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“Vflga Rivers

Talking off the Tops
of Their Heads

How do we develop communicative ability in a second language?
We may intensify practice in the classroom (practice of patterns,
practice of variations of patterns, practice in selection of patterns),
but how do we engineer the great leap?

Language Institute program
(1971) 1 read:

“After basic patterns and struc-
tures are mastered, the student
can proceed to more and more
controlled substitution and even-
tually to free conversation.”

In a description of the Defense

How delightfully simple it
sounds! We breathe the fresh air of
the uncomplicated. Our students
master the basic patterns and
structures; we provide them with
carefully controlled practice; and
hey presto! — they speaks freely in
unstructured situations.

There were times, in days that
seem now to belong to another
age, when faith in the efficacy of
structured courses and controlled
drills to produce fluent speakers of
another language went unchal-
lenged. We knew where we
wanted to go; we knew how to get
| there; we were happy with our
| products — or were we? And were
| they? Are such cries of frustration
as "I can’t say anything off the top
of my head, it all comes out as
phrases from the book” new to
our ears?! This student complaint
of the seventies sounds almost
like a paraphrase of the more aca-
demic remark of 1948 that,

“while many students could par-
ticipate in memorized conversa-
tions speedily and effortlessly,
hardly any could produce at
length fluent variations from the
basic material, and none could
talk on unrehearsed topics with-
out constant and painful hesita-
tion.”2

Autonomy in language use

In almost a quarter of a century
we have still not come to grips
with our basic problem: How do
we develop communicative abil-
ity in a second language?” We
may intensify practice in the
classroom (practice of patterns,
practice of variations of patterns,
practice in selection of patterns),
but how do we engineer the great
leap? Children learn all kinds of
swimming movements while lov-
ing parents hold them, let them
go a little, but are there to support
them as they lose confidence;
then at some moment they swim.

How can we help the student
pass from the storing of
linguistic knowledge and

information about how this
knowledge operates in |
communication to actual use

of this knowledge for the
multitudinous, unpredictable
purposes of an individual in

contact with other
individuals?

One moment they are nonswim-
mers, then they are swimmers, if
only for a very short distance. The
movements are the same, the ac-
tivity is of a new kind - the
difference is psychological. How
do nonswimmers become a swim-
mers? They draw on their own
resources; they cease to rely on
somebody else’s support; they be-
come autonomous in their
movements; they take off and

they are swimming. How do we get
our students to this autonomous
stage in language use? This is the
crucial point of our teaching. Un-
til we have solved this problem we
will continue to mark time, devel-
oping more and more efficient
techniques for producing sec-
ond-language cripples, with all the
necessary muscles and sinews but
unable to operate on their own.
“Spontaneous expression,” “liber-
ated expression,” “creative
language use,” “authentic com-
munication” — the terms may vary
with changing emphases in our
profession: The goal seems still to
elude us.

We must examine the problem
at the point at which we are
stalled. How can we help the
student pass from the storing of
linguistic knowledge and informa-
tion about how this knowledge op-
erates in communication to actual
use of this knowledge for the mul-
titudinous, unpredictable pur-
poses of an individual in contact
with other individuals? We do not
need new ways to help the student
acquire linguistic knowledge — we
know of many from our
“twenty-five centuries of language
teaching”? and each in its heyday
has seemed to be effective for this
purpose. Here we can pick and
choose according to our theoreti-
cal persuasion, our temperamen-
tal preferences, and our
assessment of the learning styles
of the particular groups of stu-
dents with whom we are dealing.
In any case, these students will
learn according to their personal
strategies in the ultimate secret of
their individual personalities,
even when they appear to be do-
ing as we direct.

Essential processes in learning
to communicate

We need a model of language
teaching activity that allocates a
full role to the student’s individual
learning in communication. I pro-
pose the following division of
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essential processes (see schema).

Ability to communicate, to in-
teract verbally, presumes some
knowledge (cognition) both in the
perception of units, categories,
and functions, and in the inter-
nalizing of the rules relating these
categories and functions (which is
a process of abstraction). I am not
concerned here with how this
knowledge is acquired, and I am
willing to concede the validity
(and probably the necessity) of a
variety of approaches to this ac-
quisition. Linguistic knowledge
must, however, be acquired. In
the process of acquisition stu-
dents learn the production of lan-
guage sequences: They learn
through doing. Whether we use
the terms “exercises,” “drills,” “in-
tensive practice,” or “activities” is
immaterial; some kind of practice
in putting together smoothly and
confidently what they are learn-
ing is also essential. Each student
must learn to articulate the
sounds of the language acceptably
and construct comprehensible
second-language sequences by
rapid associations of learned ele-
ments. No matter how much we
relate these skill-getting activities
to real-life situations this practice
rarely passes beyond pseudo-com-
munication. It is externally directed,

not self-originating; it is a depend-
ent, not an independent, activity.
The utterances may even be origi-
nal in their combinations of seg-
ments, but the students are not
communicating anything that is
of real import to them nor are
they receiving any genuine mes-
sages from others.

Students learn through
doing. Whether we use the
terms “exercises,” “drills,”

“intensive practice,” or
“activities” is immaterial;

some kind of practice in
putting together smoothly
and confidently what they

are learning is also essential.

This is practice in formulating
messages, and as such it is valu-
able practice. It is near-com-
munication with all the outward ap-
pearances of communication, but in
these activities the student does
not have to demonstrate that
great leap into autonomy - the
leap that is crucial. Our failure in
the past has been in our satisfac-
tion with students who performed
well in pseudo-communication.
We have tended to assume that
there would then be automatic
transfer to performance in inferac-

tion (both in the reception and
expression of messages). We may
have encouraged some sketchy at-
tempts at autonomous interaction,
but always with the supporting
hand: the instructor or the native
speaker leading the group, draw-
ing the student out, directing the
interchange.

