Teaching materials
What Are These "Modern Methods?" 
A workshop introducing the communicative approach by Ruth Petzold, English Language Officer, American Embassy Moscow.
Objectives By the end of the workshop, you'll know what these "modern methods" are. Specifically you'll know: 
• What CLT (communicative language teaching) is - Part One  

• What came before CLT and why these methods were unsatisfactory (optional) - Part Two 
• How to judge whether activities are communicative - Part Three 
• And how CLT continues to be modified (optional) - Part Four 

Part One: What is CLT (Communicative Language Teaching) 
Introduction Communicative language teaching is not one method; it is an approach. This means we choose various ways to teach language based on our understanding of 1) what we know when we know a language and 2) how we learn a foreign language. We choose or create the materials, activities, and classroom atmosphere that we think will best help students succeed. 

In Part One we will look at some ideas and models that help explain what we think it means to know a language and how we think a foreign language is learned today. 

Task 1. Read the paragraph below that describes what Canale and Swain think it means to know a language. How would you describe what it means to know a language? 

In the years since World War Two, globalization has required us to communicate with people around the world. Already in the seventies, language scholars began to focus on what helped people learn to communicate better in a foreign language. They began to see language as a social process rather than just a linguistic code. In 1980 Canale and Swain helped to describe this wider view of language knowledge by making a model that added discourse, sociolinguistic, and strategic competence to grammatical competence. Together these competencies make up communicative competence, what a capable user knows about and can do with a language. 

· Grammatical competence: Knowledge of the vocabulary and sentence structure of a language. 
· Discourse competence: The ability to recognize different patterns of discourse (e.g. a newspaper article, a university lecture, a scolding), to connect sentences to an overall theme or topic; the ability to get meaning from larger texts. 
· Sociolinguistic competence: The ability to use language appropriate to a context, taking into account the participants, the setting and the purpose of the interaction. 
· Strategic competence: The ability to compensate for limited language knowledge, for fatigue, or distraction; the effective use of coping strategies to maintain or improve communication.

So, CLT and the goal of communicative competence came from this model. When people talk about these "modern methods," they mean CLT. 

Task 2. Read the paragraph below and decide if you agree with Krashen's model about how we learn a language.

Krashen's Monitor Model In 1982 Stephen Krashen explained how he thought we learn foreign languages. There are five hypotheses in his model. 
1) He believes we take in language in two ways: through acquisition which happens during conversation when we are not paying attention to form, and through learning where we pay conscious attention to form and error. 
2) He believes that this learned system acts like a monitor of how we speak if we have sufficient time, pay attention to form, and know the rules. 
3) He believes there is a natural order in which the rules of a language are acquired and it does not relate to what has been taught or how simple the rule is (e.g. third person -s is acquired late though the rule is easy to understand). 
4) Krashen says that we acquire language only by receiving "comprehensible input," language that is just a little more difficult than the learner's current level of understanding (also known as I + 1). 
5) Finally, he suggests that acquisition can be helped or hurt by what he calls an affective filter, an imaginary wall that is "up" and blocks input when the learner is stressed, angry or bored and which is "down" and permits acquisition when the learner is comfortable. 

Task 3. Based in part on these ideas, CLT scholars began to describe how language is learned and should be taught. Skim the list below. Which idea is most important to you? 

Adapted from Finocchario & Brumfit in Brown's book Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedagogy, p 79: 

1. Meaning is most important. 
2. Dialogs, if used, center around communicative functions and are not normally memorized. 
3. Language is always in context. 
4. Language learning is learning to communicate. 
5. Drilling may occur occasionally, but only as necessary for helping communication. 
6. Comprehensible, not native-like, pronunciation is appropriate. 
7. Anything which helps learners is accepted. 
8. Attempts to communicate may be encouraged from the very beginning. 
9. Judicious use of the mother tongue is accepted where feasible. 
10. Translation may be used only when students need or benefit from it. 
11. Reading and writing can start from the beginning if appropriate to learner's goals. 
12. The target linguistic system will be learned best through the process of struggling to communicate.
 13. Communicative competence is the desired goal.
 14. Materials and methods should show linguistic variation. 
15. Sequencing of material is based on maintaining learner interest. 
16. Teachers help learners in any way that motivates learners to work with the language. 
17. Trial and error is a normal way to create and learn language. 
18. Fluency and acceptable language is the primary goal. 
19. Learners are expected to interact with other people. 
20. The teacher cannot know exactly what the learner wants to say.

