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One more point. Since we have agreed that the ultimate
objective of foreign language teaching and learning should basically
and essentially be the ability to communicate — probably particularly
with native speakers of the FL — we should, at a later stage, pay
special attention to the different styles used by those native speakers
in different social situations. This can and should, of course, be
started early in the course, but should be intensified at the advanced
level.

Finally, in order not to stagnate because of satisfaction with any
current situation, any organization responsible for FL teaching should
set up research and development committees (R & D) or bodies
made up of the “best” minds in the country to undertake the
responsibility of monitoring, advising, and carrying out the necessary
theoretical and empirical research. Foreign language teaching and
learning is an on-going business, and, like all other aspects of
education, should be open to assessment, reassessment, innova-
tion and follow-up all the time.

In conclusion, it is our belief that the general framework drawn in
the final part of this paper together with the detailed recommenda-
tions given in part (4) on each aspect of the current ELT situation
would be of help both for the policy makers and those who are
responsible for implementing that policy. Such a framework would not
only improve the state of affairs, but will also make ELT realistic and
more enjoyable both for teachers and students. It would also
hopefully make it more fruitful.
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taboo and only group-work, role-playing, games, and other so-called
communicative activities were recommended. We believe that this
has not been the attitude conducive to good teaching and learning.
Our teachers have perhaps been wise enough not to adhere closely
to such advice, but often to depend on their own experience, or even
intuition, as to what best suits a given situation and employ whatever
technigue they found appropriate for teaching a certain linguistic
aspect. We would also take this attitude that our teachers have
already adopted. We believe that no practice or activity that leads
to the learning of a particular linguistic form or function should
be prohibited by the material-writer or the syllabus planners, or
avoided by the teachers. Keeping in mind that the final aim of FLL
should be for the learners to acquire the ability to communicate in
that language, we believe that we need various types of activities to
help the learner reach that aim. Some of those may be totally formal
or structural, others may be wholly communicative, whereas a third
type — probably the predominant type — should combine both
dimensions of the FL. In other words, once we have decided to adopt
an approach to grading, selecting and sequencing EFL teaching-
learning content based on language uses most appropriate to the
learner at a given stage (guided by his/her needs, age, level of
maturation and conceptualization), any technique of teaching
(brought from any previous methodology) becomes legitimate as
long as it is appropriate. We can represent this diagramatically in
figure 3 below:

Techniques in a Pragmatic Approach

Traditional Communicative Humanistic
approach approach approach
-
Grammatical Functional Natural
grading and grading and Language
selection selection
Classroom Techniques

Figure — 3
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a programme based mainly on language structure, i.e. form, has been
tried out, but with limited success (cf. the audio-lingual method of FLT
above). Almost the same fate was met by the other programme based
solely on language functions (cf. the communicative approach to FLT
above). Consequently, there is no way out of the present situation but
to look for a method which should combine the two language
dimensions. In this respect we can be guided by what is now called
communicative grammar®® which is based on language functions.
Thus we can, for instance, start in the early stages by focussing on
those linguistic forms where both form and function coincide; then
proceed gradually to present more forms and functions relevant to the
various situations, all the time employing the technique of recycling
to introduce other (or expand into other uses of) functions at later
stage, and so on. The most sophisticated relationships between form
and function should naturally be left until an advanced stage. All
language functions, however, have to be presented in situations
which are genuine or at least well-simulated. Needless to say that
progression, i.e. grading and sequencing, should take the learners’
ages and level of maturation and conceptualization into considera-
tion. The topics on which linguistic units are based should, therefore,
be of the type that could appeal to, and consequently, arouse the
interest of the specific group of the FL learners at every stage.

Fourth: Our stand from the techniques employed by the
teachers in their classrooms.

We have seen very specific techniques devised and strongly
recommended by proponents of one FLT method or another during
the present century. All other possible techniques were usually
excluded in favour of those recommended. We have observed
grammatical analysis and parsing as well as translation employed by
advocates of what we now call the traditional or grammar-
translation method. Our teachers were later advised by audio-
lingualists to discard those old techniques and to exclusively adopt
the new techniques of minimal-pair drill and pattern practice, as well
as memorization and reproduction of dialogues, etc. Only a few years
later, and often up till the present, such techniques were considered

(90) cf. Leech and Svartvik, 1975.
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formal aspects, such as pronunciation and some other morphological
and syntactic features which seem at this stage to be basic for later
learning, it is only natural that we should be teaching more forms than
functions at the earlier stages. Let us exemplify. We can, for instance,
start with those functions that are immediately related to the “content”
or “situation” chosen to be focussed on, e.g. introducing self: (I am
Ali; 1 am a pupil;  am 10 years old, etc.) or (Where we live: We live in a
flat/village, big house; it is small or big; there are two bedrooms, a
living room, a garden, etc.) In this presentation, at this early stage of
the course, some, and only some, attention is paid to the above
function but most attention is given to grammar-structures in terms of
practice, drilling, etc. (See Techniques below).

But it is also natural that this ratio between structures and
functions should progressively change in favour of functions until
these become predominant at the advanced stage. Yalden has
summed this up in a drawing that is reproduced here.®®®

Elementary Intermediate Advanced
Level Level Level

Forms /
Languag® '/F\AY\C“O“S

Figure 2

The other part of the third point, i.e. formal and functional
dimensions of language, is a very thorny one. If we could agree on the
ratios of the two dimensions in the FL syllabus and teaching
materials, could we also agree on a solution to what we consider as
the most important and difficult issue in FLT, namely: the selection,
grading and sequencing of [anguage items, and how to integrate the
forms and the functions of the language in the FL programme? Such

(89) Yalden, 1983: 122. cf. figure 2.90. cf. Leech and Svartvik, 1975.
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learners. This will, in our opinion, allow great flexibility in designing
the various syllabi for the different groups of learners. Having said
this, we still seem to be confronted, as others have been, with an
irritating question in this area, namely: Should we postpone the
presentation of the functional dimension of language until the
learners have had some command of the formal aspect, particularly if
we are dealing with children in a school situation? This question has
arisen recently because of the great difference between teaching the
native language at school (where the emphasis is usually on the
formal aspect) and teaching the foreign language. In the former
case, most of the basic functions of the native language will have
already been learnt before school, and what the child does at school
is to be introduced to the written form of his language. The latter case
is, of course, quite different since the foreign language is going to be
learnt from scratch, and both the formal and the functional dimen-
sions are new to the child. But is this really the case? First, it must be
remembered that a great number of linguistic functions are universal
and the child does not actually start learning the FL with a tabula rasa
in this respect. Of course there are differences in some of the ways
employed by various languages to express the same functions, but
the great number of similarities should not be ignored; in fact they
should be fully exploited. Secondly, as far as the formal dimensions of
the FL are concerned, we are aware of the fact that languages may
be similar or different in various linguistic aspects, usually depending
on how closely any two languages are related, or how widely they are
separated. This is an area which has received a great deal of
attention and study,®® and we feel we need not say more about it.

Going back to the original question, namely, whether we should
postpone the presentation of language functions until the learners
have acquired some knowledge of the formal aspects of language,
we would like to say the following. It is not only possible, but very
strongly recommended, that form and function should be pre-
sented at one and the same time. This is feasible if we start with the
simple functions, i.e. where the form directly expresses the function,
thus exploiting the learner’s knowledge of such simple functions in his
native language. But since there are certain, so-to-speak, primitive

(88) James, (1980) and Fisiak, (1981) are two surveys of such studies.
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One aspect of this philosophy, we believe, has already been
clarified by others, namely, the overall picture or framework of a FLT
theory such as the one we have just described. Other factors may in
the future have to be added, depending on the advances made in the
various disciplines, or the emergence of other relevant disciplines; but
the basic set-up is there, and we can adopt it for the time being.

Second: Our stand from language itself and its most important
function.

Although such function may differ from one situation/community
to another, it seems that even this point has already been resolved at
the world level. Whatever other functions language is supposed to
serve, its communicative-humanistic function is considered world-
wide as the most essential, owing to the tremendous amount and
degree of development in the last few decades in transport,
communication and mass media. Consequently, we can here take the
stand that the F.L should be taught in order to serve this purpose in
particular and prior to any other purposes that a specific situation
might require.

Third: Our stand from the issue related to the two basic
dimensions of language, i.e. the formal and the function-
al.

This issue has to be resolved right at the outset, because it has,
in our opinion, been the main source of difference in methodological
outlooks between the various schools that we have mentioned earlier
above. In order to be able to arrive at a satisfactory solution to this
problem we would better break it up into two parts.

The first part has to do with the appropriate proportion of each of
the two dimensions which has to be presented to the learner of the FL
in order to enable him to use the language accurately, fluently and
appropriately in the various social situations. The logical solution
seems to be to strike a balance between the two dimensions. But this
does not mean that half the syllabus should be formal, the other half
functional. It simply means that this ratio should be decided on the
basis of the age, experience, needs and level of each group of
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These theoretical foundations and whatever research is carried
out in any of the disciplines constituting them should, according to
Stern with whom we agree, pass through the filter of the second
level, called inter level. Here the research carried out should be
empirical in nature, and should be applied to a special situation, i.e.
the situation in which the educational plan is to be designed and
implemented. This research should cover the content, i.e. language
itself, as well as both the language learning and language teaching
processes which are going to take place in that particular context of
situation. Whatever stands the empirical test of this level would be
considered by the planners and policy makers to be appropriate and
applicable in that situation and would serve their own purposes.