Problems with drills

Wolfe suggests that progress to-
ward autonomy is hindered by
the artificiality of language learn-
ing through drills and exercises
that force the student to lie.
“From the point of view of true
linguistic communication,” he
says, such “seemingly harmless
sentences” as Yesterday 1 went o
the movies, Last night I went to the
game, or Last week I went to the
game “border on the nonsensi-
cal.”s T do not think this is the
problem. We may even maintain
that lying is a common form of
real communication, but, this as-
pect aside, sentences in drills of
this type are merely pseudo-com-
munication, and it may be clearer
to students that this is the case if
they are sometimes also incredible
or absurd. In a foreign-language
text coauthored by the playwright
Tonesco, the nonsensical, shall we
say whimsical, approach to adult
learning is purposefully exploited
with students playing manipula-
tively with such sentences as

“The teacher is in the pocket
of the vest of the watch”;

“The crocodile is more beauti-
ful than Mary-Jane”; and

“He says his parents are as big
as the Eiffel Tower.”6

Such manipulations are in-
tended to force students to think of
the meaning of what they are saying,
which is one step toward auton-
omy, and pure nonsense may on
occasion be more effective in this
regard than the colorless, socially
correct actions of Dick and Jane,
or Maria and Pedro.
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Communication drills

In recent writings on sec-
ond-language teaching there has
been increasing emphasis on
communication and on what
have been called communication
drills. 1 myself have spoken else-
where of the necessity for relating
the content of drills to the stu-
dent’s own interests:
“Participation in the drill can be
innovative: providing for practice
in the repetition and variation of
language segments, but with si-
multaneous practice in selection,
as students express their own
meanings and not those of a text-
book writer... Practice in selection
should not be considered a sepa-
rate activity for advanced classes:
it can and should be included in
class work from the very first les-
sons.””

More-over “many drills may be
given the appearance of a game,
or of elementary communica-
tion, by provoking the students
into asking the teacher a series of
questions in response to cues; or
the items of a drill may develop a
series of comments about the ac-
tivities and interests of teacher
and students... The more students
are interested in an activity in the
target language, the more they feel
the desire to communicate in the
language, and this is the first and
most vital step in learning to use
language forms spontaneously.”8

Paulston has developed the com-
munication drill concept in more
detail.? She groups drills into me-
chanical drills, meaningful drills,
and communicative drills.

In mechanical drills, there is
complete control of the response
so that the student does not even
need to understand the drill to
produce the correct response (as
in simple substitution drills).
Paulston suggests that if a non-
sense word can be inserted as ef-
fectively by the student as a
meaningful word, then the drill is
of the mechanical type (for exam-
ple:

“This is a box”;

Wug”;

“This is a wug”).
Drilling of this type is pure pro-
duction:  sometimes  merely
practice in articulation, at others
in constructing an orderly se-
quence. As such it has its place in
the initial phase of introducing a
new structure or for practicing
some problem of pronunciation
or intonation. An example of a
mechanical drill would be:

Pattern:  I'm holding a book.
Cue: Magazine.

Response: I'm holding magazine.
Cue: Banana

Response: I'm holding a banana
Cue: Wug.

Response: I'm holding a wug.

Paulston groups drills into
mechanical drills,
meaningful drills, and
communicative drills.

In meaningful drills, “there is
still control of the response (al-
though it may be correctly ex-
pressed in more than one way...)
but the student cannot complete
the drill without fully under-
standing structurally and seman-
tically what he is saying.” The
following is an example of a mean-
ingful drill:

Question: When did you arrive
this morning?

Answer: Iarrived at nine o’clock.
Question: When will you leave
this evening?

Answer:  I'll leave at six o’clock.

In a communicative drill, how-
ever,

“there is no control of the re-
sponse. The student has free
choice of answer, and the crite-
rion of selection here is his own
opinion of the real world — what-
ever he wants to say.”

This sounds like autonomous
interaction, but Paulston contin-
ues:

“Whatever control there is lies in
the stimulus... It still remains a
drill rather than free communica-
tion because we are still within
the realm of the cue-response pat-
tern.”

She gives the example: “What
did you have for breakfast?” with
its possibility of an orthodox re-
sponse such as “I had toast and
coffee for breakfast,” or the unor-
thodox “I overslept and skipped
breakfast so I wouldn’t miss the
bus.” Itis clear that the unconven-
tional student may well turn this
into real interaction, but my guess
is that the majority of students,
feeling insecure in their knowl-
edge of the language and fairly
certain of what the teacher
expects, would remain in the area
of pseudo-communication.

Palmer suggests what he calls

communication practice drills.
“In communication practice (CP)
drills, the student finds pleasure
in a response that is not only lin-
guistically acceptable, but also
conveys information personally
relevant to himself and other
people.”

As outlined, this is an interest-
ing technique. Palmer maintains
that “the most powerful tech-
nique at the teacher’s disposal is
his ability to verbally create situa-
tions which could be relevant to
the student’s own life and then to
force the student to think about
the meaning and consequences of
what he would say in such situa-
tions.”10 Palmer’s CP drills are
drills in that they center on prac-
tice of particular structures such
as:

I'would tell him to shut the door.
her turn on the light.
them bring some food.

He develops these, however,
by a somewhat Socratic method:

Teacher: Karen, if you and Susan
came to class at 8 a.m. and it was
winter and the room was dark at 8
a.m., what would you tell Susan?
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Karen: (with any luck at all) 1
would tell her to turn on the
light.

Teacher: And how about you,
Paul, if you were with Mary and
you wanted to read, what would
you do?

Paul: 1 would tell her to turn on
the light.

Teacher: (in student’s native lan-
guage) You as a boy would tell a
girl to do that for you?

Teacher: (continuing in the target
language) Paul, if you came
alone, and if I was in the room,
what would you do?

Paul: 1 would tell you to turn on
the light.

Teacher: Then I would throw you
out of class.

In this type of drill Palmer is
moving toward interaction in that
students who give mechanically
what appear to be a correct re-
sponses may well be pulled up
short because they have not
thought about the implications of
their responses in the imposed
setting. With training in such
drills average students would pos-
sibly produce more original re-
sponses than in Paulston’s
communicative drills, because of
the goad of the teacher’s teasing
and their natural desire to show
that they had recognized the ped-
agogical stratagem. This type of
drill teeters on the brink of inter-
action, but it is still in the area of
pseudo-communication and pro-
duction practice because the
whole interchange is teacher-di-
rected, with the specific intention
of eliciting certain structures.

