationship between
theory and practice. In short, it demands that we seriously contemplate the
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essentials of a coherent postmethod pedagogy. I present below the essen-
tials of postmethod pedagogy in terms of pedagogic parameters and peda-
gogic indicators. How these parameters and indictors can shape the con-
struction of a postmethod pedagogy will be the subject of chapter 9.

8.2.1. Pedagogic Parameters

Postmethod pedagogy can be visualized as a three-dimensional system consist-
ing of three pedagogic parameters: particularity, practicality, and possibil-
ity. As will become clear, each parameter shapes and is shaped by the oth-
ers. They interweave and interact with each other in a synergic relationship
where the whole is much more than the sum of its parts. Let us consider
each of them.

8.2.1.1. The Parameter of Particularity. The most important aspect of
postmethod pedagogy is its particularity. That is to say, any postmethod ped-
agogy “must be sensitive to a particular group of teachers teaching a partic-
ular group of learners pursuing a particular set of goals within a particular
institutional context embedded in a particular sociocultural mileu” (Kuma-
ravadivelu, 2001, p. 538). The parameter of particularity then rejects the
very idea method-based pedagogies are founded upon, namely, there can
be one set of teaching aims and objectives realizable through one set of
teaching principles and procedures. At its core, the idea of pedagogic par-
ticularity is consistent with the hermeneutic perspective of situational under-
standing, which claims that a meaningful pedagogy cannot be constructed
without a holistic interpretation of particular situations, and that it cannot
be improved without a general improvement of those particular situations
(Elliott, 1993).

The parameter of particularity emphasizes local exigencies and lived ex-
periences. Pedagogies that ignore them will ultimately prove to be “so dis-
turbing for those affected by them—so threatening to their belief systems—
that hostility is aroused and learning becomes impossible” (Coleman, 1996,
p. 11). For instance, communicative language teaching with its focus on
sociocultural negotiation, expression, and interpretation (see chap. 6, this
volume, for details) has created a deep sense of disillusionment in certain
parts of the world. Consider the following:

� From South Africa, Chick (1996) wondered whether “our choice of
communicative language teaching as a goal was possibly a sort of naive
ethnocentricism prompted by the thought that what is good for Eu-
rope or the USA had to be good for KwaZulu” (p. 22).

� From Pakistan, Shamim (1996) reported that her attempt to introduce
communicative language teaching into her classroom met with a great
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deal of resistance from her learners, making her “terribly exhausted,”
leading her to realize that, by introducing this methodology, she was
actually “creating psychological barriers to learning . . .” (p. 109).

� From Singapore, Pakir (1999) suggested that communicative language
teaching with its professional practices based on “Anglo-Saxon assump-
tions” (p. 112) has to be modified taking into account what she calls
“glocal” linguistic and cultural considerations.

� From India, Tickoo (1996) narrated how even locally initiated, peda-
gogic innovations have failed because they merely tinkered with the
method-based framework inherited from abroad.

All these research reports present a classic case of a centrally produced ped-
agogy that is out of sync with local linguistic, sociocultural, and political par-
ticularities. In fact, dealing with a similar situation within the United States,
scholars such as Delpit (1995) and Smitherman (2000) stressed the need
for a language education that is sensitive to the linguistic particularities of
“nonstandard” speakers of English.

A context-sensitive language education can emerge only from the prac-
tice of particularity. It involves a critical awareness of local conditions of
learning and teaching that policymakers and program administrators have
to seriously consider in putting together an effective teaching agenda.
More importantly, it involves practicing teachers, either individually or col-
lectively, observing their teaching acts, evaluating their outcomes, identify-
ing problems, finding solutions, and trying them out to see once again what
works and what doesn’t. In that sense, the particular is so deeply embedded
in the practical, and cannot be achieved or understood without it. The pa-
rameter of particularity, therefore, merges into the parameter of practicality.

8.2.1.2. The Parameter of Practicality. The parameter of practicality re-
lates broadly to the relationship between theory and practice, and narrowly
to the teacher’s skill in monitoring his or her own teaching effectiveness. As
we discussed earlier, there is a harmful dichotomy between theory and
practice, between the theorist’s role and the teacher’s role in education.
One of the ways by which general educationists have addressed the dichot-
omy is by positing a distinction between professional theories and personal
theories. According to O’Hanlon (1993), professional theories are those that
are generated by experts, and are generally transmitted from centers of
higher learning. Personal theories, on the other hand, are those that are de-
veloped by teachers by interpreting and applying professional theories in
practical situations while they are on the job.

It is this distinction between theorists’ theory and teachers’ theory that
has, in part, influenced the emphasis on action research. “The fundamen-
tal aim of action research,” as Elliott (1991) makes it crystal clear, “is to im-
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prove practice rather than to produce knowledge” (p. 49). The teacher is
advised to do action research in the classroom by testing, interpreting, and
judging the usefulness of professional theories proposed by experts. Such
an interpretation of teacher research is very narrow because it leaves very
little room for self-conceptualization and self-construction of pedagogic
knowledge on the part of the teacher.

The parameter of practicality goes beyond such deficiencies inherent in
the theory versus practice and theorists’ theory versus teachers’ theory di-
chotomies. As I have argued elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu, 1999b), if con-
text-sensitive pedagogic knowledge has to emerge from teachers and their
practice of everyday teaching, then they ought to be enabled to theorize
from their practice and practice what they theorize. Edge (2001) made sim-
ilar observations when he stated that “the thinking teacher is no longer per-
ceived as someone who applies theories, but someone who theorizes prac-
tice” (p. 6). This objective, however, cannot be achieved simply by asking
them to put into practice professional theories proposed by others. It can
be achieved only by helping them develop the knowledge and skill, atti-
tude, and autonomy necessary to construct their own context-sensitive the-
ory of practice.

A theory of practice is conceived when, to paraphrase van Manen (1991),
there is a union of action and thought, or more precisely, when there is
action in thought and thought in action. It is the result of what he has
called “pedagogical thoughtfulness.” In the context of deriving a theory of
practice, pedagogical thoughtfulness simultaneously feeds and is fed by
reflective thinking on the part of teachers. Freeman (1998) called such a
reflective thinking inquiry-oriented teacher research, which he defines as “a
state of being engaged in what is going on in the classroom that drives one
to better understand what is happening—and can happen—there” (p.
14). He sees inquiry as something that “includes both the attitude that
spawns this engagement and the energy and activity that put it into ac-
tion” (p. 34). It enables them to understand and identify problems, ana-
lyze and assess information, consider and evaluate alternatives, and then
choose the best available alternative that is then subjected to further criti-
cal evaluation.

The parameter of practicality, then, focuses on teachers’ reflection and
action, which are also based on their insights and intuition. Through prior
and ongoing experience with learning and teaching, teachers gather an
unexplained and sometimes unexplainable awareness of what constitutes
good teaching. Prabhu (1990) called it teachers’ sense of plausibility. It is
their “personal conceptualization of how their teaching leads to desired
learning, with a notion of causation that has a measure of credibility for
them” (p. 172). In a similar vein, Hargreaves (1994) called it the ethic of prac-
ticality—a phrase he used to refer to the teacher’s
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powerful sense of what works and what doesn’t; of which changes will go and
which will not—not in the abstract, or even as a general rule, but for this
teacher in this context. In this simple yet deeply influential sense of practical-
ity among teachers is the distillation of complex and potent combinations of
purpose, person, politics and workplace constraints. (p. 12, emphasis in origi-
nal)

More than a quarter century ago, van Manen (1977) called this awareness,
simply, sense-making.

Teachers’ sense-making matures over time as they learn to cope with
competing pulls and pressures representing the content and character of
professional preparation, personal beliefs, institutional constraints, learner
expectations, assessment instruments, and other factors. This seemingly in-
stinctive and idiosyncratic nature of the teacher’s sense-making disguises
the fact that it is formed and re-formed by the pedagogic factors governing
the microcosm of the classroom as well as by the larger sociopolitical forces
emanating from outside. In this sense, the parameter of practicality meta-
morphoses into the parameter of possibility.

8.2.1.3. The Parameter of Possibility. The parameter of possibility owes
much of its origin to the educational philosophy of the Brazilian intellec-
tual, Paulo Freire. He and his followers (e.g., Giroux, 1988; Simon, 1988)
took the position that pedagogy, any pedagogy, is closely linked to power
and dominance, and is aimed at creating and sustaining social inequalities.
They stress the importance of acknowledging and highlighting students’
and teachers’ individual identity, and they encourage them to question the
status quo that keeps them subjugated. They also stress the “the need to de-
velop theories, forms of knowledge, and social practices that work with the
experiences that people bring to the pedagogical setting” (Giroux, 1988, p.
134, emphasis in original).

The experiences participants bring to the pedagogical setting are
shaped, not just by what they experience in the classroom, but also by a
broader social, economic, and political environment in which they grow
up. These experiences have the potential to alter classroom aims and activi-
ties in ways unintended and unexpected by policy planners or curriculum
designers or textbook producers. For instance, Canagarajah (1999) re-
ported how Tamil students of English in the civil war-torn Sri Lanka offered
resistance to Western representations of English language and culture and
how they, motivated by their own cultural and historical backgrounds, ap-
propriated the language and used it in their own terms according to their
own aspirations, needs, and values. He reported how the students, through
marginal comments and graphics, actually reframed, reinterpreted and re-
wrote the content of their ESL textbooks written and produced by Anglo-

174 CHAPTER 8



American authors. The students’ resistance, Canagarajah concluded, sug-
gests “the strategic ways by which discourses may be negotiated, intimating
the resilient ability of human subjects to creatively fashion a voice for them-
selves from amidst the deafening channels of domination” (p. 197).

The parameter of possibility is also concerned with language ideology
and learner identity. As we saw in chapter 1, more than any other educa-
tional enterprise, language education provides its participants with chal-
lenges and opportunities for a continual quest for subjectivity and self-
identity; for, as Weeden (1987) pointed out “language is the place where
actual and possible forms of social organization and their likely social and
political consequences are defined and contested. Yet it is also the place
where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is constructed” (p. 21). This
is even more applicable to L2 education, which brings languages and cul-
tures in contact. That this contact results in identity conflicts has been
convincingly brought out by Norton’s study of immigrant women in Can-
ada. “The historically and socially constructed identity of learners,” Nor-
ton (2000) wrote, “influences the subject position they take up in the lan-
guage classroom and the relationship they establish with the language
teacher” (p. 142).

Applying such a critical stance to teach English to speakers of other lan-
guages, Auerbach (1995), Benesch (2001), Morgan (1998) and others have
suggested new ways of broadening the nature and scope of classroom aims
and activities. More specifically, Auerbach has showed us how participatory
pedagogy can bring together learners, teachers, and community activists in
mutually beneficial, collaborative projects. Morgan has demonstrated how
even in teaching units of language as system, such as phonological and gram-
matical features, the values of critical practice and community development
can be profitably used. Similarly, Benesch has suggested ways and means of
linking the linguistic text and sociopolitical context as well as the academic
content and the larger community for the purpose of turning classroom in-
put and interaction into effective instruments of transformation.

What follows from the aforementioned discussion is that language teach-
ers can ill afford to ignore the sociocultural reality that influences identity
formation in the classroom nor can they afford to separate the linguistic
needs of learners from their social needs. They will be able to reconcile
these seemingly competing forces if they “achieve a deepening awareness
both of the sociocultural reality that shapes their lives and of their capacity
to transform that reality” (van Manen, 1977, p. 222). Such a deepening
awareness has a built-in quality to transform the life of the teachers them-
selves. Studies by Clandinin and her colleagues attest to this self-trans-
forming phenomenon: “As we worked together we talked about ways of see-
ing new possibility in our practices as teachers, as teacher educators, and
with children in our classroom. As we saw possibilities in our professional
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lives we also came to see new possibilities in our personal lives” (Clandinin,
Davis, Hogan, & Kennard, 1993, p. 209).

In sum, the three pedagogic parameters of particularity, practicality, and
possibility constitute the conceptual foundation for a postmethod peda-
gogy. They have the potential to function as operating principles, guiding
various aspects of L2 learning and teaching. These operating principles
manifest themselves in what may be called pedagogic indicators.

8.2.2. Pedagogic Indicators

Pedagogic indicators refer to those functions and features that are consid-
ered to reflect the role played by key participants in the L2 learning and
teaching operations governing postmethod pedagogy. They are conceptu-
ally consistent with the three parameters already discussed. They indicate
the degree to which shared decision making is incorporated into the plan-
ning and implementation of classroom aims and activities, especially the
decision-making process shared by postmethod learners, teachers, and
teacher educators.

8.2.2.1. The Postmethod Learner. Postmethod pedagogy seeks to make
the most use of learner investment and learner interest by giving them, to
the extent feasible, a meaningful role in pedagogic decision making. As
Breen and Littlejohn (2000) observed, “a pedagogy that does not directly
call upon students’ capacities to make decisions conveys to them that either
they are not allowed to or that they are incapable of doing so; or it may con-
vey that the more overt struggle to interpret and plan is not part of ‘proper’
learning” (p. 21). Postmethod pedagogy allows learners a role in pedagogic
decision making by treating them as active and autonomous players.

Postmethod pedagogy takes into account two views of learner autonomy,
a narrow view and a broad view (Kumaravadivelu, 2003a). The narrow view
seeks to develop in the learner a capacity to learn to learn whereas the
broad view goes beyond that to include a capacity to learn to liberate as
well. Helping learners learn to learn involves developing in them the ability
to “take charge of one’s own learning,” (Holec, 1981, p. 3). Taking charge,
according to Holec, means to (a) have and to hold the responsibility for de-
termining learning objectives, (b) for defining contents and progressions,
(c) for selecting methods and techniques to be used, (d) for monitoring
the procedure of acquisition, and finally, (e) for evaluating what has been
acquired.

Generally, learning to learn means learning to use appropriate strategies
to realize desired learning objectives. In the L2 literature, one can find use-
ful taxonomies of learning strategies (e.g., O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Ox-
ford, 1990) as well as user-friendly manuals (e.g., Chamot, et. al., 1999;
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Scharle & Szabo, 2000), which offer learners insights into what they need to
know and can do to plan and regulate their learning. These sources tell us
that learners use several metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective strat-
egies to achieve their learning objectives. They also tell us that there are
many individual ways of learning a language successfully, and that different
learners will approach language learning differently. We further learn that
more successful learners use a greater variety of strategies and use them in
ways appropriate to the language learning task, and that less successful
learners not only have fewer strategy types in their repertoire, but also fre-
quently use strategies that are inappropriate to the task.