The outcome of the second level filter is usually governed by two
groups of factors at the third practical level. The first group consists
of methodology and its various components: the objectives of FLT in
general, and those of every group or level of students in particular; the
content or the linguistic and cultural syllabus on which are based the
actual teaching materials and procedures or classroom techniques
to be actually employed by teachers inside their classrooms; and
finally the system and means of evaluating the teaching- learning
outcome, which should include not only the student’s performance on
tests, but also the teacher’s efficiency and accomplishment as well as
the appropriacy of the teaching- learning materials used.

The second group of factors at this level include organization,
planning and administration at the various levels and types of
education, including adult and informal education. It also includes the
extremely important factor of teacher education or training.

After presenting this comprehensive view of what a language
teaching framework should consist of, let us now suggest what any
appropriate approach to FLT should take into consideration. We
believe that a clear stand from each of the four following points
should be adopted before any further steps could be taken.

First: Our stand from the rationale or philosophy which should
constitute the foundation and the general framework of
our approach.
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the overall picture which emerges out of the way the various
components are organized and inter-related.

The other complementary remark is that we are not going to
reject whole methods simply because they have become old, or
because any of them has not worked out as one integrated package.
This does not, however, mean that we are going to be eclectic in the
sense that we choose bits and pieces from here and there and come
up with a new approach.®” We are going to suggest a pragmatic
approach, one that should be applicable and flexible, and in the final
analysis, down to earth. But it will also be an approach firmly based
on strong theoretical foundations as will soon become clear.

Finally, we will use the term approach in the sense suggested by
Anthony®2) to cover the whole language learning/teaching operation,
in both its theoretical and applied aspects.

The Suggested Approach

Let us now proceed to present the suggested approach.

Perhaps a very good beginning would be to have a look at
Stern’s recent model of a foreign language teaching theory-
reproduced in figure 1 below®® — in order to give an idea of what we
have in mind in terms of the components of a FLT situation which
should affect (and be affected by) our approach, methodology and
techniques. The figure shows the three levels of the whole picture. At
level 1 we take notice of the theoretical foundations of the model,
namely: linguistics, psychology and sociology/anthropology, to which
Stern adds educational theory as well as history of language
teaching. The reason for adding this last element is the belief held by
many people as early as 1965®% and later by Stern ©®% and Van Els
et al®® that “ignorance about what has been done, said and thought
in the r()??t (has been) one of the causes of the fad-like changes in
F.LT.®

(81) see also Girard (1986) for an interesting discussion of “the eclectic way.”
(82) Anthony, 1963 : 63-67.

(83) Stern, 1983 : 44

(84) Mackey, 1965.

(85) Stern, 1983.

(86) Van Els et al, 1984.

(87) ibid : 143
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far as English is concerned, it has ceased to be only either British or
American. There are now more than half a dozen "Englishes” used
around the worid either as the native language or as a lingua franca.
Consequently, English has to a great extent been deculturized, and
thus can be taught to any group of people with any cultural
background in such a way as to arouse no conflict between the two
cultures concerned.

A final lesson that we have learnt is to distinguish between
English as a foreign and English as a second language. In the
former case, there is usually one fully-fledged native language. such
as Arabic in our case, which serves all the purposes of the
community. In such case, the need for learning a foreign language
such as English, arises from instrumental — rather than integrative
— motivation, and the purpose is usually educational or pragmatic.'’®
On the other hand, in the latter case, the new language learnt is either
required by a bilingual community, as it is the case in Canada for
instance, oris the lingua franca, as it is the case, for instance, in india,
the Philippines and Nigeria, owing to the muitiplicity of native
languages in the country. The difference between the two cases,
often ignored or confused, is of paramount importance particularly
with respect to the attitude towards the foreign language (and
probably its speakers too) and the motivation to learn it. These two
basic factors in foreign language learning and teaching should be
borne in mind whenever a foreign language course is being planned
and designed.

Clearing the Ground

Now that we have set the stage, what are we going to perform on
it? Let us prepare for our performance by clearing the ground from
one or two misonceptions.

In the first instance, although we are going to suggest a new
approach to foreign language teaching, we should make it very clear,
right from the outset, that the element of novelty will not lie in the
components of such approach (e.g. grammatical or functional
dimensions, techniques, educational media, etc.) be they major or
minor components; each of these components has most probably,
been tried out sometime somewhere.®® Novelty will be seen more in

(79) cf. Gardner and Lambert, 1972,
(80) cf. Mackey, 1965 and Kelly, 1969.
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that we should not reject anything simply because it is old or
fraditional.

Another important lesson that we have also learnt is that,
before designing any foreign language course for any of our
communities, we should carry out our own research particularly in the
area of the NEED for the foreign language. Sadly enough, we have
contributed little in this field either to our situation or to the
international community. Without full awareness of what a specific
community needs in terms of which foreign language (English,
French, etc.), what brand (colloquial, literary, scientific, technical,
etc.) of the foreign language, what level and for what purpose the
community, or even each large sector of that community, needs the
foreign language, it is useless even to start thinking of setting a
foreign language course and bear the huge cost involved in
implementing it. The fact that a great deal of research on various
aspect of FLT has been carried out in developed countries,
particularly the U.S.A. and West Europe, should not discourage us
from conducting our own research. On the contrary, because the
situations there are often quite different from our own as far as FLT is
concerned in terms of the questions raised above, there is more
reason to carry out our own research. The kind of outside research
that might be more useful to us should be that carried out in less
developed countries such as East Europe, India, the Far East, Africa,
South America, etc. since there is more similarity between the
conditions prevailing in those countries and our own. But again the
differences deserve special study on our part.

Of particular significance to us also is the lesson we have
learnt that what has been recommended for adults in terms of F.L.
teaching and learning should be treated very critically when children
are concerned. We do not have to elaborate this point; the difference
in age carries with it so many physical, cognitive and affective factors
that have to be taken into consideration.

Another lesson that we have learnt has to do with culture. So
far, and for various reasons that need not be mentioned here, it has
been assumed that language and culture are inseparable.
Nowadays, we do not take that for granted. Although language is
certainly the most important component of culture, we believe that, as
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as has been the case so far, not only in our case, but also worldwide.
The fact is that “while (other) sciences have advanced by
approximation in which each new stage results from an improvement,
not rejection, of what has gone before, language-teaching methods
have followed the pendulum of fashion from one extreme to the
other.””7 and we have during the last two or three decades,
unfortunately been carried away by enthusiasm to every new change
in fashion. One of the reasons for this swing of the pendulum has
been the sudden change in the source disciplines particularly
linguistics and psychology. We fully agree with Politzer that “FLT
should not be the child of fashion of any new development in the
source disciplines. New insights in the source disciplines should not
automatically lead to different foreign language teaching
procedures.”"®

A corollary of this lesson that we have also learnt is that we
should not look down on everything that smacks of tradition and
exalt everything that smells of innovation. Let us give a glaring
example. During the heyday of behaviorism and descriptive
structuralism, the study of meaning in linguistics, even the inclusion of
a semantic element in the process of language analysis, was taboo.
One reason for such attitude was that in the so-called ‘traditional
grammar’ meaning was employed as one of the criteria for such
analysis. However, only less than two decades later, meaning
propped up again and assumed a central role in linguistic analysis at
the hands of the T.G. grammarians. And whereas linguistic
mechanical sentence pattern drills constituted the backbone of
structural grammar teaching, they became taboo with T.G.
grammarians (or rather with those who tried to apply T.G. grammar
for teaching purposes) and more so with present-day proponents of
communicative grammars and communicative foreign language
teaching. Nowadays, however, we are realizing that sentence-pattern
drills and similar types of grammatical drills which focus on language
form (vs language function) can have their useful place in the overall
foreign language syllabus and in the techniques employed. A great
number of other examples can be cited to prove the point, namely,

(77) Mackey, 1965 : 138
(78) Politzer, 1972: 5
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personal traits will have different influences on different individuals,
and will help teachers cater for individual differences.

In this respect, such affective factors have recently been boosted
by radically changing patterns of knowledge (e.g. information
explosion as conveyed via mass media, particularly T.V., Video and
compurters) and living (e.g. immediate and direct telephone contact
and ease of travel almost to any part of the world). To neglect such
aspect is to do harm to teaching and learning other languages.!®

Lessons Learnt

If these are the main insights we have gained from our
awareness of the research and experimentation carried out mostly
outside the Arab World, what are the most important lessons we have
learnt from our own experience? And will those lessons have their
impact on our thinking and planning of appropriate programmes for
each of our specific countries? Or shall we continue to be swept away
by the theories, ideas and proposals coming from outside our own
situations, as has been the case so far?

We believe it is high time we stood on our own feet as far as
TEFL is concerned. After all, we are the people mostly affected by
whatever plans we design, and it is our children who are being taught
English as a foreign language for our own specific purposes.
Moreover, we ought to have learnt valuable lessons from our own
long experience in the field, and those lessons should influence our
thinking, decision making and planning. This does not, in any way,
mean that we must isolate ourselves from the rest of the world. On the
contrary, the insights we have gained from other people’s theorising,
thinking and experimentation, and our awareness of the need
to employ the new facts of life in improving upon and enriching our
education, are invaluable; but we think that they are not quite
adequate for our own purposes, at least not in the way they are being
applied in ELT in other countries and very often in our own countries
too.

Now what are some of those lessons learnt?