Using language freely for normal
purposes

Where do we go from here? We
must work out situations, from an
early stage, where our students are
on their own, trying to use the
language for the normal purposes of
language: establishing social relations;
seeking and giving information; ex-

pressing reactions; learning or
teaching others to do something;
hiding intentions; talking their
way out of trouble; persuading;
discouraging, and entertaining
others; sharing leisure activities;
displaying their achievements;
acting out social roles; discussing
ideas; and playing with language
for the fun of it.

We must work out situations,
from an early stage, where
our students are on their
own, trying to use the
language for the normal

purposes of language:

When I say students are “on
their own,” I mean they are not
supported or directed by the
teacher: They may well be work-
ing with other students. In this
type of practice students should
be allowed to use anything they
know of the language and any
aids (gestures, drawings, panto-
mime) to fill out their meaning,
when they are “at a loss for
words.”11 In this way he will learn
to draw on everything he knows at a
particular moment in their acquisi-
tion of the language, and to fight
to put their meaning over, as they
would if he suddenly found them-
selves surrounded by monolin-
gual speakers of the language.
This experience is not intended to
replace the careful teaching of the
language we already supply (the
skill-getting activities we orga-
nize) but to expand it with regular
and frequent opportunities for au-
tonomous interaction (skill-us-
ing), thus making full provision
for a dimension of language learn-
ing, which at present is, if not
completely neglected, at least
given insufficient place in our
programs. As I have said else-
where:

“Perfection at the pattern-drill

level, no matter how impressive

to the observer, cannot be an end
in itself. It is a fruitless activity
unless care is taken to see that the

result of all this effort is the abil-
ity to use the language to express
some message of one’s own."12

In 1964, 1 spoke of the need
for developing

“that adventurous spirit which will

enable the student to try to meet

any situation by putting what he

knows to maximum use.”13

In 1968, I wrote

“students should be encouraged,
at the advanced level, to try out
new combinations of elements to
create novel utterances. This is
what the advanced student
would do were he to find himself
in a foreign country. He would
make every effort to express his
meaning by all kinds of
recombinations of the language
elements at his disposal. The more
daring he is in such linguistic inno-
vation, the more rapidly he pro-
gresses."14

On looking back I feel it was a mis-
take to tag this recommendation
specifically to “the advanced stu-
dent” (a vague entity at best).
Where we have been failing may
well be in not encouraging this
adventurous spirit from an early
stage, with the result that the stu-
dents find it difficult to move
from structured security to the in-
security of reliance on their own
resources, just as the young
would-be swimmers cling to their
mother’s hand or insist on having
one foot on the bottom of the
pool.

In Savignon's interesting study,
students in the communicative
skills program (which consisted of
one hour per week supplementing
the regular audiolingual type of
course)

“were given the opportunity to
speak French in a variety of com-
municative settings. These
ranged from short (1-2 minute)
exchanges between a student and
a fluent speaker of French in a
simulated situation to whole
group discussions on topics of
current interest. Emphasis was
put on getting meaning across;
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students were urged to use every
means at their disposal to under-
stand and in turn to make them-
selves understood. Grammar and
pronunciation errors were ex-
pected and were always ignored
when they did not interfere with
meaning. In other words, the ex-
perimenter and the other fluent
speaker who participated in these
sessions reacted to what was said,
not to how it was said.”15

One student commented:

“These sessions taught me to say
what I wanted to say instead of
book conversations.” 16

If we compare this comment
with the student’s remark quoted
at the beginning of this chapter it
seems that these students did be-
gin to “talk off the tops of their
heads.”

Autonomous interaction in the
language program
Just how practice in autonomous
interaction can be incorporated
into the program will depend on
the type of program, but incorpo-
rate it we must, giving it a
substantial role in the students’
learning. We must not feel that
interaction practice is somehow
“wasting time” when there is “so
much to learn.” Unless this ad-
venturous spirit is given time to
establish itself as a constant atti-
tude, most of what is learned will
be stored unused, and we will pro-
duce learned individuals who are
inhibited and fearful in situations
requiring language use. As Carroll
has said,
“When utterances are not gener-
ated to attain communicative
goals, they can hardly be re-
warded by the attainment of such
goals, and language learning is
deprived of its true meaning.”1”

With careful selection of the activ-
ity, some genuine interaction can be
a part of every lesson, even early in
the learning process, with expan-
sion of the complexity of the
demands as the student advances.

Practice in autonomous inter-
action should be individualized in
the sense that it should allow for
the different ways students learn,
the different paces at which they
learn, the different things that in-
terest them, and the different situ-
ations in which they prefer to
learn. Students should be offered a
choice of tasks (things to do, things
to find out, problems to solve, sit-
uations to which to react) and
then be allowed to choose their
own way, their own place, time,
and company, for handling them.
Some may prefer to work regularly
with one other person; some will
prefer to work consistently with a
small group; some will choose to
work with the teacher. Some who
are loners will prefer to work
through certain situations by
themselves, demonstrating their
capacity as individuals (and many
of these in a quiet way may out-
pace their fellows through sheer
single-mindedness of purpose).

With careful selection of the
activity, some genuine
interaction can be a part of
every lesson, even early in
the learning process, with
expansion of the complexity
of the demands as the

student advances.

Students cannot be set down
in groups, or sent off in pairs, and
told to interact in the foreign lan-
guage. Motivation to communicate
must be aroused. Occasionally some
fortuitous incident or combina-
tion of personalities will cause a
desire to communicate something
in the second language to emerge
spontaneously, but in most in-
structional situations it will need
to be fostered by the intrinsic in-
terest of the task proposed and the
students’ interest in developing it.
Such interest will make the inter-
action that follows autonomous: a
genuine communication from
one person to another, not just

another imposed act of pseudo-
communication. Because of the
personal nature of the activity we
are promoting, the type of reaction
to be displayed will always remain
consistent with the personality of the
particular student. Some people are
temperamentally incapable of in-
teracting with a babble of words;
to force them to do so is to force
them back into pseudo-communi-
cation and into mouthing learned
phrases. The quality of the inter-
action will be judged by other cri-
teria: ability to receive and express
meaning, to understand and con-
vey intentions, to perform accept-
ably in situations and in relations
with others.