By using appropriate learning strategies, learners can monitor their
learning process and maximize their learning potential. As I have stated
elsewhere (Kumaravadivelu, 2003a, pp. 139–140), learners can exploit
some of these opportunities by:

� Identifying their learning strategies and styles in order to know their
strengths and weaknesses as language learners;

� stretching their strategies and styles by incorporating some of those
employed by successful language learners;

� reaching out for opportunities for additional language reception or
production beyond what they get in the classroom, for example,
through library resources, learning centers and electronic media such
as the Internet;

� collaborating with other learners to pool information on a specific
project they are working on; and

� taking advantage of opportunities to communicate with competent
speakers of the language.

Collectively, these activities help learners gain a sense of responsibility for
aiding their own learning.

While the narrow view of learner autonomy treats learning to learn a lan-
guage as an end in itself, the broad view treats learning to learn a language
as a means to an end, the end being learning to liberate. In other words, the
former stands for academic autonomy and the latter, for liberatory auton-
omy. If academic autonomy enables learners to be effective learners, liberatory
autonomy empowers them to be critical thinkers. Thus, liberatory autonomy
goes much further by actively seeking to help learners recognize socio-
political impediments that prevent them from realizing their full human
potential, and by providing them with the intellectual and cognitive tools
necessary to overcome them.

More than any other educational enterprise, language teaching, where
almost any and all topics can potentially constitute the content of classroom
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activity, offers ample opportunities for teachers to experiment with liber-
atory autonomy. Meaningful liberatory autonomy can be promoted in the
language classroom by, among other things:

� Encouraging learners to assume, with the help of their teachers, the
role of mini-ethnographers so that they can investigate and under-
stand how, for instance, language as ideology serves vested interests;

� asking them to reflect on their developing identities by writing diaries
or journal entries about issues that engage their sense of who they are
and how they relate to the social world;

� helping them in the formation of learning communities where they
develop into unified, socially cohesive, mutually supportive groups
seeking self-awareness and self-improvement; and

� providing opportunities for them to explore the unlimited possibilities
offered by online services on the World Wide Web, and bringing back
to the class their own topics and materials for discussion, and their own
perspectives on those topics.

Taken together, what the two types of autonomy promise is the develop-
ment of overall academic ability, intellectual competence, social conscious-
ness, and mental attitude necessary for learners to avail opportunities, and
overcome challenges both in and outside the classroom. Clearly, such a far-
reaching goal cannot be attained by learners working alone; they need the
willing cooperation of all others who directly or indirectly shape their edu-
cational agenda, particularly that of their teachers.

8.2.2.2. The Postmethod Teacher. The postmethod teacher is consid-
ered to be an autonomous teacher. Teacher autonomy is so central that it
can be seen as defining the heart of postmethod pedagogy. Method-based
pedagogy “overlooks the fund of experience and tacit knowledge about
teaching which the teachers already have by virtue of their lives as students”
(Freeman, 1991, p. 35). Postmethod pedagogy, on the other hand, recog-
nizes the teachers’ prior knowledge as well as their potential to know not
only how to teach but also know how to act autonomously within the aca-
demic and administrative constraints imposed by institutions, curricula,
and textbooks. It also promotes the ability of teachers to know how to de-
velop a reflective approach to their own teaching, how to analyze and evalu-
ate their own teaching acts, how to initiate change in their classroom, and
how to monitor the effects of such changes (Wallace, 1991). Such an ability
can evolve only if teachers have a desire and a determination to acquire and
assert a fair degree of autonomy in pedagogic decision making.

In the field of L2 education, most teachers enter into the realm of pro-
fessional knowledge, with very few exceptions, through a “methods” pack-
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age. That is, they learn that the supposedly objective knowledge of lan-
guage learning and teaching has been closely linked to a particular method
which, in turn, is closely linked to a particular school of thought in psychol-
ogy, linguistics, and other related disciplines. When they begin to teach,
however, they quickly recognize the limitations of such a knowledge base,
and try to break away from such a constraining concept of method. In the
process, they attempt, as we saw earlier, to develop their own eclectic
method. In order to do that, they have to increasingly rely on their prior
and evolving personal knowledge of learning and teaching.

Personal knowledge “does not simply entail behavioral knowledge of
how to do particular things in the classroom; it involves a cognitive dimen-
sion that links thought with activity, centering on the context-embedded,
interpretive process of knowing what to do” (Freeman, 1996, p. 99). Per-
sonal knowledge does not develop instantly before one’s peering eyes, as
film develops in an instant camera. It evolves over time, through deter-
mined effort. Under these circumstances, it is evident that teachers can be-
come autonomous only to the extent they are willing and able to embark
on a continual process of self-development.

Facilitating teacher self-development, to a large extent, depends on what
we know about teacher cognition which is a fairly new, but a rapidly grow-
ing, professional topic in L2 teacher education. Teacher cognition, as Borg
(2003) said, refers to “what teachers know, believe, and think” (p. 81). Ac-
cording to his recent state-of-the-art review, teacher cognition has been the
focus of 47 research studies since 1996. Some of these studies have shed
useful light on how teachers interpret and evaluate the events, activities,
and interactions that occur in the teaching process, and how these interpre-
tations and evaluations can help them enrich their knowledge, and eventu-
ally enable them to become self-directed individuals. These and other stud-
ies on teacher cognition reveal “greater understanding of the contextual
factors—e.g., institutional, social, instructional, physical—which shape
what language teachers do are central to deeper insights into relationships
between cognition and practice” (Borg, 2003, p. 106).

A study conducted in Australia by Breen and his colleagues (Breen,
Hird, Milton, Oliver, & Thwaite, 2001) clearly brings out the possible rela-
tionship between teacher beliefs, guiding principles, and classroom ac-
tions, and their unfailing impact on immediate, ongoing thinking and deci-
sion making. Consider Fig. 8.1.

Studying a group of 18 Australian teachers of English as a second lan-
guage (ESL) whose teaching experience varied from 5 to 33 years, Breen et
al. (2001) found that teachers’ beliefs comprise a set of guiding principles
that, in turn, “appeared to derive from underlying beliefs or personal theo-
ries the teachers held regarding the nature of the broader educational
process, the nature of language, how it is learned, and how it may be best
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taught” (pp. 472–473). According to them, the pedagogic principles medi-
ate between the experientially informed teacher beliefs and the teacher’s
ongoing decision making and actions with a particular class of learners in a
particular teaching situation. These principles are “reflexive in both shap-
ing what the teacher does whilst being responsive to what the teacher ob-
serves about the learners’ behavior and their achievements in class” (p.
473). Over time, teachers evolve a coherent pedagogic framework consist-
ing of core principles that are applied across teaching situations. What
postmethod pedagogy assumes is that this kind personal knowledge teach-
ers develop over time will eventually lead them to construct their own the-
ory of practice.

While the above-mentioned authors provide teachers’ articulated en-
counters with certain aspects of particularity and practicality, scholars such
as Clarke (2003), Edge (2002), and Johnston (2003) showed more recently
how teachers can enlarge their vision by embracing aspects of possibility as

180 CHAPTER 8

FIG 8.1. Teacher conceptualizations and classroom practices (Breen et al.,
2001, p. 473).



well. Their contributions demonstrate once again that “language teachers
cannot hope to fully satisfy their pedagogic obligations without at the same
time satisfying their social obligations” (Kumaravadivelu, 2001, p. 544). In
other words, teachers cannot afford to remain sociopolitically naive.

Sociopolitical naiveté commonly occurs, as Hargreaves (1994) wisely
warned us,

when teachers are encouraged to reflect on their personal biographies with-
out also connecting them to broader histories of which they are a part; or
when they are asked to reflect on their personal images of teaching and learn-
ing without also theorizing the conditions which gave rise to those images and
the consequences which follow from them. (p. 74)

He argued, quite rightly, that when divorced from its surrounding social
and political contexts, teachers’ personal knowledge can quickly turn into
“parochial knowledge.”

In pursuing their professional self-development, postmethod teachers
perform teacher research involving the triple parameters of particularity,
practicality, and possibility. Teacher research is initiated and implemented
by them, and is motivated mainly by their own desire to self-explore and
self-improve. Contrary to common misconception, doing teacher research
does not necessarily involve highly sophisticated, statistically laden, vari-
able-controlled experimental studies for which practicing teachers have
neither the time nor the energy. Rather, it involves keeping one’s eyes, ears,
and minds open in the classroom to see what works and what doesn’t, with
what group(s) of learners, for what reason, and assessing what changes are
necessary to make instruction achieve its desired goals. Teachers can con-
duct teacher research by developing and using investigative capabilities de-
rived from the practices of exploratory research (Allwright, 1993), teacher-
research cycle (Freeman, 1998), and critical classroom discourse analysis
(Kumaravadivelu, 1999a, 1999b).

The goal of teacher research is achieved when teachers exploit and ex-
tend their intuitively held pedagogic beliefs based on their educational his-
tories and personal biographies by conducting a more structured and more
goal-oriented teacher research based on the parameters of particularity,
practicality, and possibility. Most part of such teacher research is doable if,
as far as possible, it is not separated from and is fully integrated with day-to-
day teaching and learning. As Allwright (1993) argued, language teachers
and learners are in a privileged position to use class time for investigative
purposes as long as the activities are done through the medium of the tar-
get language being taught and learned. To successfully carry out investiga-
tive as well as instructional responsibilities thrust on them by the post-
method condition, teachers, no doubt, need the services of committed
teacher educators.
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8.2.2.3. The Postmethod Teacher Educator. “Mainstream approaches to
teacher education in TESOL,” as Pennycook (2004) pointed out, “have fre-
quently lacked a social or political dimension that helps locate English and
English language teaching within the complex social, cultural, economic,
and political environments in which it occurs” (p. 335). That is because
most models of teacher education are designed to transmit a set of prese-
lected and presequenced body of knowledge from the teacher educator to
the prospective teacher. This is essentially a top–down approach in which
teacher educators perceive their role to be one of engineering the class-
room teaching of student teachers, offering them suggestions on the best
way to teach, modeling appropriate teaching behaviors for them, and evalu-
ating their mastery of discrete pedagogic behaviors through a capstone
course called practicum or practice teaching. Such a transmission model of
teacher education is hopelessly inadequate to produce self-directing and
self-determining teachers who constitute the backbone of any postmethod
pedagogy.

The task of the postmethod teacher educator is to create conditions for
prospective teachers to acquire necessary authority and autonomy that will
enable them to reflect on and shape their own pedagogic experiences, and
in certain cases transform such experiences. In other words, it becomes nec-
essary to have teacher education that does not merely pass on a body of
knowledge, but rather one that is dialogically constructed by participants
who think and act critically. In other words, the interaction between the
teacher educator and the prospective teacher should become dialogic in the
Bakhtinian sense (Kumaravadivelu, 1999b). According to Bakhtin (1981), in-
teraction is “dialogic” when all the participants to an interactional exchange
have the authority and the autonomy to express their voice and exhibit their
identity. A dialogue, controlled by one individual, is “monologic” even if two
or more individuals take part in it. Dialogic discourse, then, facilitates an in-
teraction between meanings, between belief systems; an interaction that pro-
duces what Bakhtin calls, “a responsive understanding.” In such a dialogic
enterprise, the primary responsibility of the teacher educator is not to pro-
vide the teacher with a borrowed voice, however enlightened it may be, but
to provide opportunities for the dialogic construction of meaning out of
which an identity or voice may emerge.

From a postmethod perspective, teacher education is treated not as the
experience and interpretation of a predetermined, prescribed pedagogic
practice, but rather as an ongoing, dialogically constructed entity involving
critically reflective participants. When teacher education is dialogic, a series
of actions ensue: through purposeful interactions, channels of communica-
tion between student-teachers and teacher-educators open-up. Student
teachers actively and freely use the linguistic, cultural and pedagogic capi-
tal they bring with them. Teacher educators show a willingness to use the
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student teacher’s values, beliefs, and knowledge as an integral part of the
learning process. When all this happens, the entire process of teacher edu-
cation becomes reflective and rewarding.

In practical terms, what this discussion means is that the role of the
postmethod teacher educator becomes one of:

� Recognizing and helping student teachers recognize the inequalities
built into the current teacher education programs, which treat teacher
educators as producers of knowledge, and practicing teachers as con-
sumers of knowledge;

� enabling prospective teachers to articulate their thoughts and experi-
ence, and share with other student teachers in class their evolving per-
sonal beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge about language learning
and teaching at the beginning, during, and at the end of their teacher
education program;

� encouraging prospective teachers to think critically so that they may
relate their personal knowledge with the professional knowledge they
are being exposed to, monitor how each shapes and is shaped by the
other, assess how the generic professional knowledge could be used to
derive their own personal theory of practice;

� creating conditions for student teachers to acquire basic, classroom-
discourse analytical skills that will help them understand the nature of
classroom input and interaction;

� rechannelizing part of their own research agenda to do what Camer-
on, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, and Richardson (1992) called “empow-
ering research,” that is, research with rather than on their student
teachers; and

� exposing student teachers to a pedagogy of possibility by helping them
critically engage authors who have raised our consciousness about
power and politics, ideas and ideologies that inform L2 education.

These are, no doubt, challenging tasks. Unfortunately, most of the current
teacher education programs are unable to meet these challenges. The pro-
grams require a fundamental restructuring that transforms an information-
oriented teacher education into an inquiry-oriented one.

8.3. CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter has been threefold: first, to deconstruct the ex-
isting concept of method; second, to describe the antimethod sentiments;
and third, to delineate the emerging postmethod condition. I have pointed
out that the concept of method is beset with ambiguous meanings and mul-
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tiple myths, and, as a result, has lost much of its significance. I have also
stressed that a greater awareness of its limitations among a growing section
of the professional community has caused the emergence of what has been
called the postmethod condition.

I have argued that any postmethod pedagogy must take into account the
pedagogic parameters of particularity, practicality, and possibility. The first
relates to the advancement of a context-sensitive pedagogy based on a true
understanding of local linguistic, sociocultural, and political particularities.
The second seeks to enable and encourage teachers to theorize from their
practice and practice what they theorize. And the third emphasizes the im-
portance of larger social, political, educational, and institutional forces that
shape identity formation and social transformation. The boundaries of the
particular, the practical, and the possible are blurred as they shape and are
shaped by the others.