In the first instance, we have learnt that we cannot, and should
not, from now on, swing our pendulum from one extreme to the other

(76) cf. Shulman, 1987.
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the former and adds to it the social-cultural rules of
communication. We might even add what we might call a

“processing” competence, one that enbales the communicator
(i.e. speaker or hearer) to:

(a) mentally/subconsciously process the content of message (s) and
gear his/her contribution according to the requirement of the
situation.

(b) mentally/subconsciously adapt his/her presupposition in the light
of the increasing (or perhaps decreasing) presuppositions
generated by the interaction.

(c) appreciate and understand the motives underlying the other
party’s (parties’) contribution and accordingly deliver his/her own
contribution; in other words, adding a “humanistic” dimension
(positive or negative as the case may be) to the communicative
situation.

In this way, a processing competence enables one to encourage
(or even discourage) the continuation, expansion, or changing the
direction of the course of interaction as much as his/her “legitimate”
right as a participant allows.

The third insight we have learnt is that learning a.foreign
language requires positive attitudes and personal involvement on the
part of the learners. In other words, foreign language learning is
influenced by affective factors. “Each learner brings into the
classroom an extremely complex array of attitudes, motivations and
feelings. Some of these will be general characteristics of his
personality (e.g. sociability, shyness, capacity for perseverence,
tolerance for new situations), while others will be more specifically
related to learning a language (e.g. attitudes towards the language,
fear of failure as a result of previous learning experience). What takes
place in the classroom is influenced by — and, in turn, exerts an
influence on — a whole range of these so-called ‘affective
factors.’””® For example, a learner's motivation will enhance his/her
success, and vice versa; a learner’'s extrovert or introvert personality
will influence his learning in general or his learning of certain
language skills in particular, and so on. Here we are in an area where
certain affective factors, such as a relaxed atmosphere in the
classroom, will have general infuence on all learners, whereas other

(75) Littlewood, 1986:23
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teachers, planners, material designers, etc. used to focus on the
study, and the teaching and learning, of the structure of the
language concerned. Both major schools of psychology
(behaviorism and cognitive psychology) and of linguistics
(descriptive structuralism and the generative transformational
school) concentrated on the formal systems of language, the
latter school, in fact, dealing with language in the abstract and
divorcing it altogether from its use in society, as the following
widely cited statement attests:

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal speaker-
listener, in a completely homogeneous speech community, who
knows its language perfectly and is unaffected by such grammatically
irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, distractions, shifts of
attention and interest, and errors (random or characteristic) in
applying his knowledge of the language in actual performance.”®

More recent studies, however, have shifted our attention to
this very aspect of language, namely its social use to fulfil certain
functions and to communicate appropriately with other human
beings. Here we are daily discovering certain situational, social
and cultural rules which govern our use of the verbal (and
non-verba!) means of communication, including the
conversational strategies that are employed by native speakers to
get the messages across. We are now also aware of the fact that,
although there are functions, registers and strategies that are
common to all human beings, these may differ considerably from
one culture to another depending on the degree of affinity that
holds between any two cultures (74 Moreover,we are not limiting
ourselves to the sentence level {as has been the case until
recently), but are going beyond that to the oral discourse and the
written text, both of which, in spite of some common features
between them, require special strategies and techniques in order
to be properly conducted.

To sum up this point, we are now dealing not with Chomsky's
linguistic competence (i.e. knowledge of the linguistic systems),
but with Hymes' communicative competence, which subsumes

(73) Chomsky, 1965:3
(74) cf. Saville-Troike 1982,
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A Pragmatic Approach
to ELT in the Arab World

Insights learned

Now that we have summarized the main linguistic as well as
the learning and teaching controversies that are raging at the
present time and surveyed the specific Arab ELT situation, we
turn to a way out, an approach we expect to be suitable for ELT
current and future practices. In order to do that we have first to
sum up what we think are the most important insights gained from
the controversies which may be instrumental to the definition and
delimitation of the approach suggested. These, in a nutshell, are
the following:

First: That we can learn a foreign language both naturally (or
unconsciously) in a non-formal school setting, the way a child
learns its mother tongue, and simultaneously formally (or
consciously) in a formal situation such as the school environment.
Krashen’s monitor theory, emphasizing learning through natural
acquisition while excluding any learning through formal teaching,
has not been, and we doubt if it will ever be, validated. Even if it
were partly validated by such projects as the immersion
programme in Canada, and the Bangalore Project in India, the
requirements necessary for the success of such projects may not
be feasible in other situations such as those that prevail on a large
scale in the Arab World and in several other parts of the world.
Moreover, it is being empirically proved everyday that a great deal
of foreign language learning takes place within the environment of
the school, or a similar institution, even when the most traditional
teaching methods are employed. (The present writers are the
products of such methods.) At the same time observation tells us
that natural foreign language learning (call it ‘acquisition,” if you
like) is a daily phenomenon, even among adults; (foreign maids
working in Arab homes are a case in point).

The second insight is that learning to communicate In a
language involves much more than learning its formal systems,
phonological, morphological, syntactic and even semantic. Until
recently — as has been mentioned above in some detail —
linguists, psychologists, and consequently foreign language
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— Pupils are better aware of study skills techniques: note-taking,
summarising, reporting and extensive reading.

— The communicative approach has opened students' eyes to
English available outside the classroom, e.g. television and travel for
which they have found that their school English is useful.

On the other hand, the main weaknesses of the communicative

change could be summed up in the following points:

— Ability to write English has not improved to the level required. In
fact, grammatical mistakes have in a way increased. This also
applies to speaking and punctuation. Tolerance and the desire to
get pupils to learn from their mistakes have been less effective
than expected.

— Although it is recognized that reading is the skill most required in

particular for study purposes at post-school levels, the approach, in

its version applied in the Arab World, has not generated sufficient

interest to motivate or enable students to develop reading outside

textbooks.

— Pupils at the end of the secondary stage have not acquired a core

of basic linguistic structures on which to build their growing

communicative competence.

— As pointed out earlier in this paper, the approach and its
techniques of teaching have not sufficiently provided for the needs
of individualising learning.(72)

(72) qf. Bratton, 1984; Swan, 1985; Coward, 1986; and Byrd, 1986 for similar
criticisms).
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Furthermore, while most classroom activities in a communicative
approach, e.g. group and pair work, communicative dialogues.
selective listening and reading comprehension, purposeful writing
and the like, are expected to be pupil-centred, it is often the case that
they are still dominated by the teacher. Faced with many problems
such as insufficient pronunciation preparation, difficult vocabulary,
grammar and concepts, inability to use English for the given activity
and inability to read or write adequately, very often as a result of
varying degrees of the language competence of the various students
in one and the same class, the teacher finds his way out of this in
resorting to question and answer techniques or to mere explanations
(even to the extent of explaining in Arabic). A better approach to the
problem may require adopting both techniques: questions and
answers and explanations followed by carefully selected and
appropriate communicative exercises.

Another “chronic” problem, hinted to above, is that of individual
differences. Virtually all classroom situations have pupils who have
varying degrees of abilities, interests and language proficiencies.
With the emphasis a communicative approach puts on communica-
tion and the conveyance of messages allegedly even at the expense
of accuracy, teachers are often deprived of techniques such as
correction of mistakes, repetition and immediate reinforcement. The
materials also do not provide for various pupils working at different
paces. There is no enrichment material for the high achievers nor
remedial material for the weak students.

The Students
While this paper, and indeed the whole of the teaching process,
have the students as their first and central concern, it is important to
highlight some aspects of the impact of the change in approach on
them. As Hajjaj'’" has argued, some of the merits could be seen in
the following:
— There is more confidence in using the language, especially
spoken English, and in less formal situations.
— There is more readiness to learn and use the language where
better/more exposure is available, e.g. in studying English-medium
specializations, or in travel.

(71) Hajjaj. 1985.
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grammar as the backbone of their grading.

One of the most significant distinctions between the communica-
tive approach and all previous approaches lies in the grading of
teaching materials. A communicative approach to language teaching
and learning implies a totally different approach as far as the target
language is concerned. In place of structural or grammatical grading
there might be organization of language around the concept of the
different role relationships people play or around the functions of
language such as giving information, agreeing, requesting and so on.
This distinction does not imply abandoning completely those techni-
ques related to the teaching of grammar or the manipulation of
language for the sake of mastering the mechanics and structures of
that language. Although there may be differences between
approaches and methods, when it comes to the implementational
stage, to use Anthony’s terminology again, then any technique is
legitimate provided it is appropriate and serves a definite purpose in
the teaching-learning process.

Against this background and in the light of the Arab World's
experience in using communicative language teaching, the following
observations can be made:

— There have been cases where teachers have been able to use
this concept of appropriacy of techniques effectively even when
there was no explicit reference to grammar, or to manipulation of
language.

— Many teachers, however, were at a loss when asked to abandon
all previous techniques and to use only communicative techni-
ques.

— Other teachers were quick to assimilate new techniques without
feeling any sort of contradiction between old and new techniques.
They could perceive that communicative techniques do not
conflict with, but rather develop further, their ability to teach more
effectively.