Earlier I suggested various nat-
ural uses of language in interac-
tion that can be incorporated in
this type of activity. Here I will ex-
pand on these and set down a few
elaborations of each.'® A imagina-
tive teacher will think of many
others.

1. Establishing and maintaining
social relations: greetings be-
tween persons of the same
and different age and status;
introductions; wishes for spe-
cial occasions; polite enquiries
(with attention to the permissi-
ble and the expected ques-
tions in the culture); making
arrangements; giving direc-
tions to strangers; apologies,
excuses, refusals, mild re-
bukes, hedging (the gentle
art of noncommunication);
encouraging, discouraging, and
persuading others.  Students
may be sent to find out from a
monolingual native speaker (or
one who pretends to be mono-
lingual) how these are enacted
in the cultural context of the
language being learned.

2. Seeking information on sub-
jects for which students have
some basic vocabulary. (At
some point finding out spe-
cific technical vocabulary can
be part of this type of interac-
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tion). Once again the native
speakers or  informants
involved act as though they
were monolingual. The infor-
mation may be useful for (1),
for (3), for (4), for (8) or even
for (11).

Giving information about one-
self, one’s background, one’s
country, or about some sub-
ject in which one is profi-
cient. The student may be
giving information to other
students learning to do or
make something (4), or pass-
ing on information gained in
(2). Simulated settings like
bank or airline counters, cus-
toms desks, workshops, or res-
taurants may be used where
the students are confined to
the school setting.

Learning to do or make some-
thing. The possibilities here
are limitless. The pressure of
intensive courses can be re-
lieved by organizing actual
sessions in the second lan-
guage where students work
with real-life materials and
activities (sports, physical ex-
ercise, hobbies, crafts, music,

dance, cooking, making
clothes).
Expressing  one’s  reactions.

Students can be put in real sit-
uations or simulated situa-
tions where they have to react
verbally throughout a televi-
sion show, at an exhibition of
pictures or photographs, or
during a friendly sharing of
slides.

Hiding one’s intentions. Each
student may be given a mis-
sion that must not be re-
vealed under any provocation
but must be carried out
within a given period of time.
This type of activity carries
purposeful use of the lan-
guage beyond course hours as
students try to discover each
other’s missions.

7.

10.

Talking one’s way out of trouble.
Simulated or real situations of
increasing verbal difficulty
should be set up where stu-
dents must use their wits to
extract themselves from some
dilemma.

Problem solving. A problem
may involve (2) or (4), or
even (6) and (7). The problem
presented should be an active
one whose solution requires
verbal activity or enquiry. As
early as 1953, Carroll posed
the question whether au-
ral-oral methods might not be
more successful

“if, instead of presenting the stu-
dent with a fixed, predetermined
lesson to be learned, the teacher
created a ‘problem-solving’ situ-
ation in which the student must
find... appropriate verbal re-
sponses for solving the problem,”
thus being early forced “to learn,
by a kind of trial-and-error pro-
cess, to communicate rather than
merely to utter the speech patterns
in the lesson plans.”19

Sharing leisure activities. Stu-
dents should have the oppor-
tunity to learn and become
proficient in the games and
diversions of the target cul-
ture. They should be able to
participate in verbal competi-
tions. Where there are special
activities associated with festi-
vals or national holidays
these should be engaged in.

Conversing over the telephone.
This is always difficult in a
second language and should
be practiced early. The stu-
dent should use a phone book
in the second language and,
where possible, make actual
calls enquiring about goods,
services, or timetables for
transport. The help of mono-
lingual contacts outside the
course should be enlisted.
(Some incapacitated persons
and older people living alone
would enjoy participating in
this type of communication.)

11.

12.

13.

14.

This activity can be linked
with (2) or (8) and will often
involve (3).

Entertaining others. The student
should be given the opportu-
nity to use their natural tal-
ents or encouraged through
role-playing sessions and skits
to act out in front of a group.
They may conduct a radio
call-in programs or a TV talk
or game show. Groups of stu-
dents may prepare and pres-
ent radio or TV commercials
(these may involve more or
less talking interspersed with
mime and are therefore very
suitable for the early stages of
a course). A continuing serial
story, with episodes devel-
oped successively by different
groups, keeps interest alive.

Displaying one’s achievements.
Students may tell the group
about what they did in (4),
(), (6), (7), or (8), or they
may present and explain spe-
cial projects. This can be a
regular culminating activity
to draw together more indi-
vidualized efforts at interac-
tion.

Acting out social roles. In our
social life, we are continually
acting out roles: the hostess,
the guest, the employee, the

leader, the impressive
achiever, the long-suffering
noncomplainer. Improvisa-

tions, where students act out
various roles in relation to
each other, are not only use-
ful and interesting but also
provide a cover for those
more inhibited students who
do not mind expressing feel-
ings and viewpoints when
they are presumed to be those
of others. These activities also
bring in aspects of (1), (3), (5),
(7), and (11).

Discussing ideas and optinions.
This is one of the most fre-
quent verbal activities in any
language. It can be linked
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with understanding the target
culture and similarities and
differences in ways of acting
and reacting between speak-
ers of the first and second lan-
guages. Discussion groups,
debates, panel discussions,
lecturettes or oral reports with
questions and comments
from the listerners, and fre-
quent classroom discussion of
second-language material read
or seen are obvious ways to
develop this ability, which
also involves (2), (3), (5), and
(8).

15. Playing with language. This is
another frequent activity of
all language users. We love
jokes, puns, word games,
crossword puzzles, and so on.
Students can make up poems
and learn nonsense and
counting rhymes. Charades,
in which students act out the
various syllables of a word
and then the complete word,
are useful. As students go fur-
ther, they become interested
in word histories and word
formation and learn to create
their own words in acceptable
ways. They also learn to dis-
tinguish levels of language
(formal from familiar, stan-
dard usage from slang and jar-
gon) and become familiar
with regional and subgroup
variants.