I have also suggested that the three parameters have the potential to pro-
vide the organizing principles for the construction of a context-sensitive
pedagogic framework. This potential opens up unlimited opportunities for
the emergence of various types of postmethod pedagogies that are sensitive
to various learning and teaching needs, wants, and situations. In chapter 9,
I describe three recent attempts at formulating the basics of postmethod
pedagogy that transcend the limitations of the concept of method in differ-
ent ways.
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9. INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I focus on some of the attempts that have recently been
made to lay the foundation for the construction of pedagogies that can be
considered postmethod in their orientation. In order to do that, I consider
only those proposals that (a) make a clear and consequential break with the
concept of method, (b) provide a coherent and comprehensive framework
to the extent allowed by the current state of knowledge, and (c) offer a well-
defined and well-explained set of ideas that may guide important aspects of
L2 classroom activity. I recognize that these requirements lack precise defi-
nitions, and that any choice based on them will remain subjective.

With those conditions and caveats in mind, I choose to highlight three
postmethod frameworks: (a) Stern’s three-dimensional framework, (b) All-
wright’s Exploratory Practice framework, and (c) Kumaravadivelu’s macro-
strategic framework. In choosing these three, I am not suggesting that they
exemplify all, or even most, of the parameters and indicators of post-
method pedagogy discussed in chapter 8. In fact, it should be noted that
the parameters and indicators are my personal views of what should consti-
tute the fundamentals of a postmethod pedagogy. Neither Stern’s nor
Allwright’s framework takes them as points of departure, although the es-
sence of some of the parameters and indicators are implicit in their work.
However, as the following discussion will, hopefully, show, all the three
frameworks share certain basic characteristics in common. They, of course,
vary in the treatment of those characteristics. Let me describe each of them.

Chapter 9

Postmethod Pedagogy
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In order to retain the authors’ voice and vision, I present their frameworks
in their own words, as much as possible.

9.1. THE THREE-DIMENSIONAL FRAMEWORK

The three-dimensional framework for language teaching may be consid-
ered the first attempt to come out with a coherent and wide-ranging plan
for constructing a postmethod pedagogy. It was proposed by Stern who was
founder and former head of the Modern Language Centre at the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education, Canada, from 1968 to 1981 and was Pro-
fessor Emeritus at the same Institute from 1981 to 1987. One of Canada’s
distinguished educators, Stern is considered to be a prominent authority
on second-language education. After retirement, he planned to write two
books aimed at providing a critical survey of the field. His first, the highly
acclaimed, Fundamental Concepts of Language Teaching, was published in
1983, and as the title suggests, gives a comprehensive account of the theo-
retical foundations of language teaching. His second volume with practical
implications for language curriculum was at various stages of completion at
the time of his death. It was edited by his colleagues, Allen and Harley, and
was published, posthumously, in 1992 with the title, Issues and Options in
Language Teaching. In the Preface to the book, the editors assure the read-
ers that the Introduction as well as all the 12 chapters “closely follow the au-
thor’s rough draft, and that they convey his intentions with reasonable ac-
curacy” (p. ix). They wrote only the conclusion, to show how the various
components of the multidimensional framework might be combined into
an integrated whole.

Although it is in the second book that Stern provides the details of his
multidimensional framework, he has mentioned it briefly in the last chapter
(chap. 22) of his first book, thus indicating that he was in the process of de-
veloping it for a long time. His own motivation for designing the framework
can be found in chapter 21, which is titled, significantly enough, “The Break
with the Method Concept.” He was concerned about “two major weaknesses”
of all the language teaching methods that he surveyed: “One is that they rep-
resent a relatively fixed combination of language teaching beliefs, and an-
other is that they are characterized by the over-emphasis of single aspects as
the central issue of language teaching and learning” (1983, p. 473). He was
also convinced that an eclectic approach would not be of any help either, be-
cause “eclecticism is still based on the notion of a conceptual distinctiveness
of the different methods. However, it is the distinctiveness of the methods as
complete entities that can be called into question” (1983, p. 482).

Abandoning the method concept, Stern opts for what he calls a “strategy
concept.” His framework consists of strategies and techniques. He uses the
term strategy to refer to broad “intentional action” and the term technique to
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refer to specific “practical action” (Stern, 1992, p. 277). Strategies operate
at the policy level, and techniques at the procedural level. He emphasizes
that strategies “are not simply another term for what used to be called
methods” (p. 277). They “operate with flexible sets of concepts which em-
body any useful lessons we can draw from the history of language teaching
but which do not perpetuate the rigidities and dogmatic narrowness of the
earlier methods concept” (p. 277).

Stern’s strategy concept comprises teaching strategies and learning strate-
gies that are based on three dimensions: (a) the L1–L2 connection, concern-
ing the use or nonuse of the first language in learning the second; (b) the
code-communication dilemma, concerning the structure–message relation-
ship; and (c) the explicit–implicit option, concerning the basic approach to
language learning. Thus, each dimension consists of two strategies plotted at
two ends of a continuum. Let us briefly consider each of them. All the cita-
tions in the following three subsections, unless otherwise stated, are taken
from Stern’s 1992 book, and I shall note only the page numbers.

9.1.1. The Intralingual–Crosslingual Dimension

The terms intralingual and intracultural refer to those techniques that re-
main within the target language (L2) and target culture (C2) as the frame
of reference for teaching. Crosslingual and crosscultural pertain to tech-
niques that use features of the native language (L1) and native culture (C1)
for comparison purposes. The intralingual strategy adheres to the policy of
coordinate bilingualism, where the two language systems are kept com-
pletely separate from one another, whereas the crosslingual strategy be-
lieves in compound bilingualism, where the L2 is acquired and known
through the use of L1. As the following box shows, the presence or the ab-
sence of translation as a technique marks the criterial feature of inter-
lingual and crosslingual strategies.

Intralingual Crosslingual
� - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - �

Intracultural Crosscultural

L2 used as a reference system L1 used as a reference system
Immersion in L2/C2 Comparison between L1/L2, C1/C2
Keeping L2 apart from L1
No translation from and into L2 Practice through translation from & into L2
Direct method Grammar translation method
Co-ordinate bilingualism Compound bilingualism

Intralingual and crosslingual teaching strategies (p. 279)

This dimension is a response to an everlasting controversy about the role
of L1 in L2 teaching. Historically, when grammar-translation or earlier
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methods were popular, crosslingual techniques (particularly, translation-
based ones) were widely employed. But, later methods, including the cur-
rent communicative language teaching, have prohibited the use of L1 in
the L2 class, emphasizing the importance of teaching a foreign language
only through the medium of the foreign language. But in reality, practicing
teachers everywhere have rarely stuck rigidly to intralingual techniques.

Arguing that “the L1-L2 connection is an indisputable fact of life” (p.
282), Stern offers three reasons why L1 should be allowed to be used in the
L2 classroom. First, when we learn a new language, we always set out from a
language we already know. Second, our first language offers a frame of ref-
erence system for L2. “It is in the nature of linguistic and communicative
competence that we behave as if the L1 (or a second language previously
learnt) is the yardstick and guide to our new L2” (pp. 282–283). Third, our
native language and our native culture “are deeply bound up with our per-
sonal lives. A new language and culture demand a personal adjustment” (p.
283). We have to think of ways in which to deal with that adjustment in a
gradual manner. The widely accepted phenomena of language transfer
(see chap. 2, this volume), and the recently proposed concept of multi-
competence (see chap. 1, this volume), both of which are based on psy-
cholinguistic research, add strength to Stern’s arguments against any exclu-
sive intralingual strategy.

Stern treats the intralingual–crosslingual strategy as a continuum (see
the box above) saying that a good case can be made “for either a mainly
crosslingual or a mainly intralingual policy” (p. 284). He suggests that it
may be useful, at the initial stages of language learning, to fall back on com-
parisons between L1 and L2 and explanations of L2 in L1 terms. Toward
the more intermediate and advanced stages, it is important to opt for
intralingual techniques. His conclusion is that “the emphasis on an
intralingual or a crosslingual strategy should be decided in relation to the
goals of the learners, their previous experience in the L2, the context in
which the programme takes place, and the ability of the teacher to function
intralingually or crosslingually” (p. 286).

Taking from popular ESL textbooks, Stern offers, for illustrative pur-
poses, several useful intralingual as well as crosslingual classroom tech-
niques for different stages of language learning. These activities, Stern
points out, range from repetition of sounds, words, phrases, and sentences,
to verbal utterances, based on real objects or pictorial representations, to
drills and exercise, to dictation, to games, to communicative activities, to
residence in an L2 environment. These techniques help to create or stimu-
late an L2 environment in varying degrees. As for crosslinguistic tech-
niques, Stern favors techniques involving the comparison of “the two pho-
nological, lexical, and grammatical systems and help learners to build up
the new L2 reference system by making a gradual and deliberate transition
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from L1 to L2” (p. 284). He also recommends translation and interpretive
activities. The former may involve L2–L1 translation, and use of an L2-to-L1
dictionary, and the latter may include introducing and summarizing an L2
text in L1, explaining the context of a text in L1; discussing in L1 the signif-
icance of an L2 text, and so on.

Stern makes it clear that at certain stages during the teaching and learn-
ing process, both intralingual and crosslingual strategies will be productive.
His recommendation to teachers who follow a predominantly intralingual
strategy is that, “it is advisable to allow certain well-defined periods in which
the use of the L1 is allowed so that questions can be asked, meanings can be
verified, uncertainties can be removed, and explanations given which
would not be accessible to the learner in L2” (p. 298). Although unequivo-
cally in favor of using L1 in the L2 classroom, he calls for a judicious bal-
ance so that the learner does not “rely too heavily on L1 support instead of
taking the plunge and developing a new independent network of L2 verbal
connections” (p. 292).

9.1.2. The Analytic-Experiential Dimension

The second strategic continuum relates to yet another perennial debate
about the role of form and message, or what Stern calls, code and commu-
nication, in language teaching. The analytic strategy involves explicit focus
on the formal properties of language, that is, grammar, vocabulary, and no-
tions and functions whereas the experiential strategy involves message-
oriented, interaction in communicative contexts. Consider the following
contrastive terms collected by Stern (only a partial list is given here):

Analytic Experiential
� - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - �

focus on code focus on communication
medium centered message centered
observation participation
usage use
focus on language focus on topic/purpose
decontextualized contextualized
language practice language use
predictability of response information gap
emphasis on accuracy emphasis on fluency
linguistic interaction interpersonal interaction

Analytic and experiential teaching strategies (p. 302).

As the list of terms associated with analysis and experience shows, the expe-
riential strategy “invites the learner to use the language for a purpose, and
to focus on the message rather than any specific aspect of the code” (p.
301). The analytic strategy, on the other hand, “is based on techniques of
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study and practice. . . . The language learner is placed in the role of an ob-
server who looks at the language and culture from outside and pays atten-
tion to formal or functional feature which are deliberately abstracted at
least to some degree from the living context” (p. 301). Recall from the
chapters in Part Two that language- and learner-centered pedagogies fall
under the analytic end, and learning-centered pedagogies move toward the
experiential end.

As can be expected, Stern advocates a mixture of experiential and analytic
strategies and techniques because he finds positive aspects in both. The ana-
lytic strategy “abstracts, decontextualizes, and isolates language phenomena
or skill aspects for scrutiny, diagnosis, and practice” (p. 310), all of which are
essential for language education. And analytic techniques enable learners to
focus on the code by helping them to “identify, explain, compare, illustrate,
and practise a language feature or an aspect of language use” (p. 307). He
does not dismiss the criticisms leveled against the analytic strategy (see chap.
5, this volume, for details) but considers that they “merely draw attention to
limitations of studying a language by analytic methods alone, and suggest
that an experiential strategy should complement the analytic approach be-
cause it deals with the language more globally” (p. 311).

In terms of classroom activities, Stern recommends the familiar analytic
techniques that operate through study and practice of the language with
full and explicit focus on linguistic features, and equally familiar experien-
tial activities such as projects, inquiries, games, or problem-solving tasks. He
favors the creation of “the conditions for real communication” by introduc-
ing information-gap activities that have “an element of unpredictability” (p.
316). He agrees with Prabhu (cf. chap. 7, this volume, on learning-centered
pedagogy) that “it may be useful to introduce a reasoning gap, implying
true inference, and an opinion gap, in which case the interlocutors do not
know in advance what comment is likely to be made” (p. 316). With regard
to listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills, he sees merit in both sepa-
ration and integration:

each skill can be treated abstractly as something to be developed, so to speak,
for its own sake. This is typical of an analytical approach. On the other hand,
the skills can form a natural part of a purposeful set of activities: giving a talk,
listening to a recoding, participating in a group discussion, writing a report or
a letter. (p. 320)

Summing up his arguments about the analytic–experiential dimension, he
states that there is “no reason to assume that one strategy alone offers the
royal road to proficiency. Therefore, some kind of combination of these
two approaches appears to be the best policy to adopt pending more con-
vincing evidence of the greater effectiveness of either one or the other” (p.
321).
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9.1.3. The Explicit–Implicit Dimension

The third and final strategic dimension concerns the key issue of whether
learning an L2 is a conscious intellectual exercise or an unconscious intu-
itive one. Stern uses familiar words, explicit and implicit, to refer to the two
strategies. Here too, he has collected some contrastive terms from the liter-
ature (only a partial list is given here):

Explicit Implicit
� - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - �

rational/formal/intellectual intuitive
conscious learning subconscious acquisition
deliberate incidental
analysis global understanding
cognitivism behaviorism
inferencing mimicry and memory
rationalist approach empiricist approach
systematic study exposure to language in use

The explicit-implicit dimension (p. 327).

According to Stern, the other four strategies in the first two dimensions—
intralingual/crosslingual, and analytic/experiential—can each be either
explicit or implicit, and hence the mixed bag of concepts and terms.