— Other teachers continued to use older techniques such as
translation, grammatical explanations, repetition drills, teacher-
centred techniques and so on, where they could have achieved
better results if they had adopted. new technigues.
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— Approaches to innovation: In centralized systems of education
innovation means, as is often the case, introducing a country-wide
change applying to all schools and teachers. Some, often limited,
trialling/experimentation takes place but this is very soon followed by
“adoption” in all schools. Logistically, this change involves a lot of
expenditure on printed materials, software and hardware. It also
involves, or should involve, re-organization, new roles and practices
and possibly new buildings. The result is that not all change
requirements are met. A better approach could be to adopt innovation
in a manageable number of schools to which other schools could be
added every year.(®

— Sustaining interest in innovation: There is often a general
enthusiasm at the initial stage of the introduction of change. However,
this enthusiasm gradually weakens until some of its aspects are no
longer in use.®® This could be attributed to the absence, or the
insufficiency of, a mechanism for continued and sustained follow-up,
including the maintenance, repair and replacement of equipment as
well as follow-up of the educational gain.

Classroom Techniques

Anthony”® draws a useful distinction between approach,
method and technique. ‘Approach’ is a philosophy or a mind set,
‘method’ is concerned with selection and grading of teaching and
learning materials, while ‘technique’ means the way used for
accomplishing specific tasks for specific objectives. In Anthony's
words, an approach is axiomatic, a method is procedural and a
technique is implementational.

Prior to the structural approach, and indeed during the period in
which that approach was in very common use, there was little
confusion or controversy concerning the techniques appropriate to
the teaching and learning of language. These techniques were
consistent with prevailing approaches and methods centering around
the teaching of language structures and teacher-centred activities.
Both the grammar-transiation and the structural approaches had

(68) cf. a successful example of this, namely, the unit/credit system secondary
schools in Kuwait).

(69) cf. seif-study materials, language laboratories and OHP transparencies.

(70) Anthony, 1963.
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Before the structural approach, the classroom environment was
confined to a fixed seating arrangement with students sitting in rows
facing the teacher who initiated almost all activities. Apart from the
blackboard, and in certain cases, a small classroom book-case and a
few wall pictures, nothing more was expected. Such as environment
was easy for the teacher to manage. Indeed it was taken for granted
and no further demands were made on teachers or learners. The use
of the structural approach necessitated introducing some modifica-
tions such as seat rearrangements to cater for group or pair work and
the bringing-in of a cassette recorder and tapes as well as other visual
aids such as wall-charts, flash cards, etc. This has naturally added
some sophistication, but most teachers were able to handle this fairly
satisfactorily although many others tended to continue with just chalk
and talk.

Seen in the light of later development, such an environment
seems very inadequate, and has to be improved upon or altered
completely. Communicative language teaching necessitates a more
flexible classroom organization, new types of teacher-pupil or
pupil-pupil interaction, more varied and also better-quality auditory,
visual and audio-visual presentation, simultaneous individual, pairs
and group-task competition. Communicative language teaching, if
and when it has to be truly communicative, has to rely on other, more
advanced, means such as videos and computers.

What actually happens in the Arab situation where a communica-
tive approach has been adopted is that such a classroom environ-
ment has not been fully created. This is mainly the result of reasons
beyond the teachers’ control. No language classrooms as such have
been sufficiently provided. Teachers have to rearrange chairs and
desks as much as teaching materials require, to bring as many
required teaching aids as they could carry, and in every lesson to
spend some of the pupils’ precious time in preparing the scene for a
communicative exercise. How long can teachers’ and pupils’ enthu-
siasm for, and interest in, communicative teaching-learning be
sustained under such circumstances?

Among the difficulties one can mention just two in more detail:
approaches to innovation and sustaining interest in innovation.
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emphasize is that innovation should begin with the teacher well
before actual implementation takes place, so that this innovation does
not come as a surprise. Secondly, the type of English language
education available to the teacher in pre-service as well as in-service
training should prepare him fully for the change. At the moment, we
are undergoing a change in university and teacher-training institutes
as well as in in-service training towards developing programmes
reflecting the communicative nature of language and language
learning as well as communicative methodology.

However, in a situation where almost a radical change has been
introduced, the following observations could be made with reference
to teachers:

— The initial attitude towards communicatively-biased materials was
favourable. The teachers welcomed more interesting materials.

— The teachers themselves have learnt a great deal from those
materials especially as far as the functions of language are
concerned.

— The changing mood has made them more alert and more
interested in knowing more about the change introduced.

— They have expressed some doubt about the feasibility of some of
the teaching techniques suggested.

— They disliked the idea of “avoiding” grammar and of too much
tolerance of students’ mistakes.

— They continued to use techniques they felt useful disregarding
instructions to the contrary.

— They feel much happier and more at ease with technigues of
teaching which draw simultaneously upon traditional, structural
and communicative materials.

Classroom Environment

Classroom environment refers to all the objects (chairs, desks,
tables), equipment (recorders, projectors, tapes. films), aids (chalk-
board. posters) and similar other things available or could be made
available in the classroom. This environment also refers to the
arrangement and display of these things in the classroom as well as
to how they are manipulated in the teaching-learning process.
Furthermore, it refers to extending the use of the above mentioned
objects, equipment and aids outside the classroom such as library
facilities, the language laboratory and the self-study environment.
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regulations; teaching load, timetables, extra-school duties, etc. all of
which contribute to restricting the teachers’ freedom of action. An ELT
teacher has to face other problems not faced by other teachers.
He/She has to teach a foreign language outside its socio-cultural
context to learners who have already acquired their own first
language. This they use for all purposes of communication and,
therefore, see little reason why they should learn another foreign
language. It is not even a bilingual situation where the learner is
highly motivated to learn a second language.

Furthermore, all teachers are expected to have a very good
command of the foreign language and master not only the subject-
matter of the course they teach but also the teaching techniques
capable of achieving the aims underlying the teaching of the course.
While it is often the case, that many teachers do meet these
requirements, it is not always the case with the Arab teachers of
English. Most Arab teachers have learnt English in the Arab World
itself and have had only a limited, if any, opportunity to experience the
use of authentic English in the appropriate cuitural and social
contexts. Those teachers have also to cope with rapid methodological
innovations unknown to other school curricula. This does not imply
that all Arab teachers have a limited/inadequate competence in
English or its methodology. Many teachers have indeed had the
chance to attain a highly advanced level, but we are talking about the
majority who have not had such a chance.

In our experience we feel that many teachers are more at ease
with traditional and structural approachers. Among the reasons we
might mention in this respect are the following: Firstly, in older
approaches, the teacher's task was more clear-cut and clearly
specified. We mentioned earlier that even mediocre teachers, who
had only a !limited knowledge of English, could handle their job easily.
Secondly, teachers felt that they were not necessarily exposed since
all they had to do (e.g. teaching substitution tables) was well defined.
Thirdly, they could easily assess the progress of their pupils in the
type of language they were teaching.

Naturally, we do not imply that older approaches are better than
new ones, or that Arab teachers of Enlgish lack the ability or interest
to adopt and implement new approaches. What we wish to
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(c) All tests — and we are referring here to end-of-the-year and
general certificate tests — have been in writing, thus depriving
students of the assessment of their oral proficiency in the language.
The same applies to listening comprehension except in a few cases.
(d) Apart from objective tests, all assessment has been done
subjectively reflecting examiners’ own biases and beliefs. Byrd gives
a similar view on English language testing in the Arab States. He
writes:

“...the observed tests did not treat oral or listening skills failed to focus
on reading skills, and never had students write in any authentic
genres. The old adage, “Test what has been taught,” is certainly
amiss here. Tests, as they are now, bear little relationship to what is
happening in the English language curriculum. Furthermore, the
methodology of testing is completely at odds with the classroom
teaching procedures.”(67)

Owing to the strong impact that tests and exams have on the
teaching/learning process, certain changes have to take place in this
area. Here are some suggestions:

— Tests should be able to reflect in a better way the pupils’
performance of the language in its spoken and written forms.
Listening comprehension and interviews could be adopted pro-
vided a structural-assessment plan can be prepared.

— Emphasis should be given on informal tests such as ongoing
assessment conducted by the teacher over an extended period,
indeed over the whole term or school year.

— Other individualized patterns of tests and assessment should be
attempted such as project-work, extra reading and preparation,
participation in school English language activities and the like.

— Given the limited time devoted to English on the school timetable,
greater weight and more marks should be assigned to homework
and group/pair work done outside the classroom.

Teaching-Learning Activities
Teachers

Ali teachers in a formal system of education have to accept a
degree of authority imposed upon them. There are administrative

(67) Byrd, 1986: 21
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“unattractive”®® to being “a bold, interesting attempt,”®® this last
trend is indeed gaining ground.®®

Tests and Assessment

English language tests in the Arab World have passed into three
stages of development reflecting the change that has been taking
place in methodology. Before the adoption of the structural approach,
tests consisted mainly of guided-composition writing, reading com-
prehension with open-ended questions, questions on the content of
textbooks, grammatical points, such as correction of verbs and
transformations, lexical items and finally translation.

With the adoption of the structural approach, objective tests of
the multiple-choice and matching types were adopted (in some
countries at least) for testing various discrete linguistic points such as
grammar, spelling, punctuation, at times pronunciation and stress,
and reading comprehension, in addition to the essay-type or
open-ended questions for composition, paragraph-writing, and
surnmary-making. Translation from English into Arabic and vice versa
also remained a continued practice.

The adoption of the communicative approach necessitated
introducing modifications on the above procedure. This change has
been manifested in the introduction of questions on the identification
and use of language functions as well as purposeful writing such as
letter-writing, description, reports and dialogue completion or sum-
marising a passage with a certain purpose in mind.