All of these activities will obvi-
ously not be possible for all
students from the earliest stage of
learning. The teacher will select
and graduate activities from these
categories so that the attitude of
seeking to communicate is devel-
oped early in an activity which is
within the student’s growing ca-
pacity. An impossible task that
bewilders and discourages stu-
dents too early in their language
learning is just as inhibiting of ul-
timate fluency as lack of
opportunity to try what they can
do with what they know.

Noncorrective approach to
interaction

Some people will have deep-seated
doubts about accepting such an
approach, because they foresee
that the student will make many
errors that may become ingrained
and ineradicable. It was because of
such problems that many turned
away from the direct method,
seeking something more system-
atic that would seem to ensure
more accurate production. Unfor-
tunately, the emphasis on correct
production at all times and the
firm determination to create a
learning situation where students
would not make mistakes seems
to have led to an impasse for
many students. If we wish to facil-
itate the “great leap” into
autonomous communication that
I have described, then a change of
attitude toward mistakes during
interaction practice is imperative. It is
during production (or pseudo-
communication) practice that im-
mediate corrections should be
made. It is then that we should
make the students conscious of
possible errors and so familiarize
them with acceptable sequences
that they are able to monitor their
own production and work toward
its improvement in spontaneous
interaction. In interaction prac-
tice we are trying to develop an
attitude of innovation and experi-
mentation with the new language.
Nothing is more dampening of
enthusiasm and effort than con-
stant correction when students
are trying to express their own
ideas within the limitations of
their newly-acquired knowledge
of the language. What is required
is that the instructor note silently
the consistent and systematic er-
rors made by each student (not
slips of the tongue and occasional
lapses). These errors will then be
discussed with students individu-
ally at a time when the instructor
is helping them evaluate their suc-
cess in interaction, with particular

attention being paid to those
types of errors that hinder com-
munication. Such an analytic
session may be conducted from
time to time with a tape of an ac-
tual communication sequence,
the student or group of students
being asked to detect errors in
their own spontaneous produc-
tion and suggest corrections and
improvements.20 This technique
makes the students more alert to
their own mistakes and to other
possibilities for expressing their
meaning that they have not been
exploiting.

Many of the types of activities
listed may have already found
their place in our courses. The
originality of the approach lies
not so much in the novelty of the
activities as in the way in which
they are approached. To develop
autonomous control of language for
communication we must at some
time allow the student autonomy,
and, conversely, we must discour-
age dependence. We must give
students practice in relying on
their own resources and using
their ingenuity, so that very early
in their language learning they re-
alize that only by interacting
freely and independently with
others can they learn the control
and ready retrieval essential for
fluent language use. As Jespersen
once said,

“The first condition for good in-
struction in... languages would
seem to be to give the pupil as
much as possible to do with and
in the ... language; he must be
steeped in it, not only get a sprin-
kling of it now and then; he must
be ducked down in it and get to
feel as if he were in his own ele-
ment, so that he may at last dis-
port himself in it as an able
swimmer.”21

Let’s work it out

1. Take some structural pattern
drills from the textbook you
have been using and try to
turn them into meaningful
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drills. Now try to rewrite
them as communicative
drills. Try these out on others
in your group. What did you
learn from this exercise?
Design some classroom con-
versational practice as
pseudo-communication (that
is, “near communication with
all the outward appearances
of communication”). What
would you have to do to
convert these activities into
genuine communicative inter-
action?

Design some role-playing ac-
tivities for practice in estab-
lishing and maintaining
social relations, talking one’s
way out of trouble, and acting
out social roles.

Draw up some lists of words
and expressions in the second
language that students would
need to know to express
various kinds of reactions (ap-
preciation, frustration, hesi-
tancy, suspicion, enthusiasm,
etc.). Begin to use these with
the class you are teaching.

Plan in detail some leisure ac-
tivities in which students can
use the language with each
other in a purposeful way.
(These may be for a club, fes-
tivity, national celebration,
dinner, or international day,
among others.)

*Revised version of a paper deliv-
ered at the Defense Language In-
stitute English Language Branch,
Lackland Air Force Base, Texas, on
June 30, 1971, (TESOL Project).
Originally published in TESOL
Quarterly, 6 (1972): 71-81. Re-
printed with permission of Prof.
Wilga Rivers.
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H.H. Stern

French Core Programs across Canada:
How Can We Improve Them?

In this article the author proposes a multi-dimensional curriculum
which formed the basis for the National Core French Study. The
project was continued after the Author’s untimely death.

Introduction

I am very happy to have been
asked to address the Canadian
Asssociation of Second Language
Teachers (CASLT) at this meeting
and at this time. The symbolism
of your theme “Take a second lan-
guage to heart in Manitoba, the
heart of the continent” has not es-
caped me. Here we are indeed in
the heart of Canada, a geographi-
cally central spot at which one is
ideally placed to look west and
east and north and to get a sense
of perspective. In language teach-
ing, no less than in other branches
of education, our habits of think-
ing tend to be provincial rather
than continental. Most of us have
become so imbued with the idea
of education as a provincial con-
cern and not a national one or,
heaven forbid, a “federal” one,
that we quite forget that this edu-
cational separatism applies, above
all, to educational administration
and organization. Our thoughts,
our ideas, and our ideals hardly
stop at the provincial boundaries.
Nor do the problems we face or
even the rhythm of our concerns
which is remarkably similar across
the country from east to west. But
unfortunately we lack sufficient
mechanisms for cooperation, and
the enormous distances which
separate us prevent us from get-
ting together often enough to
share our ideas and to deal with
our problems by joint action.