In reaching a determination about this dimension, Stern seems to have
been influenced by an early model of language learning proposed by
Bialystok (1978), which she has since revised and expanded. Bialystok’s
early model consisted of three knowledge sources, and she had called them
explicit knowledge, implicit knowledge, and other knowledge. This model, as Stern
points out, claims that it is possible to know some things about a language
explicitly, and others only implicitly, and that there is an interaction be-
tween explicit and implicit knowledge. In this respect, Bialystok’s model is
substantially different from Krashen’s (e.g., 1981) Monitor Model, which
keeps the explicit–implicit mechanisms separate, rejecting any movement
from explicit to implicit, or vice versa. Stern finds Bialystok’s interpretation
more appealing than Krashen’s.

Stern acknowledges the merits of both explicit and implicit strategies.
An explicit strategy helps learners focus on the characteristics of the lan-
guage and acquire a conscious and conceptual knowledge of it. They can
use that knowledge to “know how the language functions, how it hangs to-
gether, what words mean, how meaning is conveyed, and so on” (p. 334).
An implicit strategy rightly takes into account the fact that language “is
much too complex to be fully described,” and “even if the entire system
could be described, it would be impossible to keep all the rules in mind and
to rely on a consciously formulated system for effective learning” (p. 339).
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Therefore, he concludes, for the purpose of developing an instructional
policy, “we want to bear both strategies in mind and treat the explicit and
implicit options as opposite ends of a continuum. In practice, we expect the
two strategies to be combined, but the mix will be varied according to the
language topic, the course objectives, the characteristics of the students,
and the needs of the teaching situation” (p. 345). Besides, learners also may
differ on their preference for explicit or implicit language learning, de-
pending on their age, maturity, and previous educational experience.

In order to help with the implementation of his three-dimensional
framework for language teaching, Stern has devised four types of syllabus
with a wide range of objectives and options: the language syllabus, the commu-
nicative activities syllabus, the cultural syllabus, and the general language educa-
tion syllabus. In a nutshell, the language syllabus deals with all aspects of lan-
guage as system (see chap. 1, this volume, for details) and includes the
phonological, syntactic, and semantic features of the target language, and
also some aspects of language as discourse but mostly limited to textual fea-
tures of cohesion and coherence. The communicative activities syllabus
deals with language as discourse in its interactional orientation, thus focus-
ing on social norms governing language communication. The cultural sylla-
bus pertains to the relationship between language and culture, and lan-
guage and society, thus focusing on cultural knowledge necessary for
contact with the target-language community. The general language educa-
tion syllabus serves to broaden the scope of the L2 curriculum and aims at
helping learners generalize from their second-language learning experi-
ence to the learning of other languages as well as to education in general.

Based on the available notes and his earlier writings, the editors of the
Stern volume, Allen and Harley, give an idea of how Stern would have inte-
grated the four types of syllabus to meet the objectives of the multidimen-
sional framework for language teaching. According to them (pp. 357–360),
he would have advised teachers, syllabus designers and teacher educators
(a) to recognize that the four syllabuses complement one another and that
they are not separated by hard and fast boundaries; (b) to build bridges
from syllabus to syllabus by seeking out common ground and making cross-
references wherever possible; (c) to develop and use teaching materials
that cut across the syllabus divisions; (d) to start from one syllabus (e.g., the
language syllabus) and work toward the others; and finally (e) to establish a
longitudinal, proportional pattern of content so that any individual teach-
ing unit could be derived from one or more types of syllabus.

The editors point out that “Stern clearly considered integration of the
multidimensional curriculum to be a matter of deliberate policy, for the
most part carefully preplanned prior to implementation of the curriculum
in the L2 class” (p. 360). They reiterate that out of the five items (a–e listed
above), only the first one “suggests that integration can also occur sponta-
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neously during classroom interaction at the implementation stage” (p.
360). The other four, according to them,

imply that an integration policy is established either during or after the proc-
ess of syllabus development, which is assumed to take place outside the class-
room itself. How an integration policy is in fact translated into classroom
practice in any particular context remains, of course, an issue to be investi-
gated at the practical action level of Stern’s analytic framework. (p. 360)

If I understand Stern’s observations and the editors’ commentaries cor-
rectly, it appears that the multidimensional framework is heavily weighted
toward an integrated curricular agenda. I think it is fair to say that curricu-
lar objectives seem to drive classroom procedures. What is not fully clear is
the role of the practicing teacher in the pedagogic decision-making proc-
ess. The editors inform us that Stern had planned further chapters on so-
cial strategies, timing strategies, resources, and student evaluation as well as
a chapter on vocabulary. It is highly probable that, given his disappoint-
ment with the top–down concept of method, Stern had planned to delve
more deeply into the role of the teacher vis à vis his multidimensional
framework. It is, indeed, a great loss to the profession that he could not
complete his planned mission.

It is, however, abundantly clear that Stern’s framework is theory neutral
and method neutral. That is, he directly deals with major contentious di-
chotomous issues that marked the pendulum swing in language teaching,
and in his own characteristic way, selects the middle path that balances the
fundamental features of the intralingual and crosslingual, the analytic and
experiential, and the explicit and implicit. His framework certainly rejects
the rigidities associated with the concept of method, and looks beyond. Yet
another framework that attempts to do that from an entirely different per-
spective is the Exploratory Practice framework.

9.2. THE EXPLORATORY PRACTICE FRAMEWORK

The Exploratory Practice framework has been evolving for nearly a decade
now. Its principal author is Allwright, who retired as a Professor in the De-
partment of Linguistics and Modern English Language at the University of
Lancaster in Britain in the year 2003, after having served there for many
years. An internationally reputed scholar, he is well-known for his pioneer-
ing work on classroom observation and teacher exploration. He has also
played a leading role in the professional activities of the U.S.-based, interna-
tional TESOL organization, and has served as its President.

Having been disillusioned with the concept of method and having de-
clared it “dead” (see chap. 8, this volume, for details), Allwright has been
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exploring alternatives to method. His answer: Exploratory Practice (EP).
Although the EP framework has had, as he puts it, an “academic” origin, it
has gradually become a practitioner project shaped largely by teachers and
learners. He traces the origin of the framework to a brief Epilogue in Focus
on the Language Classroom, a 1991 book he coauthored with Bailey. The Epi-
logue forms part of the final chapter, titled “Towards Exploratory Teach-
ing.” In it, he explains the term exploratory teaching as “teaching that not only
tries out new ideas” but also one that further explores tried and trusted
ideas in order “to learn as much as possible from doing so” (p. 196). In
other words, exploratory teaching “is a mater of trying to find out what
makes the tried and trusted ideas successful. Because in the long run it is
not enough to know that ideas do work; we need also to know why and how
they work” (p. 196).

As he wrote in a subsequent paper published in 1993, an important as-
pect of exploratory teaching is teacher research that, if carried out prop-
erly, will not only enhance the teacher’s understanding of classroom teach-
ing but also contribute to progress in pedagogic research in general.
Accordingly, he presented a set of appropriate criteria and practical possi-
bilities for integrating research and pedagogy. “The central concern,” he
remarked, “is a wish to offer a practical way of bringing the research
perspective properly into the classroom, without adding significantly and
unacceptably to teachers’ workloads, so as to contribute both professional
development and to theory-building within and across the profession”
(Allwright, 1993, p. 131). One could conclude that, at this initial phase of
the framework, Allwright has been chiefly concerned about finding princi-
pled ways to connect the professional theory of the expert with the personal
theory of the teacher, surely, for the benefit of both.

Allwright’s theoretical views on his still-developing exploratory teaching
took a decidedly “practical” turn when he was invited to teach classroom re-
search skills to teachers at the Cultura Inglesa in Rio de Janeiro, a major
nonprofit language teaching establishment in Brazil “with hundreds of
teachers teaching thousands of students.” He soon realized that both the
nature and the scope of traditional classroom research would make impos-
sible demands on the teachers, and more importantly, that he was getting
practical ideas from classroom investigations from the very teachers he was
supposed to be helping. To cut a long story short, his experience in Rio
showed him how some of the ideas he sketched in the 1991 Epilogue might
actually work out in practice. It marked the beginning of a still-ongoing col-
laboration between Allwright and the Cultura Inglesa. The collaboration
has resulted in firming up the framework that is now called Exploratory
Practice framework.

Information about the framework is disseminated to teachers mostly
through workshops and newsletters. There have been very few reports in
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professional journals (see Allwright & Lenzuen, 1997, for one). Recently, in
June of 2003, Language Teaching Research journal devoted an entire issue on
EP, with reports from Allwright and others. There is also an Exploratory
Practice Centre established at the University of Lancaster to facilitate net-
working around the globe. The Centre’s Newsletter, and other reports are
available at its Web site, http://www.ling.lancs.ac.uk/groups/crile/
EPcentre/epcentre/htm. What follows is an outline of EP’s principles and
practices. A caution is in order: the terms, principles and practices, are used
here very differently; the former does not refer to the theoretical principles
of language, learning and teaching, nor does the latter refer to classroom
teaching procedures or techniques associated with methods-based peda-
gogy (cf. Part Two of this volume).

9.2.1. The Principle of Exploratory Practice

Exploratory Practice is premised upon a philosophy that is stated in three
fundamental tenets: (a) the quality of life in the language classroom is much
more important than instructional efficiency; (b) ensuring our understand-
ing of the quality of classroom life is far more essential than developing ever
“improved” teaching techniques; and (c) understanding such a quality of
life is a social, not an asocial matter, that is, all practitioners can expect to
gain from this mutual process of working for understanding. Consistent
with these philosophical tenets, Allwright presents the following “principles
description” of EP in what he calls “one convoluted sentence”:

Exploratory Practice involves

1. practitioners (e.g.: preferably teachers and learners together) work-
ing to understand:
(a) what they want to understand, following their own agendas;
(b) not necessarily in order to bring about change;
(c) not primarily by changing;
(d) but by using normal pedagogic practices as investigative tools, so

that working for understanding is part of the teaching and learn-
ing, not extra to it;

(e) in a way that does not lead to “burn-out,” but that is indefinitely sus-
tainable;

2. in order to contribute to:
(f) teaching and learning themselves;
(g) professional development, both individual and collective.

(Allwright, 2003a, pp. 127–128, all italics in original)

From this one overarching sentence, seven general principles have been
derived. They are:
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Principle 1: Put “quality of life” first.
Principle 2: Work primarily to understand language classroom life.
Principle 3: Involve everybody.
Principle 4: Work to bring people together.
Principle 5: Work also for mutual development.
Principle 6: Integrate the work for understanding into classroom prac-

tice.
Corollary to Principle 6: Let the need to integrate guide
the conduct of the work for understanding.

Principle 7: Make the work a continuous enterprise.
Corollary to Principle 7: Avoid time-limited funding.

These seven principles have emerged from nearly a decade of collective
action and thought by practitioners in a variety of groups. People and the
roles they play are considered to be “at the heart” of the principles of EP;
therefore, collegiality becomes crucial to the pedagogic enterprise.
Allwright (2003a, pp. 131–135) lists six aspects of collegiality, particularly in
relation to Principles 3, 4, and 5:

Collegiality between teachers and learners.
Collegiality among teachers in the same institution.
Collegiality and the hierarchy within an employing institution.
Collegiality between teachers and training and development people.
Collegiality between teachers and academic researchers.
Collegiality in a teacher association.

The collegiality of EP practitioners is emphasized partly because of the mu-
tual benefit and the mutual dependence that any form of EP practice de-
mands.

9.2.2. The Practice of Exploratory Practice

The principles of EP discussed above are expected to guide specific prac-
tices that are, again, ever-evolving. These practices are aimed at helping
teachers (and potentially learners too) to investigate the areas of learning
and teaching they wish to explore by using familiar classroom activities as
the investigative tools. The use of classroom activities themselves as investi-
gative tools is what differentiates, in a significant way, the practice of EP
from the notion of Action Research, which uses standard academic re-
search techniques aimed at solving practical classroom problems.
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According to Allwright and Lenzuen (1997) and Allwright (2000), the
EP practice involves a series of basic steps. I draw from them to present the
following steps:

� Step 1: Identifying a puzzle. It involves finding something puzzling in a
teaching and learning situation. The word puzzle is preferred to problem be-
cause of the negative connotation associated with the latter. A problem can
be treated as a puzzle by turning it from a how question into a why one. For
example, if there is a problem of unmotivated learners, it would be better
to start, not by inventing “clever ways” of motivating them, but by asking
why they are not motivated in the first place.

� Step 2: Reflecting upon the puzzle. It involves thinking about the puz-
zle in order understand it without actually taking any direct action. For ex-
ample, if there is a problem of large classes, it may be beneficial to treat
diversity as resource rather than think of eliminating it by taking any di-
rect action.

� Step 3: Monitoring. It involves paying special attention, if necessary, to
the phenomenon that is puzzling the teacher, in order to understand it
better. For instance, keeping notes while learners are engaged upon group
work, instead of spending time circulating to directly oversee their work,
would be one way of monitoring.

� Step 4: Taking direct action to generate data. It involves generating addi-
tional data, if needed, by using classroom activities such as group work, not
standard academic data-collection techniques.

� Step 5: Considering the outcomes reached so far, and deciding what to do next.
It involves determining whether there is sufficient justification to move on,
or whether a further period of reflection and more data are needed.

� Step 6: Moving on. It involves, provided adequate understanding has al-
ready been reached, deciding to choose from several options, such as dis-
cussing with students, or adjusting expectations, or protesting about the
state of affairs, or actually doing something to alleviate the situation, or tak-
ing a critical pedagogic stance and moving toward transforming the educa-
tional system, and

� Step 7: Going public. It involves, if adequate understanding of the puzzle
is reached, and if found an improved “quality of classroom life” to go pub-
lic and share the benefit with others, or to get feedback from others. This
may be done in the form of workshops, conference presentations, or publi-
cations.

These seven practical steps are, of course, flexible and are subject to change
with experience.
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9.2.3. The Global and the Local

An important concern Allwright seems to be wrestling with is the exact con-
nection between the principles and the practices of EP. He sees the need
for global principles for general guidance, but their implications need to
be worked out for local everyday practice. He sees a cyclical connection be-
tween the two, as represented in what he calls a “crude loop diagram”:

Think globally, act locally, think locally.

He also believes “the thinking we do to find principled ways of acting in our
local situation generates more thinking about our principles” (Allwright,
2003a, p. 115). Local action and local thinking produce practices poten-
tially adaptable to any context, thereby developing our thinking about
global principles. He asserts that some of the local practices he encoun-
tered in Rio actually served as the source for his statements of principle.
That is why he states in his brief guide to EP (Allwright, 2003b) “at the Ex-
ploratory Practice Centre at Lancaster we feel we have largely discovered Ex-
ploratory Practice in teachers’ current practices, rather than invented it ‘out
of the blue’ for teachers” (p. 110, italics in original).