In all these types of tests the following features could be noted:
(a) As in teaching, all these types of tests have been given with a lot of
guidance and control, e.g. guide words, simplification of situation.
Rarely, if ever, pupils were asked to write freely.
(b) Tests were made in highly idealized contexts. For example, the
vocabulary of the test remained within the limits of those words that
students learn in the course of their study and no new words were
ever allowed.

(64) cf. Taha and Ali, 1985.
(65) cf. Coward, 1986.
(66) See below.
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mistakes, sustained repetition, and language “use” intentionally
designed to practice the language. But the classroom world is
different from the real world outside and its main aim is to equip the
learner with the means necessary for him to function effectively once
he leaves school and has to rely on himself/herself in interacting with
others.

A second assumption that the materials are based on is that
acquiring a second language is very much similar, if not identical, to
first Janguage acquisition. But the cognitive and learning strategies
employed in acquiring a second language are in fact different from
those employed in acquiring the first language. Moreover, in the case
of Arab learners of English, neither their age, nor the aim of learning
English, nor the learning conditions are similar to those of a native
English child learning his own language.

In spite of those remarks, it could be said that the introduction of
communicatively-based materials in the Arab World has certainly
been a major move towards better English language teaching-
learning. The nature of the materials and the teaching learning
activities involved have brought a very desirable change, such as a
cheerful, lively and realistic use of language. Furthermore, the use of
varied materials and educational media, in addition to authentic
language have effected a change which is welcomed by learners,
parents and educators alike. However, materials more appropriate to
Arab learners in terms of grading, selection, and cuttural load are still
required. The literature provided by the Gulf Arab States Educational
Research Centre could, again, provide a useful source for such
materials.

“Materials” has so far been referring to published materials
written by contract with international publishers (notably OUP) in
cooperation with local educational authorities and revised in the light
of feedback from classroom application. In addition, there are some
specially developed materials either for use at the country level, (e.g.
New English Course for Iraq), for certain schools (e.g. English for
Unit/Credit-Schools, and Religious Education in Kuwait) or for
particular instructional focus (Practice Your Tenses, and Aids to
English in Bahrain). Although evaluation of these attempts has
varied, from being “unnatural, forced, inauthentic’®® and

(63) cf. Byrd, 1986.
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grammatical items, particularly sentence patterns. But schools were
usually provided with guidelines on the general and specific objec-
tives of ELT and on lesson preparation, teaching of various skills, the
use of teaching aids and testing techniques. All these were embodied
in a booklet published by Ministries of Education and called “English
Language Syllabus.” (58)

Such was the pattern until very recently when a new type of
syllabus began to appear. Such a syllabus specifies the final
language aims expected to be attained at the end of school
education, cognitive and affective behavioural objectives, a gramma-
tical syllabus, functions and notions, and also a list of suggested
topics to be dealt with, all graded in terms of what is to be covered in
every year of an ELT course. Such a syllabus®® reflects work done in
other non-Arab situations®® but has been formulated in such a way
as to be appropriate to the Arab learners’ cultural background and the
instrumental purposes underlying their learning of English.®" How-
ever, it is important to state here that such a syllabus has not as yet
been brought sufficiently to the notice of practicing teachers.®® An
awareness of the contents of this syllabus will bring new meaning and
purpose into language teaching and learning. It will also help the
teachers to substitute or supplement some parts of the existing
teaching materials with others reflecting more of the Arab and Islamic
values, attitudes and culture.

Materials

The materials written with the communicative approach in mind
are characterized by being more “natural” than “neutral,” reflecting
and helping learners to practice the use of language. Because
grammar as such is not a topic we deal with in normal speech,
materials tend to de-emphasize it. The same applies to correction of

(58) cf., for example, English Language Syllabuses for the Intermediate and the
Secondary Stages, issued by the Ministry of Education, Kuwait.

(59) cf. the work done in the context of the Gulf Arab States Educational Research

Centre: Kharma et al, 1983.

(60) e.g. the council of Europe; cf. Van Ek, 1976.

(61) cf. Brown, 1980.

(62) This has been clear in the recent Bahrain Seminar on “Tradition and Innovation
in ELT” (1986). Teachers attending the seminar were enthusiastic about the
new proposed GASERC syllabus, another indication of increasing interest in
innovation in ELT.
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complaining, and the like,®® the approach recognizes the importance
of the interpersonal aspects of language learning and teaching and
the use of language in social contexts. Furthermore, by its emphasis
on authenticity, whether in terms of life-like classroom interaction or
by exposing the learner (e.g. in listening and reading comprehension)
to examples of the Western way of life, the communicative approach
recognizes the need for introducing various aspects of culture. What
may be suggested for the Arab World, in this respect, could be a
systematic approach to the introduction of affective and cultural
objectives. Such objectives could be drawn in such a way as to be
derived from cultural, social, ecological and individual sub-systems
(e.g. values, habits of thought, interpersonal relations, shared
patterns, etc.) common to Arab and non-Arab societies as well as
differences between them.

Such objectives for Arab learners of English have indeed been
drawn. This has been done in the context of the Gulf Arab States
Educational Research Centre (GASERC). A statement on objectives
has recently,’®” been prepared by the Centre and circulated to the
seven Arab countries concerned. It is interesting, in this respect, that
the above-mentioned statement recognizes that the objectives
identified can be classified into three types/stages:

a) Objectives that are readily applicable

b) objectives that can be applied periodically depending on the
gradual development of conditions and factors favourable o the
educational process;

c) objectives that serve the purpose of individual self-development
and advancement in and after school.

Syllabus Design

The idea of a syllabus was in the past equated with materials’
content as expressed in the chapters or units of a course book. To
prepare a syllabus as an initial step to writing materials, discussing
them before trialling, and later producing a final version was not a
common practice.

With the introduction of the structural approach the syllabus
continued to be thought of as linguistic content in terms of lexical and

(56) cf. Wilkins, 1972.
(57) cf. Kharma et al, 1982.
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own impressions of how the change has influenced ELT in the area,
matching its various aspects against a background of the
components that make up an ELT situation. These components will
be divided into two large groups, the first comprising the objectives
and tools, the second the teaching-learning activities.

Objectives

Before the introduction of the structural approach, teachers were
not generally aware of the final objectives of English language
teaching. ELT was seen as a school subject similar to mathematics or
history. Therefore, teachers’ concern was centred around the content
rather than the objectives. All that mattered was to teach a body of
grammatical structures and lexical items, and their application to
reading and writing. The idea that school English might be relevant to
post-school study skills or general communication, say in jobs or
travel, might have been there by implication but rarely, if ever,
highlighted to or by teachers.

In the context of the structural approach, with its emphasis on the
primacy of speech, and on learning language by practice, teachers
became better awre of the objectives. For example, a realization of
the usefulness of school English as a means of communication began
to be felt.

In the communicative approach, with its emphasis on learner-
centred activities, role-playing and the performance of specific tasks,
among others, together with its explicit focus on the functions of
language, the ultimate objectives of ELT mentioned above have
become clearer to teachers. However, because of administrative
reasons, centralized educational systems (e.g. public examinations),
and lack of experience in the use of English by most teachers, the
older view of English as a school subject still persists. Many teachers
still see that their main responsibility lies in teaching a body of
linguistic knowledge.

Moreover, a communicative approach implies identifying not only
cognitive but also affective objectives, as well as objectives related to
culture. By its focus on language as a means of communication for
“performing,” rather than just “reporting” on things and actions, e.g.
greeting, requesting, apologizing, giving instructions, inviting,
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and more importantly, to expect and, in a way, to accept innovation.

What we also imply is firstly that there is always a potential for
change, its acceptance and assimilation. Secondly, the change
necessitates approaching teachers in such a way as to gain and
maintain their confidence and very gradually lead them into the
territory of the desired innovation. Thirdly, that change should be
introduced in a practical way that appeals to teachers. Fourthly, that
the structural approach could be seen as a useful base from which to
start new and more useful changes. Accordingly, since the change to
the structural approach was generally welcomed as a response to
changing needs for English, by the same token, a close link, or rather
a justification should be established between, say, an adoption of a
communicative approach and a growing demand for English for
various purposes. This brings us to the present stage of ELT in the
Arab (Gulf) area.

The Present State of ELT in the Arab World

It is interesting to notice that the Arab World has been quick to
take up new trends in ELT. The introduction of the structural approach
came when many other countries were continuing to use older
methods. In some Arab countries, in particular in the Arab Gulf Area,
the need for a change and an awareness of the existence of the
communicative approach came well ahead of other countries, indeed
before many other foreign language teaching situations. Yet, it is
interesting also to note that, at this point in time, there exists at least
three situations in relation to the communicative approach in the Arab
World. Firstly, there are countries that are still using the structural
approach. Secondly, there is at least one country in which there is an
on-going experimentation with various kinds of materials that are
communicatively oriented. Thirdly, more than one country have
committed themselves to materials that are communicative in nature.
In this respect, three general observations can be made. Firstly, in
almost all these situations, the impact of the communicative approach
could easily be felt. Secondly, while change is desirable, countries
differ on the appropriate time for its introduction. Thirdly, the change
in the approach has usually carried over-all changes in the way ELT
components (e.g. objectives, materials, examinations, in-service
training, etc.) are viewed. In what follows we will attempt to give our
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Student-wise, the introduction of the audio-lingual/structural
approach was also suitable. They started to learn and use language
in its spoken and written forms instead of merely understanding
written texts. With all the mechanical and repetitive exercises, at the
end of the day they ended up with a common core of the language
consisting of basic structures, a workable lexical knowledge and at
least a potential of skills which could be triggered once a better
opportunity, say, in higher education or in everyday situations, arose.