This is why I believe that an
association like CASLT is so im-
portant. CASLT — we ought to re-

member - was founded in
Manitoba twelve years ago at the
initiative of Dr. Robert Roy, and
we should pay tribute to his vi-
sion. As an organization, CASLT is
probably more important than we
may yet have realized. In these
twelve years it has not yet played
the role it rightly ought to play in
matters of second language teach-
ing and learning in Canada.
CASLT should take a leaf out of
the book of another association,
Canadian Parents for French,
whose activities range right across
the continent. It has become a
truly national force in promoting
French as a second language.
There is no reason why CASLT
should not in due course become
equally influential in its own way
and for its own purposes.

The Council of Europe Modern
Languages Project

At this point I am going to digress
for a moment and say something
about the Council of Europe Mod-
ern Languages Project, because 1
believe it presents an interesting
parallel and has an important les-
son for us. Europe, as we all know,
also has its language problems.
Over ten years ago, at the initia-
tive of the Council of Europe,
scholars from different European
countries came together and dur-
ing the subsequent  years
developed a new basis for lan-
guage curricula for adults in
Europe. Some of the linguists and
teachers working on this project
have become well known to us in
Canada; to name only a few of

them: John Trim, David Wilkins,
Eddy Roulet, Daniel Coste, René
Richterich and Jan van Ek. Out of
their deliberations grew the
Threshold  Level, Niveau-seuil,
Kontaktschwelle, and their equiva-
lents in several other European
languages.! The writings arising
from the Council of Europe pro-
ject constitute some of the finest
and most significant studies on
language questions produced any-
where during the last ten years.

In February this year, (1982)
the Council of Europe organized a
meeting at the Palais de 1’Europe
in Strasbourg which was of consid-
erable importance for the future of
this remarkable project. It was at-
tended by delegations from 22 Eu-
ropean countries. Canada was able
to send a small delegation of six
observers of whom I was one, at
the invitation of the Department
of the Secretary of State. The spe-
cific purpose of the February meet-
ing was to take stock and review
the project that concluded the
first ten years, and now to advance
to a new and even more ambitious
project, wider in scope and more
diversified than its predecessor,
but again involving the voluntary
cooperation of many people from
the different member states of the
Furopean community. The most
recent publication of the Council
of FEurope, Modern Languages
1971-1981, presents a fascinating
review of the past of the project, of
current trends of thought and de-
velopments, and above all, it gives
a glimpse of future directions.?
There is a lot one could say about
this project. I am not, at this point,
proposing to discuss it further or
to elaborate on the new directions
that the Council of Europe intends
to embark on, interesting though
this might be. Nor do I wish to im-
ply by talking about the Council
of Europe project at some length
that this project or its findings
could be transferred to Canada
lock, stock and barrel. In the pres-
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ent context I have dwelt on this
experience for a different reason.
What struck me in Strasbourg as
wholly admirable, and what I
want to draw to your attention is,
first of all, the fact itself of this co-
operative international language
venture; it is, secondly, the exis-
tence of an imaginative and com-
mitted group of language teachers
and scholars sharing with one an-
other the task of tackling jointly
the language problems of a conti-
nent. It occurred to me that we
have nothing of similar scope and
dynamism across the provinces.
And I wonder why we don't.

Interprovincial Cooperation

Yet, there are indications of a sim-
ilar spirit here, as well; of a great
willingness among us to cooper-
ate on language questions. Take,
among several instances, the Ca-
nadian Modern Language Review
which has a national editorial
board representing different prov-
inces and which under the
dynamic editorship of Tony
Mollica has become the leading na-
tional, and indeed an internationl,
language teaching review. It is
now in the process of deliberately
loosening its ties with the Ontario
Modern Language Teachers’ Asso-
ciation in order to emphasize its
national character. Other exam-
ples of interprovincial cooperation
are the much valued Monitor pro-
gram administered by the Council
of Ministers of Education; or
SEVEC, the recently created Soci-
ety for Educational Visits and
Exchanges in Canada (Société
éducative de visites et d’échanges
au Canada). The predecessors of
SEVEC, Visites Interprovinciales
and the Bilingual Exchange Secre-
tariat, had for many years
successfully organized student ex-
changes between Quebec and
Ontario. The new society, which
has been brought about by the
merger of the two former organi-
zations, is now extending these
activities nationally and diversify-

ing its program.? Other examples
are the Canadian Association of
Immersion Teachers (Association
canadienne de professeurs
d'immersion) which has attracted
teachers from all across Canada,
and the Canadian Association of
Applied Linguistics (Association
canadienne de  linguistique
appliquée). Finally, there are the
two associations I already men-
tioned, Canadian Parents for
French and this association,
CASLT. All these organizations
and activities are evidence that
our thinking on language ques-
tions in Canada is not narrowly
provincial. We are no doubt ready
to make Canada-wide cooperative
efforts in the interest of second
language teaching.

Curriculum is the key issue
for a renewal and a
strengthening of second
language teaching in
Canada at the present time.

A National Language Centre?

If we tried to make such a national
effort now, what would most
clearly demand our energies?
There are many projects one could
think of. It could be argued that at
this stage the most important
thing to do is not to launch into
this or that project, but to create a
mechanism of national interpro-
vincial cooperation, a national
language centre or institute, of the
kind first proposed many years
ago, in the Report on Bilingualism
and Biculturalism. Such a centre
has been asked for again and
again, for example, by the Cana-
dian Teachers’ Federation, by
Canadian Parents for French, and
most recently, and quite con-
cretely, by the Office of the
Commissioner - of Official Lan-
guages.* However, these efforts
have so far not come to fruition,
for various reasons, partly of
course financial, but mainly, I
fear, because of the reluctance on

the part of provincial ministries to
allow an educational body to be
created, however benevolent,
which transcends the provincial
framework. Some people might
also be reluctant to support the
creation of a new national lan-
guage centre, but for different
reasons. They would like to know
beforehand what such a centre
would be doing that is not being
done by existing language centres,
such as the International Centre
for Research on Bilingualism at
Laval, language groups or centres
at various other universities, e.g.,
McGill, Ottawa, Carleton, or the
University of Western Ontario, or
the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education Modern Language Cen-
tre. For all these reasons it is
perhaps more fitting than to
dream about a new national lan-
guage centre to do some hard
thinking about the issues or prob-
lems that should receive attention
nationwide.