Given the contributions made by practicing teachers in firming up the
EP framework, and the admirable personal and practical knowledge they
have already demonstrated, Allwright (2000) was at one time puzzled as to
why they still wanted to be trained as exploratory teachers. In other words,
practicing teachers are always looking for certain underlying principles that
they can use in their classroom to guide their practice of everyday teaching,
although Allwright has been insisting on teachers themselves deriving the
global principles. Stating that “we eventually surrendered” (Allwright,
2003a, p. 122), he narrates how the teachers’ practices were summarized
and given back to them for their consumption, with additional distinctive
features of principles drawn from the practices.

In light of his experience, Allwright (2000) wonders:

Is it likely to be better for us to try to carry our principles with us from context
to context, than to carry our practices around? . . . But if our “global” principles
are in fact themselves to a large and unknowable extent the product of con-
text, we perhaps risk a great deal if we carry them around as if they were genu-
inely global.

In a moment of intense self-reflection, he talks about his “intellectual bag-
gage,” and observes (Allwright, 2000): “All I can add here is that, nearing
retirement, I have inevitably accumulated a wide range of experiences in a
wide variety of contexts. But that of course might mean only that my

198 CHAPTER 9



‘global’ thinking is simply multiple context-bound, rather then in any
strong sense ‘context-free’.” He thus creates a greater awareness of the
complex issue of the deeply dialectical relationship between the principle
and the practice, between the global and the local, between generalities
and particularities—an issue that has prominently figured in yet another
postmethod framework—the macrostrategic framework.

9.3. THE MACROSTRATEGIC FRAMEWORK

As I begin to discuss my macrostrategic framework, I think it is not out of place
to strike a personal note of professional development, in order to provide
some background information. The first opportunity to have a public dis-
cussion of some of the ideas I had been harboring about a macrostrategic
framework for language teaching came in 1988 when I presented a paper ti-
tled “Creation and Utilization of Learning Opportunities” at the 22nd an-
nual TESOL Convention held in Chicago during March 8–13 of that year.
In the same year, I presented “Macrostrategies for ESL Teacher Education”
at the Southeast Regional TESOL conference held in Orlando, Florida dur-
ing October 29–November 1. The first print version of my thoughts ap-
peared in 1992 when The Modern Language Journal published my paper,
“Macrostrategies for the Second/Foreign Language Teacher.”

Initially, I was only looking for effective ways of using the traditional
classroom interaction analysis to see how teacher education can be made
more sensitive to classroom events and activities. Like so many other col-
leagues, I have been, for a long time, skeptical of existing teacher education
programs, which merely transfer a body of professional knowledge to pro-
spective teachers, knowledge that may not even be relevant to their local
needs. My 1992 paper, therefore, was

based on the hypothesis that since second/foreign language (L2) learning/
teaching needs, wants and situations are unpredictably numerous, we cannot
prepare teachers to tackle so many unpredictable needs, wants and situations;
we can only help them develop a capacity to generate varied and situation-
specific ideas within a general framework that makes sense in terms of current
pedagogical and theoretical knowledge. (Kumaravadivelu, 1992, p. 41)

Accordingly, I proposed a framework in that paper consisting of five macro-
strategies (see text to come for definition) supported by authentic class-
room data. With subsequent work, I increased the number to 10.

In the meantime, I was growing more and more disillusioned with the
constraining concept of method which, in my opinion, was also constrain-
ing the development of more useful models of teacher education. Even
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more broadly, I was getting impatient with my chosen field of TESOL that I
thought, was marked by a poverty of intellectual stimulus. I felt that the
field was going round and round within a narrow perimeter, jealously
guarding its own safe zone, and without opening itself up to novel and chal-
lenging ideas from the outside world. For too long, I thought, we pre-
tended (and some of us still pretend) that language teaching operates in a
nonexistent ahistorical, asocial, and apolitical space. Disillusioned with the
field itself, I turned elsewhere for intellectual sustenance.

I turned to cultural studies. I started reading, among other things, about
poststructuralism, postmodernism, and postcolonialism. Cultural studies
led me to the exciting but challenging world of European master thinkers
such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de Certeau, and Michel Foucault, and of
immigrant intellectuals such as Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, and Gayatri
Spivak. I learned from them that the borders between the personal, the
professional, and the political are indeed porous, and that we are all con-
stantly crossing the boundaries whether we know it or not, whether we ac-
knowledge it or not. Incidentally, it is gratifying to note that with some gen-
tle nudging from scholars such as Elsa Auerbach, Sarah Benesch, Suresh
Canagarajah, Ryuko Kubota, Angel Lin, Alastair Pennycook, Robert Phillip-
son, and a growing number of others, the field is ever so cautiously opening
up to “alien” thoughts.

My forays into cultural studies opened up a treasure house of knowledge
for me. Because of my own limitations, I think I have not been able to make
full use of the knowledge or the tools of exploration the field offers, but it
certainly has given me a broader perspective and a better vocabulary to ex-
press it. Equipped with a new-found enthusiasm, I “returned” to my parent
field and to my still developing thoughts on the macrostrategic framework.
The immediate result was my 1994 TESOL Quarterly paper on “The Post-
method Condition: (E)merging strategies for Second/Foreign Language
teaching” (Kumaravadivelu, 1994b). Notice that the new term I used, the
postmethod condition, is a clear echo of the title of Lyotard’s (1989) seminal
book, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, although, unlike
Lyotard, I have tried to go beyond the constraints of postmodernism by
bringing in postcolonial perspectives as well.

Further thoughts led me to my 2001 TESOL Quarterly paper titled “To-
wards a Postmethod Pedagogy” (Kumaravadivelu, 2001) in which I at-
tempted to conceptualize the characteristics of postmethod pedagogy (see
chap. 8, this volume, for details). In between, in 1999, I applied post-
modern and postcolonial thoughts to critique the traditional ways of class-
room interaction analysis, and presented, again in the TESOL Quarterly, a
paper called “Critical Classroom Discourse Analysis” (Kumaravadivelu,
1999a). A more developed macrostrategic framework with illustrative sam-
ples, reflective tasks, and classroom-oriented projects appeared in my 2003
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book, Beyond Methods: Macrostrategies for Language Teaching (Kumaravadi-
velu, 2003a) published by Yale University Press.

Drawing from the just-mentioned works, I outline below my postmethod
framework in terms of macrostrategies and microstrategies.

9.3.1. Macrostrategies

Macrostrategies are general plans derived from currently available theoreti-
cal, empirical, and pedagogical knowledge related to L2 learning and
teaching. A macrostrategy is a broad guideline based on which teachers can
generate their own location-specific, need-based microstrategies or class-
room procedures. In other words, macrostrategies are made operational in
the classroom through microstrategies. Macrostrategies are considered the-
ory-neutral, because they are not confined to underlying assumptions of
any one specific theory of language, learning, and teaching, discussed in
Part One. They are also considered method-neutral because they are not
conditioned by a single set of principles or procedures associated with lan-
guage teaching methods discussed in Part Two.

The strategic framework comprises 10 macrostrategies that are couched
in operational terms. The choice of action verbs over static nouns is purely
for the sake of convenience, and is not meant to convey any prescriptive
character. The macrostrategies are

1. Maximize learning opportunities;
2. facilitate negotiated interaction;
3. minimize perceptual mismatches;
4. activate intuitive heuristics;
5. foster language awareness;
6. contextualize linguistic input;
7. integrate language skills;
8. promote learner autonomy;
9. ensure social relevance; and

10. raise cultural consciousness.

In what follows, I briefly explain each of these macrostrategies (see Kuma-
ravadivelu, 2003a for details).

Macrostrategy 1: Maximize learning opportunities. The first macrostrategy
envisages teaching as a process of creating and utilizing learning opportu-
nities. Teachers are seen both as creators of learning opportunities for their
learners and utilizers of learning opportunities created by learners. As cre-
ators of learning opportunities teachers need to strike a balance between
their role as planners of teaching acts and their role as mediators of learn-
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ing acts. The former involves an a priori judgment based on, among other
things, learners’ current level of knowledge/ability, and their learning ob-
jectives, whereas the latter involves an ongoing assessment of how well
learners handle classroom input and interaction.

Maximizing learning opportunities also entails a willingness on the part
of teachers to modify their lesson plans continuously on the basis of ongo-
ing feedback. This can be done only if they treat the predetermined sylla-
bus as a presyllabus that is to be reconstructed to meet specific learner
needs, wants, and situations, and treat the prescribed textbook as a pretext
that is to be used only as a springboard for launching appropriate class-
room activities.

Learners create learning opportunities for themselves and for other
learners by seeking clarification, raising doubts, making suggestions, and so
forth. If teachers wish to utilize learning opportunities created by learners,
then, they can no longer see “teachers simply as teachers, and learners sim-
ply as learners, because both are, for good or ill, managers of learning”
(Allwright, 1984, p.156). Because the production of classroom talk is a co-
operative venture, teachers cannot afford to ignore any contribution from
other partners jointly engaged in the process of creating and utilizing
learning opportunities. In a class of learners with near-homogenous lan-
guage ability, every time a learner indicates any difficulty in understanding
a linguistic or propositional content of the lesson, we can assume that there
may be other learners who experience a similar difficulty. Therefore, not
bringing a particular learner’s problem to the attention of the class indi-
cates a failure on the part of the teacher to utilize the learning opportunity
created by the learner.

Macrostrategy 2: Facilitate negotiated interaction. This macrostrategy refers
to meaningful learner–learner, learner–teacher interaction in class where
the learners have the freedom and flexibility to initiate and navigate talk,
not just react and respond to it. Negotiated interaction means that the
learner should be actively involved, as discussed in chapter 3, in interaction
as a textual activity, interaction as an interpersonal activity and interaction
as an ideational activity. During these interactional activities, teachers
should facilitate the learner’s understanding and use of language as system,
language as discourse, and language as ideology (see chap. 1, this volume,
for details).

As discussed in chapter 2 and chapter 3, there is overwhelming evidence
to suggest that L2 learners need to be provided with opportunities for nego-
tiated interaction in order to accelerate their comprehension and produc-
tion. Studies on interactional modifications demonstrate that what enables
learners to move beyond their current receptive and expressive capacities
are opportunities to modify and restructure their interaction with their in-
terlocutors until mutual comprehension is reached. Production, as op-
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posed to comprehension, may very well be the trigger that forces learners
to pay attention to form, to the relationship between form and meaning,
and to the overall means of communication.

Macrostrategy 3: Minimize perceptual mismatches. Communication in gen-
eral has been defined as a gradual reduction of uncertainty. In other words,
every piece of human communication has the potential to contain ambigu-
ities; more so, L2 classroom communication. Therefore, any L2 class, how-
ever well-planned and well-executed, will result in some kind of mismatch
between teacher intention and learner interpretation. What impact class-
room activities will have on the learning process depends as much on
learner perception as on teacher preparation, as much on learner interpre-
tation as on teacher intention. It is therefore essential to sensitize ourselves
to the potential sources of mismatch between teacher intention and learner
interpretation.

There are at least ten potential sources of perceptual mismatch that we
should be aware of (Kumaravadivelu, 1991):

1. Cognitive : a source that refers to the knowledge of the world and men-
tal processes through which learners obtain conceptual understanding of
physical and natural phenomena;

2. Communicative : a source that refers to skills through which learners
exchange messages, including the use of communication strategies;

3. Linguistic : a source that refers to linguistic repertoire—syntactic, se-
mantic, and pragmatic knowledge of the target language—that is minimally
required to participate in classroom activities;

4. Pedagogic : a source that refers to teacher/learner recognition of stated
or unstated, short- and/or long-term objective(s) of classroom activities;

5. Strategic : a source that refers to learning strategies, that is, operations,
steps, plans, and routines used by the learner to facilitate the obtaining,
storage, retrieval, and use of information;

6. Cultural : a source that refers to prior knowledge of the target cultural
norms minimally required for the learner to understand classroom activi-
ties;

7. Evaluative : a source that refers to articulated or unarticulated types
and modes of ongoing self-evaluation measures used by learners to monitor
their classroom performance;

8. Procedural: a source that refers to stated or unstated paths chosen by
the learner to achieve an immediate goal. Procedural source pertains to lo-
cally specified, currently identified bottom–up tactics, which seek a quick
resolution to a specific problem on hand, whereas strategic source, men-
tioned earlier, pertains to broad-based, higher-level, top–down strategy,
which seeks an overall solution to a general language-learning situation;
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9. Instructional: a source that refers to instructional directions given by
the teacher and/or indicated by the textbook writer to help learners
achieve their goal(s); and

10. Attitudinal: a source that refers to participants’ attitude toward the
nature of L2 learning and teaching, the nature of classroom culture, and
the nature of participant role relationships.

An awareness of these mismatches can help us effectively intervene
whenever we notice or whenever learners indicate problems in carrying out
a specified classroom activity.

Macrostrategy 4: Activate intuitive heuristics. In chapter 3, we discussed in-
put modifications in terms of form and meaning. Doubts have been raised
as to whether an L2 system can be neatly analyzed and explicitly explained
to learners with the view to aiding grammar construction. The feasibility as
well as the desirability of such an exercise has been repeatedly questioned.
Such a concern echoes the Chomskyan premise that one cannot learn the
entire gamut of the grammatical structure of a language through explana-
tion and instruction beyond the rudimentary level, for the simple reason
that no one has enough explicit knowledge about the structure to provide
adequate explanation and instruction. It seems that teachers can assist their
learners’ grammar construction best by designing classroom activities “in
such a way as to give free play to those creative principles that humans bring
to the process of language learning . . . [and] create a rich linguistic envi-
ronment for the intuitive heuristics that the normal human being automati-
cally possesses” (Chomsky 1970, p.108). Although the discussion in chap-
ters 3 calls into question the adequacy of an L2 teaching operation based
entirely on such an assumption, one can hardly overstate the need to acti-
vate the intuitive heuristics of the learner as part of an overall teaching
strategy.