Task 4. Language teaching changed as a result of the work of people like Canale and Swain, Krashen, and Savignon. This new kind of classroom was described as communicative. Circle the language learning/teaching beliefs and practices that you think are communicative. 

- language is used in context 
- mingle activities 
- translating sentences
- genuine questions 
- all errors are seen as weaknesses and are corrected by the teacher 
- only teacher asks questions and students answer 
- use of the mother tongue 
- teacher-centered classes 
- errors are seen as an opportunity to learn 
- jigsaw task 
- reading aloud 
- meaning is most important 
- student-centered classes 
- teacher moves around the classroom 
- teacher sits or stands at the front of the class 
- language is displayed in separate words or sentences with no context 
- group work 
- using correct form is most important 
- silent reading 
- memorizing a text 
- finding all the verbs in a text
- information gap activities 
- memorizing grammar rules 
- pair work 
- use of comprehensible input in the target language 
- display questions 

NB Activity adapted from an activity by Lisa Crandall, 2000 SPELT Fellow in Tashkent
Part Two: What came before CLT? (optional) 
Task 5: What was good and bad about previous methods? 

a. Give brief introduction of methods below. (Descriptions can be found in Brown's Teaching by Principles.) 
1. Grammar Translation 
2. Direct Method 
3. Audiolingual Method 
4. The Natural Approach 
5. Notional-Functional 

b. Divide into groups. Each group gets a description of one of the methods. 
c. Read the description and as a group answer the following: What are the steps of this method? 
d. Plan a short activity for "At the Post Office" using this method. 
e. Describe your activity (or role play it!) and ask the audience to guess which method you used. 
f. Conclude by critiquing (tell what you think is good and bad about) the method. 

Part Three: Doing CLT 
Teachers create and select communicative activities for their students every day. To decide if they are good activities, they use principles to plan and to evaluate them. 

Is the activity: 
a. Focused on Meaning? Does the language used during learning communicate meaning and not just practice correct form? Does the class communicate in order to fill information gaps? 
b. Interactive? Are all students involved mentally and verbally as often as possible? 
c. Well Managed? Does the teacher organize the class to maximize language learning opportunities? Is she prepared? Does she follow a coherent plan, vary activities and materials, create a supportive atmosphere, work at a good pace, and physically arrange the class so students learn best? 
d. Student Centered? Does the class focus on student needs and interests and allow students to say what they think? Does the teacher share decision-making with students? Does he clearly want students to enjoy learning? Does the teacher ask students for feedback? 
e. Relevant? Is the lesson designed to allow learners to use language to accomplish something (esp. real life tasks) and is it based on a relevant, interesting topic? Is it at a level that "stretches" students a little?

Task 6: Evaluate each of the following activities on the basis of these communicative principles. 

Activity One: Information Gap "What's in the Bag?" 

1. The day before, tell students to bring to class something the size of a cup or smaller. The teacher brings 2 big bags. 
2. The teacher secretly puts all the objects in one bag. 
3. She asks for the first leader (student) to come to the front of the room and she secretly puts one object in the other bag and gives it to the student. 
4. The student describes how the object looks, feels, smells, moves, but MUST NOT say what it is used for. The teacher may help with needed words and structures. 
5. The class guesses what is in the bag. 
6. When the object is guessed, the leader chooses the next leader and sits down. 

Activity Two: Problem Solving 
A. Listen to the following situation. Ask questions until you fully understand. 

The city in which you live has just passed a law reducing taxes by 30%. As a result the city's high school will have to cut its budget drastically. The principal has drafted a list of the programs that might be eliminated and stated that the budget must be reduced by $250,000/year or the school will be forced to close. 