We do not intend to imply that the structural approach was the
ideal one. Seen in the light of recent developments, particularly the
emergence of the communicative approach, and more recently
humanistic/psychological approaches,’®® the limitations of the
structural approach are quite obvious. It is now almost an accepted
fact of life that recent developments in linguistics, psycholinguistics,
sociolinguistics and pedagogy have brought about almost a radical
change in our approach to language teaching and learning. However,
what we do imply is that, given that teachers of English in the Arab
World have a limited experience in, and to a great extent a limited a
command of, the language, the approach was innovative in its day
and was, locally as much as internationally, seen as an improvement
on previous approaches. Also remembering that world-wide
communication and information-exchange was much less extensive
than it is today, and that our present knowledge of and sensitivity to
the nature of language, and to language learning and teaching were
mostly non-existent, we can venture to say that the approach was
quite appropriate at the time.®* Judging by our own experience as
teachers and supervisors of teachers, teachers’ reaction to the
approach was not only favourable but also enthusiastic.®® In fact, the
approach helped teachers in more than one way. They started for the
first time to voice their criticism of the materials in use rather than take
them for granted, to supplement those materials in terms of extra
exercises and reading texts, to experiment with classroom techniques
and lesson preparation as well as with the use of audio-visual aids,

(53) see above.

(54) ct. also Swan's recent criticism (1982) of the communicative approach.

(55) We will also argue in the next section how teachers (perhaps also in the other
non-Arab, ELT situations) have contrived to use audio-lingual techniques even
under a communicative approach cover.
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filling spaces, providing derivatives of parts of speech and at times
analysis of sentences into their main constituents. Curriculum
development in the proper sense of the term was mostly lacking
everywhere.

With the introduction of the audio-lingual or structural approach,
new realities emerged. First, pre-service and in-service teacher-
training found a potentially large area to exploit. Teachers began to
see the importance and relevance of learning theories (albeit deeply
rooted in behavioural psychology) to English language teaching.
They were also introduced to a systematic approach to teaching and
testing, the former manifesting itself in techniques of presentation,
repetition, drilling, and reinforcement, individually, and in pairs or
groups, the latter expressing itself in objective tests for discrete
language items and reading comprehension in addition to the well
known types of essay, or open-ended questions. Systematicity
mainfested itself in other ways: in correcting pupils’ mistakes; in the
use of audio-visual aids, particularly tape-recorded materials; in
giving priority to speech over reading and writing; and, most
significantly, in a gradual and clearly identified progression in
teaching the materials.

In retrospect, it is difficult to see other than the advantages of
such a situation.®®® The change from the “no-approach” to the
structural approach was by no means radical or revolutionary. After
all the grading of teaching materials, with the basic structures of the
language as its backbone, remained more or less the same. The
selection of materials shifted from literary texts to what was called
realistic or everyday English, though in effect it was merely a neutral
type of English. Whatever it was, teachers — most, if not all, of whom
were, as they still are, non-native speakers of English and with limited
experience in it outside the school context, found it easy to
understand and teach. The systematic techniques reterred to above
were easy to handle even by a mediocre teacher. Culturally, the
neutral types of materials were not exacting; on the contrary, they
were a source for generating confidence.

(52) For details see Kharma, 1967 & 1972 etc.
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Tradition and Innovation
in ELT: An Arab Perspective.

Over the last twenty-five years or so, two major changes, in line
with changing trends in linguistics, psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics,
and methodology, have been introduced in English language
teaching in the Arab World, and particularly in the Arab Gulf States.
These two changes are the adoption, firstly, of the audio-lingual (or
aural-oral, or structural) approach in the early 1960s, and, secondly,
of the communicative (or functional/notional) approach toward mid
1970s. In this section of the paper, we will attempt, guided by our own
personal experience in the field, to examine the roles and limitations
of these two approaches in terms of their innovatory effects and
practicality in an Arab cultural context. The earlier change will serve
only as a background, and consequently our main interest will be in
the more recent change, i.e. the communicative approach. This is still
an on-going activity and arouses a great deal of controversy not only
among applied linguists, syllabus designers, materials writers and
inspectors, but, more importantly, among teachers, including Arab
teachers of English.

Background

The ELT practices which prevailed before 1960s, in the Arab Gulf
States in particular, were characterized by the following: Firstly, the
objectives of ELT were stated only in general terms as providing
students with the ability to use language in its spoken and written
forms. Detailed and specific objectives in terms of classroom and
out-of-classroom tasks and skills suited to each level tended to be
absent. Secondly, teaching materials were of a global nature, not
specifically addressed to Arab countries. Thirdly, teacher
qualifications ranged from a school leaving certificate to a university
degree in English literature. In-service training was very limited and
often consisted of short orientation courses. Accordingly, teachers
were often left to decide for themselves the types of teaching
techniques they favoured. Those were often a mixture of grammar-
translation and other techniques for the presentation and drilling of
discrete language items (i.e. vocabulary and structures) and for
teaching reading and writing. It was difficult to identify any systematic
classroom approach to the use of audio-visual aids which were
mostly absent anyway. Testing consisted of answering questions,
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(1) They have emerged out of working with small groups and in
situations where the target language is taught as a second/
foreign language in its own environment (e.g. teaching English to
foreigners in the U.S.A. and Canada). They are also addressed to
adult learners, not to children.

(2) They emphasize informal acquisition of language as a
subconscious activity as much as, if not greater than, formal
learning.

(3) They rely heavily on “immersion,” that is, exposing learners to a
great deal of natural English.

(4) They give full priority to listening and speaking, particularly in the
early stage, at the expense of other skills.

(5) They rely upon a warm, unthreatening relationship with the
teacher/counsellor, as well as the learner's growing
independence and security in the foreign language.

(6) “The learners are encouraged to shed their everyday expectations
and anxieties, to feel relaxed and confident, and to engage their
deeper personalities in the learning experience.”?

(7) "A common characteristic of all [these] approaches is that they
assign no essential function to the procedures of language
analysis and graded presentation which we have come to
associate with second language teaching.”%

The interest in these newer approaches is just beginning, though
it is difficult in any case to see how they can be applicable to
large-scale, formal foreign/second language teaching situations. But
these situations can surely benefit from the insights these
approaches emphasize such as “positive ... personal involvement
which may be brought about by factors such as a happy atmosphere,
interesting (‘mind-engaging’) activities and an absence of negative
feelings.” "

To exemplify from an area we are most familiar with, let us now
shift from the general to the more specific. We will have a quick look
at what has been going on in the Arab World during the last few
decades in so far as ELT is concerned.

(49) Littlewood, 1986 : 31
(50) ibid : 31
(51) ibid : 32
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language teaching.”“")

However, despite these criticisms and the arguments supporting
them, the communicative approach has gained increased popularity,
not only in English for Special/Specific Purposes, which has
witnessed its early application, but also at school level as well. A
quick look at most, if not all, course books that have appeared in the
last few years will show that they concentrate more on language use
in social situations than on grammatical structures. It is true that few,
if any, of such materials claim that they adopt a communicative
approach to teaching English as a foreign language in its totality, but,
also equally, none of these courses claim that they are solely based
on a structural approach.“?),

Humanistic/Psychological Approaches

According to Roberts, the communicative approach is largely
“syllabus-central” and remains in general terms “structural ... it still
seems to be based on the assumption that there is some semi-
algorithmic way of working from communicative needs to linguistic
realizations ....It is obssessed by language, and the learner ... still
emerges as some sort of stereotype...,*® whereas humanistic
approaches such as the Silent Way,“* Community Language
Learning,“® and Suggestopedia“® emphasize the affective context
in which language learners operate. On the other hand, psychological
approaches, such as the Monitor Theory“? tend to focus attention on
the language processing mechanism operating on the input. Both
approaches direct their attention to the learner as a human individual.
These approaches, however, have “no particularly disciplined way of
looking at language, and often [shrink] from the idea that the syllabus
and the teacher can be legitimate authorities and should on occasion
prescribe.”“® Taken together, these approaches could be seen as
having the following common characteristics:

(41) Swan, 1985:11

(42) Haijjaj, 1985 : 313

(43) Roberts, 1982 : 174.
(44) Gattengo, 1972.

(45) Curran, 1976.

(46) Lozanov, 1979.

(47) Krashen, 1981 and 1982.
(48) Roberts, 1982 : 174
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essentially on the theory of competence and performance®? and
their extension into communicative competence®® and speech
act theory,®* as well as earlier works®® on the context of
situation. Therefore the theoretical (linguistic, psychological, sociolo-
gical) assurnptions underlying the approach, as well as its pedagogic-
al manifestations, imply a new set of procedures in attending to the
process of teaching and learning. Although, as Roberts argues, it is
not yet easy to describe the approach succinctly, “especially as there
are... no precisely established teaching procedures to be associated
with it which constitute a method... in the conventional sense,”*® the
following may constitute the main guidelines to the approach:®”

(1)Knowing (a foreign) language implies not only grammatical
competence but communicative competence.

(2) In place of structural grading, there might be organization of
language around the concept of the different role relationships
people play, or around language functions such as agreeing,
requesting, describing, efc.

(3) Selection of content is based on cognitive and affective knowledge
suitable to the learner, dividing it into activities rather than
grammatical units, involving learners into various forms of
negotiating meaning, and focussing on the use rather than the
usage of language.