One way of activating the intuitive heuristics of the learner is to provide
enough textual data so that the learner can infer certain underlying rules of
form and function. A good deal of linguistic and discoursal information
can be conveyed, not directly through rules, but indirectly through exam-
ples. Learners may be encouraged to find the rule-governing pattern in the
examples provided. They should encounter the linguistic structure several
times so that “the design of the language may be observed, and its meaning
(structural, lexical, and socio-cultural) inductively absorbed from its use in
such varying situations” (Rivers, 1964, p. 152). Empirical studies discussed
in chapter 3 show that self-discovery plays a crucial role in learner compre-
hension and retention regardless of the learners’ language ability.

Macrostrategy 5: Foster language awareness. Recall from chapter 1 that in
the specific context of L2 learning and teaching, language awareness refers
to the deliberate attempt to draw learners’ attention to the formal proper-
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ties of their L2 in order to increase the degree of explicitness required to
promote L2 learning. Language awareness is based on strategies that em-
phasize understanding, general principles, and operational experience.
Strategies based on language awareness have intellectual appeal and in-
structional applicability needed to speed up the rate of learning. They also
help learners sensitize themselves to aspects of the L2 that would otherwise
pass unnoticed, and unlearn initial incorrect analyses by supplying negative
evidence.

We also learned in chapter 1 that learners need to develop critical lan-
guage awareness so that they can identify ideological practices that decep-
tively use language in order to maintain a social and political power struc-
ture.

Macrostrategy 6: Contextualize linguistic input. The features of language as
discourse call for contextualization of linguistic input so that learners can
benefit from the interactive effects of systemic as well as discoursal compo-
nents of language. Introducing isolated, discrete items will result in prag-
matic dissonance, depriving the learner of necessary pragmatic cues and
rendering the process of meaning-making harder. The responsibility for
contextualizing linguistic input lies more with the classroom teacher than
with the syllabus designer or the textbook writer. This is because, regardless
of what textbooks profess, it is the teacher who can succeed or fail in creat-
ing contexts that encourage meaning-making in the classroom.

Sentence comprehension and production involve rapid and simulta-
neous integration of syntactic, semantic, pragmatic, and discourse phe-
nomena. Studies in L2 development show that the acquisition of syntax is
constrained in part by pragmatics, that the phonological forms L2 learners
produce depended crucially on the content of discourse, and that syntactic,
semantic, and pragmatic features cannot be understood as isolated linguis-
tic components with a unidirectional information flow (Gass, 1997). It is
thus essential to bring to the learner’s attention the integrated nature of
language.

Macrostrategy 7: Integrate language skills. During the days of language-
centered methods, language skills that are traditionally identified as listen-
ing, speaking, reading, and writing were taught separately, a move that has
very little empirical or theoretical justification (see chap. 5, this volume).
We now know that the nature of L2 learning involves not merely an integra-
tion of linguistic components of language, but also an integration of lan-
guage skills. It is true that the four language skills are still widely used in iso-
lation as the fundamental organizing principle for curricular and materials
design. It is done, however, more for logistical than for logical reasons. Our
discomfort with the practice has surfaced from time to time in our attempt
to group the skills in terms of active (speaking and writing) and passive (lis-
tening and reading) skills, and later as productive and receptive skills. As
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Savignon (1990) pointed out, “lost in this encode/decode, message-
sending representation is the collaborative nature of meaning-making” (p.
207).

Language skills are essentially interrelated and mutually reinforcing.
Fragmenting them into manageable, atomistic items runs counter to the
parallel and interactive nature of language and language behavior. Besides,
the learning and use of any one skill can trigger cognitive and communica-
tive associations with the others. Reading exposure alone, for instance, may
be “the primary means of developing reading comprehension, writing
style, and more sophisticated vocabulary and grammar” (Krashen 1989, p.
90). Similarly, listening activities help to make the broader connection be-
tween an integrated sociolinguistic concept of form and function and
psycholinguistic processes of interpretation and expression. Furthermore,
as we learn from the whole-language movement, language knowledge and
language ability are best developed when language is learned and used
holistically.

Learners rarely focus on one skill at a time in predictable and invariant
ways. An empirical look at the integration and separation of language skills
in the L2 classroom (Selinker & Tomlin, 1986) showed that even if the
teacher follows textbooks that seek to promote serial integration where
learners are supposed to move gradually from one language skill to an-
other, what actually happens in the classroom is parallel integration, where
learners use language skills in different combinations. Classroom activity
seems to be much more complicated in terms of skill integration than envi-
sioned by either the textbook writer or the teacher. All available empirical,
theoretical, and pedagogical information points to the need to integrate
language skills for effective language teaching.

Macrostrategy 8: Promote learner autonomy. The postmethod learner, as we
saw in the previous chapter, is an autonomous learner. Because language
learning is largely an autonomous activity, promoting learner autonomy is
vitally important. It involves helping learners learn how to learn, equipping
them with the metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective strategies nec-
essary to self-direct their own learning, raising the consciousness of good
language learners about the learning strategies they seem to possess intu-
itively, and making the strategies explicit and systematic so that they are
available to improve the language-learning abilities of other learners as
well. It also involves helping learners learn how to liberate. Liberatory au-
tonomy, as we discussed earlier, can provide the learner with the tools nec-
essary to realize the potential for social transformation.

Owing to past experience, adult L2 learners tend to bring with them pre-
conceived notions about what constitutes learning, what constitutes teach-
ing, and prior expectations about what constraints learner- and teacher-
role relationships in the classroom. A primary task of the teacher wishing to
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promote learner autonomy is to help learners take responsibility for their
learning, and bring about necessary attitudinal changes in them. This psy-
chological preparation should be combined with strategic training that
helps learners understand what the learning strategies are, how to use them
for accomplishing various problem-posing and problem-solving tasks, how
to monitor their performance, and how to assess the outcome of their
learning.

Macrostrategy 9: Ensure social relevance. Social relevance refers to the
need for teachers to be sensitive to the societal, political, economic, and ed-
ucational environment in which L2 education takes place. As discussed in
the section on language as ideology in chapter 1, and the section on envi-
ronmental factors in chapter 2, any serious attempt to understand L2 edu-
cation necessarily entails an understanding of social and political contexts
as important intake variables. L2 education is not a discrete activity; it is
deeply embedded in the larger social context that has a profound effect on
it. The social context shapes various learning and teaching issues such as
(a) the motivation for L2 learning, (b) the goal of L2 learning, (c) the func-
tions L2 is expected to perform at home and in the community, (d) the
availability of input to the learner, (e) the variation in the input, (f) and the
norms of proficiency acceptable to that particular speech community. It is
impossible to insulate classroom life from the dynamics of social institu-
tions. Teaching therefore makes little sense if it is not informed by social
relevance.

Learning purpose and language use are perhaps most crucial in deter-
mining the social relevance of an L2 program. Different social contexts
contribute to the emergence of various functions in an L2 speech commu-
nity thereby influencing L2 learning and use in significantly different ways.
In these contexts, learners are seldom exposed to the full range of their L2
in all its complexity that one would expect in a context where it is used as
the primary vehicle of communication. In the use of an L2, “the learner is
not becoming an imitation native speaker, but a person who can stand be-
tween the two languages, using both when appropriate” (Cook 1992, p.
583). Such an observation should inform the teacher’s decision making in
terms of appropriate instructional materials, evaluation measures, and tar-
get knowledge/ability.

Macrostrategy 10: Raise cultural consciousness. Culture teaching has always
been an integral part of L2 teaching. Traditionally, it is aimed at creating in
the L2 learner an awareness of and empathy toward the culture of the L2
community. According to a review by Stern (1992), culture teaching has in-
cluded a cognitive component in terms of geographical knowledge, knowl-
edge about the contributions of the target culture to world civilization,
knowledge about differences in the way of life as well as an understanding
of values and attitudes in the L2 community; an affective component in
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terms of interest, curiosity and empathy; and a behavioral component in
terms of learners’ ability to interpret culturally relevant behavior, and to
conduct themselves in culturally appropriate ways. Thus, as Stern reiterates,
one of the goals of culture teaching has been to help the learner gain an
understanding of native speakers and their perspectives. In such a scenario,
cultural diversity is seldom explored and explained.

Such a traditional view of culture teaching may be adequate for helping
learners develop sociocultural knowledge/ability, but it may not serve the
cause of language teaching in these days of cultural globalization. What is
required now is global cultural consciousness. For that purpose, instead of
privileging the teacher as the sole cultural informant, we need to treat the
learner as a cultural informant as well. By treating learners as cultural infor-
mants, we can encourage them to engage in a process of participation that
puts a premium on their power/knowledge. We can do so by identifying
the cultural knowledge learners bring to the classroom and by using it to
help them share their own individual perspectives with the teacher as well
as other learners whose lives, and hence perspectives, differ from theirs.
Such a multicultural approach can also dispel stereotypes that create and
sustain cross-cultural misunderstandings and miscommunications (Kuma-
ravadivelu, 2003c).

In sum, macrostrategies are guiding principles derived from current the-
oretical, empirical and experiential knowledge of L2 learning and teach-
ing. They may change as our knowledge base grows or changes. Along with
the pedagogic parameters of particularity, practicality, and possibility dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, they have the potential to constitute the op-
erating principles for constructing a situation-specific postmethod peda-
gogy. The parameters and the macrostrategies are interconnected and are
mutually reinforcing as shown in Fig. 9.1:

the parameters of particularity, practicality and possibility function as the axle
that connects and holds the center of the pedagogic wheel. The macrostrate-
gies function as spokes that join the pedagogic wheel to its center thereby giv-
ing the wheel its stability and strength. The outer rim stands for language learn-
ing and language teaching. (Kumaravadivelu, 2003a, p. 41)

The macrostrategies provide only the general guiding principles for class-
room teaching; they have to be implemented in the classroom through
microstrategies.

9.3.2. Microstrategies

Microstrategies are classroom procedures that are designed to realize the ob-
jectives of a particular macrostrategy. Each macrostrategy can have any
number of, and any type of, microstrategies, depending on the local learn-
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ing and teaching situation; the possibilities are endless. However, micro-
strategies are conditioned and constrained by the national, regional, or lo-
cal language policy and planning, curricular objectives, institutional re-
sources, and a host of other factors that shape the learning and teaching
enterprise in a given context. Most of all, they have to be designed keeping
in mind the learners’ needs, wants, and lacks, as well as their current level
of language knowledge/ability.

By way of illustration, I present below guidelines for designing a couple
of microstrategies for Macrostrategy 5: Foster language awareness. Recall that
language awareness refers to the deliberate attempt to draw learners’ atten-
tion to the formal properties of their L2, and that there are two broad types
of language awareness—the general one, dealing with language as system
and discourse, and the critical one, dealing with language as ideology. The
two microstrategies suggested below relate to the two types, and are
adapted from Kumaravadivelu (2003a):
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Sample microstrategy 1: Language use and levels of formality
1. The specific objective of this microstrategy is to create in the learner

general language awareness about levels of formality involved in interper-
sonal communication. One simple example of formal–informal language
use pertains to the way in which we address people at home, or in school, or
at our workplace. Therefore, a useful microstrategy may be to ask L2 learn-
ers to explore how different cultural communities require different levels
of formality in addressing people. Here’s one way of doing it. The steps are
written in procedural style for convenience, but they are obviously advisory,
not prescriptive, in nature.

1.1. Write the following (or similar) forms of address on the board:
Madam President
Mr. Chairman
Your Honor
Sir
Hello Darling
Hey

Divide the class into small groups and ask each group to discuss in what
context(s) and with whom would it be appropriate to use these forms of ad-
dress. Also, ask them to discuss whether more than one of these forms can
be used to address the same person in different contexts, and if so, in what
contexts.

1.2. Have representatives from selected groups briefly share their discus-
sion with the entire class. Let them also talk about any disagreements within
their groups.

1.3. Have individual learners make a list of terms they use to address
family members (grandfather, grandmother, father, mother, elder brother,
younger brother, elder sister, younger sister, etc.,) in their cultural commu-
nities. Specifically, ask them to think about when and where they will use
the address forms they listed, and when and where (and if) they will use ac-
tual names to address family members. Allow them to use their L1 script if
they wish, but advise them to give English gloss as well. If they normally use
any honorific terms, ask them to write them too.

1.4. Divide the class into small groups (or form pairs, depending on
your convenience). Ask the learners to share their list with others and com-
pare how forms of address work within a family in different linguistic or cul-
tural communities.

1.5. Have them talk about how factors such as setting, age, and gender
of participants affect forms of address, and in what contexts boundaries
may be crossed.
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1.6. Again in small groups, ask them to compare how forms of address
are structured in their L1 (or in various L1s represented in class) and in L2.
Depending on the proficiency level and cultural knowledge of your stu-
dents, you may have to give them with different forms of address in L2.

1.7. Ask the students to share some of their salient points with the whole
class. Lead a detailed discussion on any selected issues that came up in
small groups.

1.8. Help them (if necessary, through leading questions) reflect on how
different forms of address may actually reveal cultural values and beliefs,
and how these are reflected in language use.

Sample microstrategy 2: Language use and doublespeak
2. The specific objective of this microstrategy is to foster critical lan-

guage awareness in the learners by drawing their attention to doublespeak,
that is, deceptive language that is widely used to mislead people—whether
in a democratic society or in a totalitarian regime. For illustrative purposes,
I am using the first paragraph from a book on doublespeak. It was written
by Lutz in 1989 with a long title, Doublespeak: From “Revenue Enhancement” to
“Terminal Living.” How Government, Business, Advertisers, and Others Use Lan-
guage to Deceive you. Here’s a possible classroom activity:

2.1. Write the full title of Lutz’s book on the board. Ask your students to
focus on the key words in the title and give them some time to think about
how (a) government, (b) business and (c) advertisers use language to de-
ceive the general public. Let them share their thoughts and examples with
the class.

2.2. Write the following paragraph on the board or if you have prepared
a transparency, project it on the OHP screen. Ask your students to read it
carefully.
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There are no potholes in the streets of Tucson, Arizona, just “pave-
ment deficiencies.” The Reagon Administration didn’t propose any
new taxes, just “revenue enhancement” through new “user’s fees.”
Those aren’t bums on the street, just “non-goal oriented members of
society.” There was no robbery of an automatic teller machine, just an
“unauthorized withdrawal.” The patient didn’t die of medical mal-
practice, it was just a “diagnostic misadventure of a high magnitude.”
The U.S. Army doesn’t kill the enemy anymore, it just “services the
target.”