As members of the local board of education, you must decide which programs to eliminate. Please keep in mind, your city has only this high school which educates about 2000 students. Reducing teachers' salaries is against the law. And the principal believes it is better to eliminate programs than reducing their quality through cuts.

B. Individually, think of reasons for and against each cost. Decide which you would cut. 

1. Special languages – $50,000/year provides instruction in Arabic, Latin, Russian, Mandarin, and Japanese; Spanish, French, German and ESL are in the basic curriculum. 

2. Physical education – $40,000/year allows all students an hour of exercise per day. 

3. Extracurricular activities – $95,000/year provides for all sports, theater, band, and debate. 

4. Basic curriculum – $85,000/year could be cut if one year of math, one year of science, and all courses in journalism, economics, and philosophy are eliminated.
5. School bus – $65,000/year pays to transport about 25% of the students who do not have cars or easy access to public transportation. 

6. School lunch – $75,000/year pays for a low-cost, nutritious meal to all students. 

7. Number of teachers – $150,000/year could be cut if the teacher-student ratio were raised from 1-25 to 1-30.

8. One school day per week – $100,000/year could be saved if the school week were cut from 35 hours to 28, eliminating classes on Wednesday. 

9. Special classroom aides – $65,000/year pays for 32 part-time aides who help teachers and students with learning disabilities.
10. Administrative personnel – $150/000/year pays for 20 people who keep the school running well. 

4. As a group, discuss and agree upon one plan. 

5. Read aloud your plan to the class and explain choices if asked by your classmates. 

Adapted from: The Non-Stop Discussion Workbook by George Rooks, Heinle & Heinle Publishers 
Activity Three: Jigsaw "Story Telling" 

1. Divide into groups of six. Sit in a circle. 
2. Each person gets a picture that is part of a story. Each should look only at her picture and prepare to describe it to the others. Teacher circulates to help with vocabulary. 
3. Each tells about her picture. The rest of the group listens and asks clarification questions when necessary. 
4. The group tries to figure out the right sequence of the story. 
5. When all groups have finished, one group tells the story and the others check. 

Adapted from: Comics and Conversation by Joan Ashkenas, Jag Publications
Part Four: Improving on the Communicative Approach (optional or as homework) 
Task 7: What two new avenues of research have psycholinguistics and cognitive studies brought to language learning?

In 1998, Peter Skehan published A Cognitive Approach to Language Learning which sums up a lot of recent thinking on how to continue improving language teaching. Many feel second language acquisition and language pedagogy have not paid enough attention to psycholinguistics (the study of how thinking and language use interact) and cognitive aspects of language learning (the study of mental processes to make language learning more successful). These area have led to two new avenues of research. 

One example of new research is what Michael Long is doing. He notes that as language users we develop ways of coping with one of the greatest problems of all: how to keep speaking at normal rates in "real time". Many believe we do this by using lexical phrases, not creating every utterance fresh. This frees up mental time for planning. If we accept this, it completely revises our view of language learning, and suggests we should be teaching at least some language as chunks, not separate elements. 

A second example of research challenges the CLT argument that meaning is most important. Focus on meaning takes attention away from form. If communicating meaning is most important, how do we improve our accuracy in the target language? Improving accuracy requires the development of an underlying and evolving "interlanguage" system which becomes progressively more complex and closer to the target language system. But to help learners make their interlanguage system closer to the target language, we need methods that focus on form. However we want to add these without losing the focus on communication that was gained through CLT. Skehan and others suggest task-based instruction with enough focus on form to enable interlanguage development without compromising the naturalness of the communication. 

But these are other workshops... 

Summary 
So, these "new methods" are an eclectic blend of beliefs and practices based on principles. That is, they are an approach which helps us to make the best choices for each student. We now realize, as David Nunan has nicely summed up, that "there never was and probably never will be a method for all, and the focus in recent years has been on the development of classroom tasks and activities which are consonant (in agreement) with what we know about second language acquisition, and which are also in keeping with the dynamics of the classroom itself."