(4) The approach is concerned with contexts which culturally and
intellectually cause learners to use the target language.

(5) Learners’ mistakes should be viewed as a sign that learning is
taking place and, therefore, require a flexible treatment.

Since its emergence in the early 1970s, the approach has been

subject to criticism. This has ranged from skepticism: it posits an ideal

teaching-learning situation,®® to expression of caution:®% its being
eclectic in practice,*” to its being “largely irrelevant to foreign

(32) Chomsky, 1965.

(33) Hymes, 1972.

(34) Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969.

(35) e.g. by Firth, 1957.

(36) Roberts, 1982 : 97

(37) cf. Widdowson, 1978; Wilkins 1978; Breen and Candlin, 1980; Morrow; 1981;
Hajjaj, 1985 among others.

(38) Meys, 1973.

(39) Widdowson, 1973.

(40) Roberts, 1982.
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These approaches, however, have never remained static; there
have always been attempts at improving teaching and learning. The
atiempts were made in the light of developments in linguistics,
psycholinguistics, pedagogy, and practical experience in various
situations. The two most important attempts in this respect are:
(1) Eclecticism: This was an attempt to minimize the negative effect
arising from limiting the teaching of language to one method (e.g.
direct method, audio-lingual approach, or grammar-transiation
method). By using an eclectic approach based on techniques
belonging to those various methods, it was hoped that teachers would
become able to better meet the needs of the teaching-learning
situations. For example, a teacher using a direct method or an
audio-lingual approach could use Arabic translation of lexical items as
a short cut, instead of using the time-consuming techniques of
demonstration or explanation of new, particularly “abstract,” words.
Similarly, a teacher using the older, grammar-translation, method
could employ substitutional drills or question-answer technigques.
However, such eclecticism was only possible because all these
methods adopted a grammatical grading of materials. In a com-
municative approach, where grading is based on the functions of
language or role playing, such eclectic attitude is unlikely to be
successful. Later in this article we will examine what we call a
“pragmatic” approach as an alternative to both eclecticism and the
rigid attitude based on adopting one approach in its entirety.

(2) Situationalization and Contextualization:

While situationalization implies using physical demonstration of
notions and objects to present and practice grammatical structures,
contextualization requires an attempt to control the language struc-
tures likely to occur in a specific context.®® Both attempts are,
however, restricted to grammatical grading and little, if any, “authen-
tic” language is likely to be used.

The Communicative Approach

On several grounds, the communicative approach departs
radically from all previous approaches: grammar-translation and the
various types of structural teaching.®" The approach is based

(30) Hajjaj, 1986 : 5
(31) cf. Wilkins, 1972, 1978; Widdowson 1978; Candlin, 1971, Breen and Candlin
1980; Brumfit, 1980; Roberts, 1982; Swan, 1985; Littlewood, 1986 etc.
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in applying a range of new methods and techniques that claim to treat
the learner as a “whole person.” However, Roberts is justified in his
classification on serveral grounds. The remaining part of this section
will be devoted to a brief examination of the three types of
approaches which will also, by implication, support Roberts’
suggestion.

The Traditional Method Approach

Under this title, Roberts includes not only the grammar-
translation approach, but also various methods based on the
structural approach such as the direct method, the audio-lingual
approach and the cognitive code-learning theory. These latter
approaches are by now well known not only in terms of their linguistic
and psychological principles, but also owing to their wide-spread
application from the 1940s up to the 1960s, and even up to the
present time in several countries of the world. The main common
features among these approaches are the following:
(1) They are mainly teacher-centred in which the teacher initiates and
terminates every activity. Learners rarely, if ever, have the
opportunity to conduct any activity on their own.
(2) Related to this is the fact that these approaches emphasize what
we report or describe by means of language rather than what we do
through language. As Wilkins argues, “while reporting or describing
are acts that we would like to carry out through language, they are by
no means the only ones that are important for the learner of a foreign
language.” 9
(3) Traditional approaches are interested in teaching language as a
finished product, rather than as a developing process.
(4) The grading and selection of materials are solely grammatical, “on
the assumption that the major problem in learning a foreign language
is to master the structure of that language and that this problem
requires almost exclusive attention.”®®
(5) Traditional approaches concern themselves either with literary
norms of English (as in Grammar-Translation) or with a neutral type of
English (audio-lingual teaching). The varied authentic uses of
language of various communicative purposes are not attempted,
particularly in the earlier stages of teaching the language.

(28) Wikkins, 1972 : 12
(29) Roberts, 1982: 96
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Language Teaching

Teaching is the process by means of which learning is expected
to take place. “Teaching is guiding and facilitating learning, enabling
learners to learn, setting the conditions for learning.”®®. In the
following section, an attempt will be made to examine the various
ways of how teaching foreign languages, (particularly English as a
foreign language, E.F.L.) has been pursued, and to assess their
relative importance in the actual learning of the language, as well as
the controversies that are going on in this respect.

Approaches to F.L.T.

“... teaching necessarily begins with a teacher’s understanding
of what is to be learned and how it is to be taught. It proceeds through
a series of activities during which the students are provided with
specific instruction and opportunities for learning, though the learning
itself ultimately remains the responsibity of the student.”® The issue
Shulman raises for teaching and learning generally, sums up much of
the development, and indeed the controversies that have been going
on in ELT circles for a long time. A quick glance at recent ELT history
would show that, at times, ELT methodology focussed on the role of
the teacher as a conveyor of language as a finished product or a
complete system of structures; at other times, it focussed on the
learner as an acquirer of language as a developing process.
Sometimes, it is conscious learning of the language forms or even
functions, with the teacher playing an instrumental role; at other
times, it is the subconscious acquistion that receives most attention.

In a recent survey article, Roberts®” departs rather radically
from the usual classification of ELT approaches into grammar-
translation, structural/audiolingual and communicative approaches.
He suggests a classification consisting of three different basic
approaches: the traditional method approach, the communicative
approach, and the “humanistic/psychological” or “whole-self-
engagement” approach.

Roberts’ addition of the humanistic approach is motivated by the
recent surge of interest, particularly in the United States and Canada,

(25) Brown, 1980:8
(26) Shulman, 1987.
(27) Roberts, 1982.
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change of approach to the study of language learning was also
strongly influenced and enhanced by the emergence of Chomsky's
Generative Transformational Grammar, and this led to a great
number of experiments into the language learning process that the
child goes through. The child was looked at now as an active partner
in the process doing a great deal of the language learning activity with
the help of his mental abilities and his innate linguistic competence. In
brief, the new approach stressed “the mental activities of the
language learner himself, and strongly question [ed] the relevance
of such external factors as imitation, frequency of stimulus, and
reinforcement.”?"

Finally, in this section, we turn to what is known as “the
procedural approach.” Since both the behaviouristic and cognitive
approaches to language learning took extreme positions, a later
reaction to them took the form of a procedural approach. “This
procedural approach, while maintaining a mentalistic outlook, exhibits
a renewed interest in the structure and function of children’s
linguistic input, and has caused a shift in the discussion, away from
innate versus learned linguistic ability, and towards the children’s
cognitive capacity to discover structure in the language around them
and to put these discoveries to use.”?? The most important tenet of
this approach is that “both internal and external factors play a role in
the development of language....”®

More recently, however, discourse/text analysis and research
into the sociolinguistic dimension of language acquisition and
language learning have provided us with a wealth of information
about the influence of society on language learning.®® Although
these studies do not constitute a fully-fledged theory of language
learning, they draw our attention to this sociolinguistic aspect which
we have to bear in mind when considering the various
psycholinguistic theories of language learning. This aspect has also
proved to be of special importance recently as far as foreign language
teaching methodologies are concerned.

(21) ibid : 28.
(22) ibid : 26
(23) ibid : 31
(24) For an excellent summary, see Klein 1986.
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ways of thinking within disciplines, yet parallel approaches across
disciplines.”'®

The central issue in the behaviourist approach ('” is the
observable or overt behaviour and the factors that influence this
behaviour. As far as language learning is concerned, effective
behaviour means the production of correct utterances in response to
stimuli. If an utterance is positively reinforced, it becomes habitual.
This reinforcement comes through repetition, or imitation. Verbal
behaviour that is not reinforced is weakened and may be
extinguished. The emphasis in this approach lies on the role of the
environment on the child who is said to be born with a tabula rasa
and has to learn everything from the outside world around him.
“Because the theory has to explain the (learning) behaviour of all
animate beings, no allowance is made, in the explanation of human
behaviour, for such non-observable, specifically human, factors as
plans, intentions, attitude, etc. Indeed, the elimination of such
concepts is considered to be a prerequisite for a scientific analysis of
behaviour”'® including linguistic behaviour. As far as language
learning is concerned, imitation is a strong contributing factor; so is
reinforcement, already mentioned above. It is reinforcement,
according to this theory, which encourages the child to repeat the
production of correct, i.e. grammatical, structures, and avoid
ungrammatical utterances. In brief, the explanation of the whole
language learning process is done in a superficial, mechanical
manner, excluding the most important aspect of language, i.e.
meaning. No wonder, therefore, that this theory was to give way to a
more profound one, termed the cognitive or mentalistic theory.

The cognitive or mentalistic approach, which was initiated by
Chomsky’s now famous review of Skinner's Verbal Behaviour,'®
looks at human behaviour as far more complex than animal
behaviour. “According to Chomsky, a description of language
behaviour cannot be just a description of external stimuli and
concomitant responses, but it primarily has to be a description of the
innate ability of human beings to learn a language.”®®. This drastic
(16) ibid : 9
(17) Skinner, 1957.