(Lutz, 1989, p. 1)



2.3. If there are any difficult vocabulary items, deal with them first, so
that the students fully understand the text before proceeding further. If
necessary, make a two-column table highlighting only the juxtaposed lexi-
cal items (potholes � pavement deficiencies, etc.).

2.4. Form small groups and allot one or two sentences to each group for
a detailed analysis. Ask them to think about critical questions such as: What
is achieved by the use of such doublespeak? At what cost? At whose cost?
Who benefits from such doublespeak and how?

2.5. Ask a representative from each group to present a brief report, fol-
lowed by class discussion.

2.6. Help them (with leading questions, if necessary) to think why many
people fail to notice doublespeak even though it is so common in public
discourse and in private conversations.

2.7. Help them (again with leading questions, if necessary) to think of
ways in which a critical awareness of doublespeak and its function can help
them in their role as language learners, and in their role as educated citi-
zens.

2.8. Give them a suitable take-home assignment. For instance, have
them read a newspaper or a news magazine of their choice for 1 full week.
Ask them to make a list of what they consider to be instances of double-
speak, and bring it to class on a specified day.

2.9. In class, form pairs and have them exchange their list with their
partner. After a brief conversation between partners, ask them to share
some of their interesting examples with the class.

2.10. Based on the class discussion, ask them to draft a letter to the edi-
tor of the newspaper or the news magazine drawing the editor’s attention
to doublespeak. Help them revise the draft, and encourage them to actually
send the letter to the editor.

As the two suggested examples show, practicing teachers can make use
of easily available content materials taken from newspapers, books, TV
shows, or the Internet and design suitable microstrategies in order to
achieve the instructional goals of a particular macrostrategy. Depending on
the current communicative, linguistic, and conceptual knowledge/ability
of their learners, teachers can vary the challenge level of the microstrate-
gies. In fact, they can also involve their learners in the decision-making
process, both in designing and in implementing them.

Clearly, the role of the teacher is crucial for the success of any post-
method pedagogy. The macrostrategic framework seeks to transform class-
room practitioners into strategic teachers and strategic researchers. As stra-
tegic teachers, they spend time and effort reflecting on the processes of
learning and teaching; stretching their knowledge, skill and attitude to stay
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informed and involved; exploring and extending macrostrategies to meet
the challenges of changing contexts of teaching; designing appropriate
microstrategies to maximize learning potential in the classroom; and moni-
toring their ability to react to myriad situations in meaningful ways.

As strategic researchers, teachers can use the framework to develop in-
vestigative capabilities required for classroom exploration. By regularly au-
dio/videotaping their own classroom performance and by using macro-
strategies as interpretive strategies, they can analyze classroom input and
interaction to assess how successful they have been in facilitating negoti-
ated interaction, or in integrating language skills, or in contextualizing lin-
guistic input, and so forth.

The macrostrategic framework, it seems to me, has the potential to em-
power teachers with the knowledge, skill, attitude, and autonomy necessary
to devise for themselves a systematic, coherent, and relevant alternative to
method that is informed by the pedagogic parameters of particularity, prac-
ticality, and possibility. They will be able to generate locally grounded,
need-based microstrategies, ultimately developing the capacity to theorize
from their practice and practice what they theorize. I firmly believe that
practicing and prospective teachers will rise up to the challenge if given an
appropriate framework that “strikes a balance between giving teachers the
guidance they need and want, and the independence they deserve and de-
sire” (Kumaravadivelu, 1994b, p.44).

9.4. CONCLUSION

I have described in this chapter Stern’s three-dimensional framework,
Allwright’s Exploratory Practice framework, and Kumaravadivelu’s macro-
strategic framework. They are all variations of one and the same theme,
namely, postmethod. They are all attempts to respond, in a principled way, to
an imperative need to transcend the limitations of the concept of method.
None of them may be seen as fully meeting the essentials of postmethod
pedagogy featured in the previous chapter; nevertheless, each of them rep-
resents an earnest attempt to tackle the complex issue of finding alterna-
tives to method.

It is important to keep in mind that the three pedagogic frameworks
merely seek to lay the foundation for the construction of a postmethod
pedagogy. Any actual postmethod pedagogy has to be constructed by the
classroom teacher. The pedagogic frameworks offer certain options and
certain operating principles. Based on them, and on their own attempt to
theorize what they practice and to practice what they theorize, practicing
teachers may be able to develop their own location-specific postmethod
pedagogies.
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The conceptual framing of a postmethod pedagogy, although still evolv-
ing, is a welcome step. At least, it sends the signal that the profession is
ready and willing to explore alternatives to method rather than taking the
failed path of finding alternative methods. But, it is only a first step on a
steep road with full of stumbling blocks and sturdy detours. Some of them
are the focus of chapter 10.
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10. INTRODUCTION

The plans for postmethod pedagogies, proposed with different degrees of
emphasis as outlined in chapter 9, are all based on a different way of look-
ing at the problems and prospects of language teaching in the postmethod
era. They call for substantial and sustained change in our perception of
what constitutes language teaching and language teacher education. Edu-
cational change, like any other systemic change, involves both challenges
and opportunities. Change of the kind postmethod pedagogy demands is
beset with more than the normal share of difficulties because it involves not
merely changing attitudes and beliefs, but also creating and maintaining fa-
vorable conditions for change. It also involves making hard choices. In such
circumstances, there will always be a tendency to doubt the need for
change, and to reject any proposal for change out of hand for any number
of seemingly valid reasons.

A balanced response to change, however, would require that we make a
serious attempt to take stock of the prevailing situation, explore the condi-
tions that have created the need for change, and, if they are found plausi-
ble, then, try to make a sincere attempt to create the conditions necessary
to effect desired change. A balanced approach would also seek to establish
a dialogue “between the barriers that inhibit change and the factors that
help overcome those barriers” (Kahaney, 1993, p. ix). In the context of the
proposed transition from method-based pedagogies to postmethod peda-
gogies, there certainly are several challenging barriers as well as facilitating
factors. Let us consider some of them.

Chapter 10

Postmethod Predicament
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10.1. CHALLENGING BARRIERS

The challenges facing the construction and implementation of postmethod
pedagogy may be considered to constitute a postmethod predicament that
puts key players in a quandary. The most stubborn aspect of the predica-
ment is that the concept of method is a remarkably entrenched one. For all
its inherent weaknesses and recurrent criticisms, it has survived for an in-
credible period of time. “It has had,” as I have remarked elsewhere (Kumar-
avadivelu, 2001), “a magical hold on us” (p. 557). At one level of under-
standing, the reason seems to be simple—human nature. Pradl (1993)
observed it in the context of general educational reforms; and, what he said
about the field of education is true of our profession as well.

Most of us would simply prefer things to remain the same—the status quo
looks more appealing, especially when we think that somehow we are benefit-
ing. Accordingly, incumbency with all its faults is generally more assuring
than a future that risks being in doubt, risks placing us in some positions we
are unsure of. (p. xii, emphasis in original)

Although that may make sense, looking at it from another level of sophisti-
cation, it is still puzzling why, in spite of the extended and extensive dissatis-
faction with the concept of method, it has taken so long for the emergence
of even rudimentary forms of a coherent framework necessary for con-
structing a postmethod pedagogy that we discussed in chapters 8 and 9.
The puzzle, it seems to me, may be explained if we consider two powerful
barriers. One is pedagogical and the other is ideological.

10.1.1. The Pedagogical Barrier

The pedagogical barrier relates to the content and character of L2 teacher
education. It stands as a harmful hurdle blocking the effective construction
and implementation of any postmethod pedagogy by practicing teachers.
As is well known by now, most models of L2 teacher preparation that have
been in place for a long time merely transfer a set of predetermined, prese-
lected, and presequenced body of knowledge from the teacher educator to
the prospective teacher. And, what does the body of knowledge usually con-
sist of? A method-based package put together by researchers, containing a
generous menu of theories of language, language learning, and language
teaching—a package resembling the ingredients of any of the three catego-
ries of method we discussed in Part Two. The teacher educator, often play-
ing the role of a conduit, serves the package on a platter, with easily digest-
ible bits and pieces of discrete items of knowledge, leaving very little food
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for critical thought. This is the general scenario, while there are always a
handful of institutions and individuals that try to go against the grain.

This kind of transmission model of L2 teacher education entails a mas-
ter–pupil relationship in which student teachers are expected to learn
some of their master teacher’s pedagogic knowledge and skills, and to ap-
ply them in their classrooms. As Freeman has repeatedly emphasized
(e.g., Freeman, 1991), transmission models of teacher education are very
ineffective because they depend on received knowledge to influence
teacher behavior and do not acknowledge, much less encourage, student
teachers to construct their own versions of teaching. He has also pointed
out that these models ignore the fact that student teachers may have al-
ready built up their own personal theories of learning and teaching based
on their actual experience in the classroom, and on their exposure to the
“doing” of teaching.

From the postmethod perspective, transmission models prove to be un-
productive because they are also premised on a debilitating dichotomy be-
tween theory and practice, between the theorist and the teacher. This
dichotomy has been institutionalized in our professional discourse commu-
nity, that is, most teachers have been trained to accept it as something that
naturally goes with the territory. Most prospective teachers believe, not
without justification, that it is the cardinal duty of teacher educators to pro-
vide them with appropriate pedagogic knowledge and skills that are re-
quired for successfully carrying out classroom teaching. What the transmis-
sion model fails to do, with very few exceptions, is to develop in them
classroom discourse analytical skills necessary for them to analyze and un-
derstand their own teaching acts in order to ultimately derive their own the-
ory of practice (for details, see Kumaravadivelu, 1999b, and chap. 13 in
Kumaravadivelu, 2003a).

Thus, current practices of teacher education pose a serious pedagogic
barrier to any type of postmethod pedagogy. What is surely and sorely
needed is what the Canadian educationist Diamond (e.g., 1993) called a
transformative teacher education program. According to him, the central
goal of transformative teacher education “is not the easy reproduction of
any ready-made package or knowledge but, rather, the continued recre-
ation of personal meaning” (p. 56). Personal meaning can be created and
recreated only through personal pedagogic exploration. Diamond believes
that teachers can easily “form and reform their own pedagogical theories
and relationships” if teacher educators can help them “see themselves as ca-
pable of imagining and trying alternatives—and eventually as self-directing
and self-determining” (p. 52). And, it is precisely this kind of transformative
teacher education that can alter the role played by learners, teachers, and
teacher educators that postmethod pedagogy seeks to accomplish (see the
discussion on pedagogic indicators in chap. 8, this volume).
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10.1.2. The Ideological Barrier

The harmful effect of the pedagogical barrier described above pales into in-
significance when compared to the ideological barrier with which any
postmethod pedagogy has to wrestle. The ideological barrier is much more
daunting than the pedagogical one if only because it is managed and manip-
ulated by much larger forces with a formidable political, economic, and cul-
tural agenda. It pertains to the imperialistic (Phillipson, 1992) and colonial
(Pennycook, 1998) character of English and English-language education.
These and other authors have amply demonstrated that, in its march to its
current global status, the English language was aided by imperialist and colo-
nial projects. Pennycook (1998), for instance, has located English-language
teaching and teacher education within the broader context of colonialism
“to show how language policies and practices developed in different colonial
contexts, and to demonstrate how the discourses of colonialism still adhere
to English” (p. 2). The ideological barrier, with its colonial coloration, casts a
long hegemonic shadow over the English-language teaching enterprise
around the world, and manifests itself in the process of marginalization, and
the practice of self-marginalization (Kumaravadivelu, 2003b).

To put it briefly, the process of marginalization refers to overt and covert
mechanisms that are used to valorize everything associated with the colo-
nial Self, and marginalize everything associated with the colonized Other. In
the specific context of English language teaching and teacher education
across the world, this colonial strategy of power, for instance, purposely
projects the image of Western knowledge, and deliberately diminishes the
value of local knowledge. In order to survive in a postcolonial world, it
strives endlessly to keep interested Western knowledge dominant over sub-
jugated local knowledge. This overwhelming dominance places any aspir-
ing or accomplished pedagogic change agent in a peculiar predicament.

Here is a case in point. Consider the fact, and note the predicament, that
the macrostrategic framework I have proposed is based, in part, on the the-
oretical insights derived from an already documented Western knowledge-
base (see chap. 9, this volume, for details). Given the stated objectives of
transcending center-based methods and of deriving a bottom–up peda-
gogy, it would, of course, be highly desirable if the theoretical support for it
has come from the findings of empirical research conducted and docu-
mented in and by periphery communities where English is learned and
taught as a second/foreign language. Although some can be retrieved with
some effort, the range and amount of local knowledge-base required for ci-
tation purposes is nowhere to be seen adequately documented. Part of the
(neo)colonial agenda is precisely to render local knowledge invisible and
inaccessible, thereby ensuring the dependence on the center for a docu-
mented knowledge base.
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The visible and invisible power of the “center” is a major impediment
with which a pedagogic change agent has to deal. However, it is not the only
source of postmethod predicament. What has aided the center in perpetu-
ating its strategy of subtle power, and what continues to aid it, is the practice
of self-marginalization on the part of the members of the periphery com-
munity. I firmly believe that the process of marginalization cannot survive
without the practice of self-marginalization.

The practice of self-marginalization refers to how members of the domi-
nated group, knowingly or unknowingly, legitimize the characteristics of in-
feriority attributed to them by the dominating group. In the context of
global English language teaching (ELT), this practice is manifested, not
only in the widespread acceptance of the superiority of Western methods
over local practices, but also in the carefully cultivated belief that, when it
comes to teaching English as a second/foreign language, somehow, native
speakers are far superior to nonnative speakers, in spite of the latter’s ex-
pertise and experience in learning and teaching the English language. It is
common knowledge that many program administrators, teacher educators,
and classroom teachers in certain periphery communities practice self-
marginalization in many different ways. For instance, even today, private as
well governmental agencies in several periphery communities openly state,
when they post job announcements, that they “require” or at least “prefer”
native speakers. At times, they even prefer to hire semiqualified native
speakers over fully qualified nonnative speakers.