The Plight of the French Core
Curriculum

If I were asked to pick out one is-
sue I would have little hesitation
in making my choice. It would be
the second language curriculum,
and more specifically, the French
core curriculum. In my view, cur-
riculum is the key issue for a
renewal and a strengthening of
second language teaching in Can-
ada at the present time. To some
extent this is already recognized
by the provincial ministries and
many school boards. Several of
them have produced for their own
jurisdictions, or are in the process
of doing so, new language curric-
ula, particularly for French as a
second language. I am familiar
with a few interesting efforts in
this direction, for example, the
FSL and ESL programmes d’étude of
the Quebec Ministry of Education
and the Core Curriculum Guide-
line for French of the Ontario
Ministry of Education.’ But where
everybody works in the same di-
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rection, would we not gain a great
deal if we — like the Europeans did
ten years ago — got together and
pooled our ideas through a Cana-
dian modern language curriculum
project? This would in no way in-
terfere with the freedom of the
ministries to act as they wished,
but it would give all the minis-
tries, and not only the ministries,
but also school boards, provincial
language associations, leaders in
the profession, and anyone else
concerned with language pro-
gram development access to a
common pool of ideas and prac-
tices. This would not only save
time and money, but it would also
meet a genuine need and at the
same time establish a cooperative
principle from which all the prov-
inces could benefit. Such a project
should be much easier to establish
in Canada than it must have been
in Europe because our traditions
and systems are so much more
alike.

Let me turn to the substance
of this proposal and ask why cur-
riculum is so central. I am going to
illustrate with French what I want
to say, but I am sure it equally ap-
plies to other languages. All lan-
guages taught as subjects in
school and university are at risk in
the present juncture of events,
and I suggest that all of us would
be well advised to rethink our ap-
proach to the language curricu-
lum.

What is meant by curriculum
in this context comprises three
things:
® content (what we teach),
® objectives (what we aim to

achieve), and

® teqching strategies (how we ap-
proach teaching).

Underlying any view of the
language curriculum is a philoso-
phy or theory of language teach-
ing, a view of language, a view of
learning and a view of education,
and this certainly applies to the

curriculum concept I propose to
sketch.

Core French has been
neglected because we have
become mesmerized by
immersion.

Why then should we focus on
French, and more specifically, the
French core curriculum (not im-
mersion)? 1 believe that core
French has been neglected be-
cause we have become mesmer-
ized by immersion. The success of
French immersion is undisputed;
but it has been the undoing of the
French core curriculum. “Immer-
sion is the only way of learning
another language” has, during the
last ten years, become a Canadian
credo of second language learn-
ing. Much as I like and support
immersion as an exciting, and, in-
deed, essential alternative pro-
gram in school systems, we do
language teaching a disservice by
overstating its success and,
incidentally, also by overlooking
its problems, but above all by
deprecating, devaluing, and disre-
garding the potential of regu-
lar/core language programs. The
majority of French language
learners will have to learn French
in a non-immersion core program.
Most language teachers operate in
regular programs. Language learn-
ing in other languages at school or
university level is inevitably done
in regular language courses. In
other countries, for example
throughout Europe, where im-
mersion as a form of schooling
does not exist, all language teach-
ing is “regular,” or “core” in our
terms. We would therefore be seri-
ously remiss if we overlooked the
importance of all these conven-
tional language courses. The plea
to you of this address is that we
should join together across prov-
inces, hopefully through the me-
dium of this association or with
the help of some other agency,
and over the next few years make

determined attempts to make a thor-
ough improvement in the curriculum
of core programs so that the French
core program becomes a true alterna-
tive to immersion and is no longer its
“parent pauvre.”

How can this be done? Rather
than turning our back on the core
program we should, to begin with,
ask ourselves what are its major
shortcomings. Can they be reme-
died? Or is the French core pro-
gram (along with other regular
language programs) a “lost cause”?
Is perhaps language teaching in
the conventional sense no longer
a practical proposition? I firmly
believe that the negative views,
implied in the last two questions
and sometimes voiced today even
by language teachers themselves,
are unjustified.

We should join together
across provinces and make
determined attempts to make
a thorough improvement in
the curriculum of core
programs so that the French
core program becomes a true
alternative to immersion and
is no longer its
“parent pauvre.”

What then are the criticisms
that we or others make of core
programs and to which we have to
respond? In a sweeping way and
without qualifying them, they
can be characterized as follows:
French core programs and other
conventional language courses
can be criticized for taking too
narrow a view of language and for
operating with too limited a con-
ception of the language learner
and language learning process.
They confine the role of language
teacher too much to thatof a, and
thus often fail to realize the educa-
tional potential of second lan-
guage learning. Courses are
accused of being repetitive and
not well “articulated.” The sub-
stantive content of programs has
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been described as unsubstantial,
the narratives and dialogues in
them as trivial and insipid. Stu-
dents sometimes complain that
they go over the same ground
again and again and make no
headway, and teachers feel frus-
trated and lose professional satis-
faction.

A program cannot be
confined to a limited drill
routine for years on end. It
places upon the curriculum
developer the obligation to
make sure that the French
core program makes a
significant contribution to
the educational offerings of

the school curriculum.

At this point let us remember,
in case these rather sweeping
judgements are misinterpreted,
that what I have characterized are
expressions of  self-criticisms
among the professionals them-
selves as much as criticisms made
by others. They are not accusa-
tions of “incompetence” directed
against the teachers. What we at-
tempt to do is to improve the
quality of our work, and therefore,
from time to time, we take a criti-
cal look at our own practices. The
public would only have some-
thing to worry about if we were
complacent and did not recognize
shortcomings or were unwilling
to do anything about them.

