Part Two

LANGUAGE TEACHING
METHODS






Chapter I

Constituents and Categories
of Methods

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
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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
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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-
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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 justmentioned 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.
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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
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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. 1 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 fask 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 lJanguage 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.



Chapter 5

Language-Centered Methods

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,
[talian, 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
fullfledged 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).

o 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 --------------mn--- .
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

vV

newspapers
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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 Aas, have, and
others, and -ed refers to the past participle of verbs.

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 Yyet.

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
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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:

1
We (to eat) John
(to phone) The dog for a walk
They (to have) not yet
(to visit) Dinner
He/she
(to take) Mary
You

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

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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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.
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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 habitformation 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 habitinduced 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.
o 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).

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

o “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
teacherfriendly 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.



Chapter 6

Learner-Centered Methods

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)

114
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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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o Language is a system for expressing meaning;

o 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;

o 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:

o 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;

o 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;

o 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



LEARNER-CENTERED METHODS 121

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 (1931)

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 know}-
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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

Structural activities

Pre-communicative activities
Quasi-communicative activities

Functional communication activities

Communicative activities
Social interaction activities

(Littlewood, 1981, p. 86)
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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:

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)

And another:

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 1331 15.18 16.45
Shrewsbury arr.  : 12.22 14.18 16.08 18.25




LEARNER-CENTERED METHODS 127

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)

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: -

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.
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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)

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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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’ .17
(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. Itis 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 communicativemethod or learner-centered pedagogy.
A more apt description would be learning-centered pedagogy, to which we
turn next.



Chapter 7

Learning-Centered Methods

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

134
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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
1.2 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. 849). 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 .2 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 L.2 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.
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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 ¢ + 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, ¢ + 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.

¢. 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-
getlanguage, 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:
Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:

Students:
Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:

Students:
Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:

Student 11:
Student.
Student 11:
Teacher:

Student 4.
Teacher:
Student X:
Student 4.
Teacher:

Katpadi.

Katpadi and . ..

Jolarpet.

Jolarpet, yes. What time does it leave Madras?
Seven twenty-five a.m.

Seven twenty-five . . .

... am.

Yes, seven twenty-five a.m. What time does it arrive in
Bangalore?

Nine ... One

What time does it arrive . . .

(severally) One p.m. ... One thirty p.m. . . . One p.m.
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?

Nine fifteen a.m. ... Nine fifteen a.m.

... arrive . .. arrive in Katpadi.

Nine fifteen a.m.

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].

Ten thirty p.m.

Leaves Jolarpet at ten thirty . . .

a.m.
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].

Five minutes.

Five minutes, yes. How do you know?
Twenty . . .

Twenty minus fifteen.

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 L.2
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 1.2 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.