(18) Van Els, 1984:26

(19) Chomsky, 1959.
(20) Van Els, 1984 : 27
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sentences that a native speaker is capable of creating or
understanding. In addition, (such a) grammar should not generate
sentences that a native speaker would reject,”"® . Furthermore, the
approach is more interested in the underlying system of language (i.e.
competence) than in actual speech (i.e. performance.). Another
aspect of the approach is the distinction it makes between the
surface structure and the deep structure of the sentence. Finally,
the generative approach attempts to find out not only the rules of each
language individually but also more general laws (i.e. Universal
Grammar) that pertain to all languages. That is, it attempts to
investigate the possibility of a universal deep structure of all
languages.

It is well known now that the approach, since it was first
advanced by Chomsky in 1957, has been a powerful new tool for
vigorous research into the nature of language and related disciplines.
In its more recent developments, as in the areas of phonology and
semantics, it provides novel and more systematic information than
ever before. However, linguists have started to move away from
concern with issues related to sentences in isolation and are
becoming more concerned with the relationship between form and
use of language, with discourse analysis, text linguistics and
pragmatics.'?)

Language Learning

“Parallel Polarization” is a term used by H. Douglas-Brown'"® to
refer to some striking similarities between linguistic and psychological
research in the philosophies and approaches of the two disciplines.
While the traditional approach to the study of language enjoyed no
such parallelism to any psychological/learning theory, the structural
approach to language description gave way to the generative
approach. Similarly, the behaviorist approach to language learning
was superseded by increasing attention to cognitive psychology.
“The respective revolutions in thinking are important for the second
language teacher to understand, because they highlight contrastive

(13) Liles, 1971:7

(14) See, for instance, Coulthard, 1977; de Beaugrande and Dressler, 1981; Leech,
1983, and Brown 1984.

(15) Dougias-Brown, 1980:9
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history, dialectology and traditional grammar.®

The structural approach does not constitute one single model;
rather, it is a compendium of various approaches.'® However, “all
these models can be seen to form variants of a single structural
approach to the analysis of language and they have, for the most part,
provided broadly similar contributions to modern language
teaching.”"

Guided, therefore, by some explicit theory, the structural
approach describes the spoken language of individuals and
communities as it stands at the current moment. It limits itself to
language form “as the single objective, observable and verifiable
aspect of language, thus relegating meaning to a subordinate
place.”'® The description consists of the segmentation and
classification of utterances of recorded data into different levels such
as phonemes, morphemes, words, groups and sentences.

Perhaps the most crucial drawback of the structural approach,
but that which has paradoxically exerted the strongest influence on
language teaching and learning, was the exclusion of meaning and
an excessive concern with grammatical form. However, this and
other criticisms have only appeared after the emergence of
generative approaches to language description and of cognitive
learning theories.

The generative approach, on the other hand, is not content with
describing the rules of language arrived at by the analysis of a corpus
of sentences (i.e. the formal properties of language), or with
describing the content (i.e. the meaning) of language forms. Rather,
scholars of this school were trying to arrive at “an adequte grammar
of English (for example) which should enable a person to produce not

just those sentences that have been said in the past, but all the

(9) See for example the works of H.Sweet (1899), F.de Saussure (1916), L.
Bloomfield (1933), C. Fries (1952), J. Firth (1952), R. Lado (1957), among
others.

(10) e.g. Halliday’s Systemic Grammar (1964), Pike's Tagmemic Grammar (1960),
Well's Immediate Constituent Grammar (1947) etc.

(11) Roulet, 1975:20

(12) ibid : 21.
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The Nature of Language, Language Learning and
Language Teaching
The Nature of Language

Language is a species-specific complex activity, i.e. restricted to
human beings only; and attempts have always been made to define,
observe, describe, and even explain® language behaviour. Various
disciplines such as linguistics, psychology, philosophy, sociology and
many others converge in their efforts to study language. This is not
the place to discuss all these issues in detail. Our immediate concern
is, however, to examine those approaches to the study of language
that have had their impact on language learning and teaching. We will
limit the discussion to the three main approaches to the description of
language, namely, the traditional, the structural and the
transformational-generative approach.

The oldest of these is the so-called Traditional Approach in
which the description of language was very closely modelled on Latin.
The traditional approach “takes no account of present day language
usage and imposes norms generally derived from the language of the
great authors of previous centuries.”®. Language description was
limited to written language and excludes spoken language altogether.
It adopted “an essentially analytic presentation,” giving grammatical
definitions and explanations, and rules “frequently of logicosemantic
character which are insufficiently explicit, often false....”” The
traditional approach has received a great deal of criticism. Some of
the criticism,. “.. has been carried too far ... and lost sight of the
virtues of the traditional grammar: (this grammar) was particularly
strong in its approach to the sentence; its weaknesses lay in the
inadequacy of its treatments of units smaller than the clause, and in
its artificial division of parsing and analysis.”®

The second surge in the attempt to identify the nature of
language and to analyse its system was the emergence of the
Structural Approach. This approach was guided by scholarly
contribution of different disciplines such as anthropology, psychology,

(5) cf. Chomsky, 1965
(6) Roulet, 1975:5

(7) ibid, 11 & 14.

(8) Scott et al, 1970:216.
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FLT: An On-Going Controversy

In the context of foreign language learning and teaching three
main issues should be discussed, namely: the aims of foreign
language learning and teaching; the state of human knowledge on the
nature of language, language learning, and language teaching; and
finally, guided by those aims and that knowledge, how the process of
learning and teaching takes place.

Aims

Learning (or acquiring) another-language (beside one’s own) is
not simply a linguistic exercise; rather, it constitutes learning a new
way of life, and going beyond one’s own culture. One must, therefore,
have good reasons to enter into this enterprise. Although some may
argue @ that learning a second language may have literary/artistic,
philosophical as well as social aims, most people nowadays argue
that the last aim is the most important one. ¥

This aim has in fact remained unchanged in spite of all the other
changes in our views concerning the nature of language and of the
processes of learning and teaching. What has indeed changed, in this
respect, is the magnitude and scope of the teaching-learning activity,
and the ways in which it has been pursued. While, in the past, it was
limited, to certain groups and purposes (e.g. religious purposes), it is
now practised by almost all sectors of many communities (e.g.
English as a foreign language in Arab countries). However, it might
not be sufficient at all to say that becoming bilingual serves a social
purpose, or that it involves using the new language as a means of
communication. Much more is indeed involved. For example, the
Arab World has its own fully-fledged and historically and
internationally well-established national language, i.e. Arabic, which
is used for all social/communicative purposes. But English remains
an important, perhaps indispensable, means of education,
particularly higher education, as well as of certain other activities (e.g.
business or travel) where English rather than Arabic is much more
commonly used. Analogies to this situation are found in various other
communities.

(3) e.g. Kelly, 1969
(4) cf. Roberts, 1982
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Introduction

Over the last twenty-five years or so. foreign language teaching
(FLT), particularly Teaching English as a Foreign or Second
Language (TEFL) or (TESL)!" has witnessed some major changes.
These changes first emanated from dissatisfaction with traditional
approaches based on teaching grammar and translation, and later on
came as a result of advances in psychology and linguistics, and more
recently, in sociolinguistics. The changes and their impact on
foreign/second language teaching are now well-documented®

However, in spite of such a long period of theorization,
experimentation and application of various approaches, the issue has
remained as unresolved as ever: how best, or perhaps, how
appropriately, can the teaching and learning of a foreign language be
tackled? In this paper an attempt will be made to offer two surveys
and a projection.

Firstly, the main trends, as seen today, will be summarized.
Secondly, TEFL developments and the controversies that have
accompanied them, particularly in the Arab World, will be discussed
in some detail. Thirdly, and finally, a suggestion will be made for the
adoption of a pragmatic approach which the writers of this paper
feel may be most appropriate, not only in the Arab World, but also in
similar situations elsewhere.

(1). Aithough TESL should differ widely from TEFL in both theory and teaching
methodology, the two terms are often used indiscriminately, particularly in the
U.S.A. We will be using the former term consistently in this paper since it is a
much more accurate description of the situation we are dealing with.

(2). (See for example: Kelly (1969), Roulet (1975), Roberts (1982), Yalden (1983);
Swan (1985); and in the context of the Arab World: Kharma (1969) and (1972),
Hajjaj (1985) Kharma and Hajjaj (1988a) and Kharma and Hajjaj (1988b).
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ABSTRACT

This paper advocates a pragmatic approach to ELT in the Arab
World. This approach should be based on the insights that have been
acquired and the lessons learnt from research into language,
language learning and language teaching and from experimentation
with the various approaches, methods and technigues of F.L.T. in
different parts of the world, including the Arab World, during the last
half century.

After giving an overview of such research and experimentation,
and describing the present state of ELT in the Arab World, the main
principles underlying the new approach are presented. First the
framework of a F.L.T. theory is drawn. Then our stand from each of
the four main issues in F.L.T. is clarified. These issues are: the
rationale of any new approach, the most important functions of
language, the issue related to the two basic dimensions of language,
namely: form and function, and the issue of techniques employed in
the classroom.

The pragmatic approach suggested is then based on the
principles emerging from the analysis of each of the four issues. It is
suggested that such an approach would also be appropriate to other
situations similar to those prevailing in the Arab World.
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