Following the example set by their academic administrators and policy-
makers, many teachers and teacher educators also look up to native speak-
ers for inspiration thinking that they have ready-made answers to all the re-
current problems of classroom teaching. By their uncritical acceptance of
the native speaker dominance, nonnative professionals legitimize their own
marginalization. Nayar (2002) investigated the ideological binarism repre-
sented in a popular electronic discussion group owned and operated by
ELT professionals, TESL-L (tesl-l@cunyvm.cuny.edu), which attracts at
least 20 postings a day from among thousands of members spread all over
the world. Through a critical sociolinguistic analysis, Nayar has found that
on this network, “the rubric of native speaker dominance and power is very
strongly sustained and conveyed in a variety of overt and covert ways” thus,
reinforcing the assumption that native speakers, “ipso facto, are also the
ideal teachers or experts of pedagogy, with a clear implication that NNS
English and language teaching expertise are suspect” (p. 465). Partici-
pating actively in the reinforcement of such assumptions are not just native
speakers but also nonnative teachers who, according to Nayar (2002), “of-
ten seek expert advise from the NS openly and it is not uncommon to see
advisory suggestions from NS ‘experts’ that are more noteworthy for their
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self-assuredness, sincerity and eagerness to help than their linguistic or ped-
agogic soundness” (p. 466).

From this discussion, it is rather apparent that there are many subtle and
not so subtle ways in which the ideological and pedagogical barriers cause
impediments for progress in postmethod pedagogy. There is no gainsaying
the fact that it is only a transmission model of teacher education that can ef-
fectively maintain the authority of traditional knowledge producers and
knowledge transmitters even though it fails to instill in the student teachers
the much-needed capacity for autonomous decision making and the ability
for systematic, reflective classroom observation. It is only a universally appli-
cable concept of method that can, with its global reach, “make sure that the
fountainhead of global employment opportunities for native speakers of
English does not dry up any time soon” (Kumaravadivelu, 2003b, p. 543). It
is only a method-based pedagogy, not any locally generated postmethod
pedagogy, that can continue to promote a centrally produced, multimillion
dollar textbook industry, which churns out ELT materials based on the con-
cept of method to be used all over the world.

The pedagogic decision-making authority vested in the center should
not be seen as impacting on English-language teaching in the periphery
communities alone. British applied linguist, Skehan (1998), for instance,
emphasizes its ill effects on teaching English as a second language inside
English speaking countries. He points the accusing finger, not just at the
publishing industry, which, after all, can be forgiven for being commer-
cially motivated, but also at the whole crew of methods purveyors, syllabus
designers, textbook writers, teacher educators, and their power relations.
He comes down heavily on teacher educators in particular:

[T]he teacher training profession acts to consolidate many of these implicit
power relations, by generally concentrating on how entire classes can be or-
ganized; by teaching teachers how to implement official syllabuses and course
books, and by testing in an approved manner. There is little emphasis, in
most teacher training courses, on the development of techniques which serve
to adapt material to the individual learner, or on ways of fostering individual-
ity in learning. The teacher is usually equipped to be a pawn within a larger
structure, rather than a mediator between materials, syllabuses, and the learn-
ers themselves. (Skehan, 1998, pp. 260–261)

In sum, the pedagogical and ideological barriers outlined constitute two
major aspects of the postmethod predicament. We should, however, put
the predicament in a broader perspective. The hegemonic power exercised
by vested interests that spread “interested knowledge” for the purpose of its
own political and economic gain is not a phenomenon unique to our pro-
fession. Hegemonic tendencies even in the supposedly objective field of sci-
ence have been very well documented (see, e.g., Alvares, 1979/1991; Cohn,
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1996). Furthermore, these tendencies are quite consistent with French soci-
ologist Foucault’s (1980) observation that citizens of modern democracies
are controlled less by the naked power of autocrats than by grand pro-
nouncements of professionals who organize knowledge in “regimes of
truth”—sets of understandings that legitimate certain attitudes and prac-
tices, and delegitimate certain others. The regimes of truth easily become
professional articles of faith that render academic discourse into a medium
of communication that expresses and reproduces pedagogical power
(Bourdieu, Passeron, & Martin, 1994).

The reproduction of pedagogical power, like any other power, is never
absolute. The challenging barriers to the construction and implementation
of postmethod pedagogy are not insurmountable. I chose the term challeng-
ing barriers advisedly. Notice that it does not merely indicate barriers that
are indeed challenging, but it also implies that there are ways of challeng-
ing these barriers. Below, I highlight some of them in terms of facilitating
factors, yet another term of double interpretation.

10.2. FACILITATING FACTORS

Facilitating factors refer to recent developments that may help cope with,
and eventually overcome, the harmful effects of barriers to postmethod
pedagogy. Perhaps the most important facilitating factor is the growing at-
tempt to legitimize local knowledge (Canagarajah, 2004). There is now a
greater awareness than ever before that simply because periphery commu-
nities have not adequately documented their knowledge base in second-
language learning and teaching does not mean that they have no knowl-
edge base at all. It only means that the knowledge base that really exists has
not been well documented or widely disseminated.

For instance, commenting on the macrostrategic framework for lan-
guage teaching discussed in chapter 9, Canagarajah (2002) correctly as-
serted:

such strategies have been used by those in the periphery always. They simply
haven’t been documented in the professional literature. What is available in
published form are pedagogical approaches from the communities that enjoy
literate/publishing resources. Periphery teachers have shared their teaching
strategies orally in their local contexts. (p. 148)

Also, recall from chapter 9 how, in recounting the principles of Exploratory
Practice framework, Allwright has concluded that practicing teachers in
Rio have already been doing the kind of exploratory practice that he has
been advocating, and that they actually assisted him in firming up his
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framework. Local knowledge was waiting to be recognized by global play-
ers!

In fact, the ELT professional community, both in the center countries
and in the periphery regions, has recently been exploring the nature and
scope of local knowledge particularly in light of the emerging process of
globalization. For instance, the Journal of Language, Identity and Education
(2002) published a thematic issue focusing on local knowledge. A volume
on Globalization and Language Teaching, edited by Block and Cameron
(2002) explored the changing language teaching policies and practices
around the world in light of the emerging process of globalization. In the
same year, Singh, Kell, and Pandian (2002) published Appropriating English:
Innovation in the Global Business of English Language Teaching, in which they
discuss the challenges facing teachers and teacher educators in the transna-
tional ELT market.

Likewise, the ELT communities in the periphery have been loudly ex-
pressing their local voices and local visions through books, journals, and
the Internet. The publication of professional journals such as Asian Journal
of English Language Teaching and HKBU Papers in Applied Language Studies,
both from Hong Kong, Indian Journal of Applied Linguistics and CIEFL Bulle-
tin, both from India, RELC Journal from Singapore, SPELT Quarterly from
Pakistan, and The ACELT Journal from the Philippines is an indication of
growing awareness of the importance of local knowledge, and of a desire to
make it public. It is, however, a pity that these journals are little known out-
side their regions of origin.

A remarkable development following the recent events in the Middle
East is the emergence of a group of ELT professionals there who have
formed an organization called TESOL Islamia. The chief mission of this
Abu Dhabi-based professional organization is to promote ELT in ways that
best serve the sociopolitical, sociocultural, and socioeconomic interests of
Arabs and Muslims. Interestingly, according to their Web site, www.
tesolislamia.org, one of their goals is to assume “a critical stance towards
‘mainstream’ TESOL activity particularly in the area of language policy,
curriculum design, materials development, language testing, teaching
methodology, program evaluation, and second language research.” Even a
cursory reading of files in their “Discussion Forum” clearly reveals that they
are all seized upon the global politics of English-language teaching and
teacher education, and are exploring ways of bringing in an element of par-
ticularity to their professional enterprise.

Yet another facilitating factor is the rapid expansion, in recent times, of
the research agenda of some of the TESOL professionals on both sides of the
Atlantic. A cluster of books that appeared recently offer ideas, in different
ways, to overcome some of the stumbling blocks mentioned earlier. For in-
stance, Breen and Littlejohn (2000) bring together personal accounts from
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teachers who all have shared their pedagogic decision-making process with
their students through a process of negotiation. Brumfit (2001) suggests how
to maintain a high degree of individual freedom and teacher choice in lan-
guage teaching by integrating theoretical and empirical work with individual
and institutional needs. Johnson and Golombek (2002) have collected per-
sonal, contextualized stories of teachers assessing their own “ways of know-
ing,” thus contributing to our understanding of teacher cognition and
teacher knowledge. Edge (2002) provides an interactive framework showing
how teachers can profitably combine observational research with more for-
mal action research activities. Clarke (2003) uses systems approach to discuss
coherence in teachers’ activities and shows how they, as they are working for
systemic change, are also changing themselves. Finally, Johnston (2003) ex-
emplifies moralities and values in the language classroom through personal
narratives that puts the teacher–student relationship, rather than the con-
cept of method, at the core of language teaching.

While the aforementioned works may appear to be a disparate collection
of books, there is a common thread that runs through all of them: They all
go beyond the methods fetish to explore the professional life of language
teachers and, in the process, help us understand teachers as individuals
who are self-directing, self-determining, and self-motivating. They also pro-
vide compelling arguments for putting teachers, rather than anybody else,
at the center of educational change.

10.3. CONCLUSION

This final chapter has looked at the postmethod predicament. The brief
discussion has showed that the transitional path from the long established
methods-based pedagogy to an emerging postmethod pedagogy is, no
doubt, paved with challenging barriers. There are, however, encouraging
signposts that point to useful directions that might help us negotiate the
stumbling blocks. The short account of facilitating factors provides indica-
tions of a growing awareness to tap local resources to solve local problems
using local expertise and experiences. Such awareness may also, in due
course, move the conflict between central control and local initiative to a
higher plane of thought and action. Clearly, there are concerted, but not in
any sense coordinated, actions being carried out on several fronts, which,
when they come to cumulative fruition, are likely to bring the idea of
teacher-generated postmethod pedagogies closer to reality.
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The central goal of this book has been to explore the pattern which con-
nects the higher order philosophical, pedagogical, and ideological tenets
and norms of language teaching enterprise. We started the exploration by
looking at the landscape of language, learning, and teaching, with all their
systemic, discoursal, and ideological terrains. We then proceeded to survey,
with a critical eye, the historical exigencies, the theoretical principles, and
the classroom procedures associated with language-, learner-, and learning-
centered methods. Finally, after recognizing the limitations of the concept
of method, we moved beyond methods, entered the uncertain arena of
postmethod condition, and took a peek into the still-evolving world of
postmethod pedagogies. In all this, we tried to notice the pattern which
connects.

In a sense, the book seeks to contribute to a true understanding of lan-
guage teaching methods, in addition to being both a critique of, and a cor-
rective to, method-based approaches to language teaching. By exposing the
problems of method, and by expounding the potential of postmethod, it
seeks to open up certain options that, hopefully, will lead to a re-view of the
way we conceive pedagogic principles and procedures, and to a re-visioning
of the way we conduct language teaching and teacher education.

The challenge, of course, is how to meet the demands the concept of
postmethod makes in its effort to advance a context-sensitive, location-
specific pedagogy that is based on a true understanding of local linguistic,
sociocultural, and political particularities. And, how to help prospective
and practicing teachers acquire and sharpen the knowledge, skill, attitude,
and autonomy necessary to devise for themselves a systematic, coherent,
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and relevant theory of practice. In presenting three different frameworks
on the foundations of a postmethod pedagogy, the book points to the on-
going process of change.

I work under the assumption that change is not only desirable and possi-
ble, but it is also inevitable. If we take a historical perspective to the process
of change in language teaching, we see a pattern which comforts. We seem
to go through the same cycle of action and reaction in which we first have
absolute, and sometimes almost evangelical, faith in a method, only to de-
velop serious doubts about its efficacy in due course. A new method
wrapped in a new package comes along, faces initial resistance only to even-
tually become popular, and get entrenched in a short period of time.

When the audiolingual method was introduced, it was hailed as scien-
tific, systematic, and teacher friendly, and soon it replaced the “discredited”
grammar-translation method that held sway for a long time. The textbook
industry gladly seized the commercial opportunities opened up by the new
method, and produced instructional materials for the global market.
Again, when the communicative language teaching came along, there was a
hue and cry about how it demands too much from practicing teachers, how
ill-prepared they are to embrace it, and how it is bound to fail, and so forth.
Within a decade, almost everybody was swearing by it, and it has easily de-
throned the “discredited” audiolingual method. The textbook industry,
once again, gladly seized the commercial opportunities opened up by the
new method, and produced instructional materials for the global market.
The pattern we see is the pattern which comforts. Change, after all, does
come about. Eventually.

History also shows that change produces anxiety, particularly if it in-
volves a move from a comfortable climate of familiarity to an unpredictable
arena of uncertainty. But, such a change can be less disorienting if it devel-
ops within a context in which the participants themselves play a role in mak-
ing decisions and in implementing those decisions. In the context of educa-
tional change, this means making change part of the learning process itself.
As Kahaney (1993) aptly puts it,

. . . if change can be viewed as a component in an ongoing process called
“learning,” instead of as a product or a “thing,” then it would be easier to have
a different relationship to change itself. Instead of experiencing resistance to
change as an obstacle, we as teachers could come to expect resistance to
change as part of the learning process and thus plan for various kinds of and
degrees of resistance. (p. 193)

We can also draw comfort from the fact that, as history shows, we have all
along been engaged in the learning process, absorbed in a relentless pur-
suit of continuous improvement. Change is an integral part of that pursuit.
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As educationist Pradl (1993) rightly observes, change “is not some material
object or process over there waiting to be discovered. Instead, change re-
mains what we make of it for our own purposes” (p. xii, emphasis in origi-
nal). I believe that when we allow ourselves to be guided by bright distant
stars, and not by dim street lights, and, when we resist the temptation to be
lulled by what is easily manageable and what is easily measurable, and are
willing to work with doubts and uncertainties, then, change becomes less
onerous and more desirous.

I began the Preface to this book with a Batesonian observation. I would
like to end the Postscript with another. In the Foreword to his book, Steps to
an Ecology of Mind, in which he develops a new way of thinking about the na-
ture of order in living systems, Gregory Bateson (1972) states,

I have been impatient with colleagues who seemed unable to discern the dif-
ference between the trivial and the profound. But when students asked me to
define that difference, I have been struck dumb. I have said vaguely, that any
study which throws light upon the nature of “order” or “pattern” in the uni-
verse is surely nontrivial. (p. xvi)

This book represents my attempt to throw light upon the nature of the
pattern which connects the higher order philosophical, theoretical, peda-
gogical, and ideological tenets and norms of language teaching, and, as
such, I may be pardoned for believing that it is “surely nontrivial.”
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