The shortcomings in language
programs which I have sketched
can of course be explained.
Broadly speaking, the way French
is taught in Canada today has
been very much the result of the
audiolingual revolution of the six-
ties which aimed at making lan-
guage training simple, direct and
thoroughly practical, and many of
us teach a language in the way we
were at that time taught to do it.
The techniques which were per-
fected during those years have
considerable merit, and I am not

engaging in the common pastime
of “bashing” audiolingualism.®
However, we must recognize that
in the last twenty years there have
been changes in views on lan-
guage and language learning.
There have been major advances
which we cannot ignore. One
such development has been the
immersion experience which has
important implications for regu-
lar language teaching. Another
has been the Council of Europe
Project with its challenging ap-
proach to new language curricula.
A third has been research on sec-
ond language learning. Here | am
thinking of “interlanguage” stud-
ies, or Stephen Krashen'’s stimulat-
ing work on the distinction
between language “acquisition”
and “learning,”” and the growing
insights on learners’ own percep-
tions, initiatives, and individual
ways of coping with a new lan-
guage.8 We must also bear in mind
changes in the organization of
language teaching which apply
particularly to French in
anglophone school systems and
to English in francophone sys-
tems: a much bigger time allow-
ance is given to the second

language in school programs.?
Core programs last much longer;
they often begin in the primary or
junior grades and often take five,
eight, or even ten and twelve
years. Moreover, more time per
day or per week is allowed for.
This means that a program cannot
be confined to a limited drill rou-
tine for years on end. It places
upon the curriculum developer
the obligation to make sure that
the French core program makes a
significant contribution to the ed-
ucational offerings of the school
curriculum.

Framework for a New Language
Curriculum

With these considerations in
mind I would now like to present
to you a curriculum framework
which is intended to reflect these
changes and which is also meant
to respond to some of the current
criticisms that language programs
have provoked.10 This is not the
time and place to discuss the
whole scheme in full detail. The
accompanying diagram (Figure 1)
and a few explanations may, how-
ever, provide the necessary
orientation.

An FL Curriculum Model

Content

Objectives

Main strategies

Proficiency | Knowledge

Language
Syllabus (L2)

Culture
Syllabus (C2)

Communicative
Activity Syllabus
(L2/C2)

General Language
Education Syllabus

Key Suggested major elements

Affect Transfer

Analytical:
Study & Practice

Suggested minor emphasis

Figure 1
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As will be seen, it is a multidi-

mensional curriculum that is pro-
posed. This curriculum has four
components, or, a fourfold focus:

language,

culture,

communicative activities, and

general language education.
That is to say, the curriculum

is not based on an undimensional
conception of proficiency as
purely linguistic knowledge. Its
content is not just language, nar-
rowly conceived. It consists in fact
of four interacting content areas
or “syllabuses.” To each of these
syllabuses we can ascribe certain
basic teaching strategies, because
the different content areas require
different approaches which com-
plement each other. Let me now
briefly sketch these four content
areas:

1.

The language syllabus is famil-
iar enough, at least in parts. It
would have those vocabulary
and grammatical components
that language programs have
always had and which no
doubt are necessary for a
thorough acquisition of the
second language. In addition,
however, it would incorpo-
rate new elements that derive
from semantics, discourse
analysis and sociolinguistics,
in short, elements that the
Council of Europe Threshold
Level and other “no-
tional-functional” syllabuses
have already demonstrated.
They would be taught with
the techniques of study and
practice familiar to most ex-
perienced language teachers,
and therefore include “cogni-
tive-” as well as “audiolingual-"
type teaching strategies. This
syllabus, then, is the least
controversial aspect of this
proposal, except for the fact
that the sociolinguistic and
semantic components are rel-
atively new and are still not

well integrated with the
teaching of the grammar and
vocabulary of traditional pro-
grams.11

The second syllabus, culture, is
in principle also widely recog-
nized in most language cur-
ricula but is wusually very
subsidiary and is often com-
pletely ignored. It is this sylla-
bus which would orient the
French course openly and
consciously towards one or
several French communities.
In the case of French as a sec-
ond language in Manitoba,
this would inevitably include
the Franco-Manitoban commu-
nity. In addition one would se-
lect other francophone
communities in Canada,
particularly Quebec, as the pri-
mary centre of francophone
culture in North America,
while also taking into consid-
eration France and French-
speaking territories across the
world. The main teaching
strategies for this syllabus are
likely to be information shar-
ing and discovery procedures.
Culture should of course not
only be learnt about; it should
also be experienced at a more
personal level. However, in
this scheme, the “experien-
tial” aspect is taken care of
under the next heading. The
cultural component is’ much
harder to implement than is
often realized because of a
lack of solid information and
accessible documentation.
There is a shortage of appro-
priate materials to meet the
requirements of this syllabus.
It is a deficiency area which
needs development. One
would hope that French de-
partments in Canadian uni-
versities will increasingly help
in making good this defi-
ciency.

* 3. The third syllabus, communica-

tive activities, is most com-

monly overlooked and is
perhaps the most novel con-
tribution of our own time. It
demands a change of ap-
proach. It is designed to en-
sure that all learners are
exposed to the experience of
natural, unedited and unre-
hearsed language use. The key
concepts for this syllabus are
contact, communication and
authentic experience. This
syllabus guarantees that the
learner does not only learn
about the language as if it
were a separate object, but
that he/she also “lives” the
language in a personal and di-
rect way. In this syllabus we
apply to the core French pro-
gram the lessons gained from
the immersion experience,
and from other recent
so-called communicative ap-
proaches to language teach-
ing. In the context of this
syllabus, learners are encour-
aged to involve themselves as
persons with the target lan-
guage community in what-
ever way they can. Students
should be given the opportu-
nity to relate their own lives,
their activities, their predomi-
nant interests and concerns
to the second language. The
emphasis in this syllabus is
on topics, on information -
not on language as such. One
of the most readily available
ways of doing this is to offer a
subject other than the lan-
guage itself in French or to
draw on the other subjects of
the school curriculum; in this
way the language is used as a
means of communication for
something else. This has been
of course the “secret” of the
immersion story. Another im-
portant aspect of this syllabus
is to create opportunities for
students to make direct per-
sonal contact with one of the
target language communities:
visiting, meeting target lan-
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guage speakers, taking up resi-
dence, taking part in student
exchanges. Another approach
to this syllabus is possible
through reading books, maga-
zines, and newspapers pro-
duced for French-speaking
audiences, as well as through
watching movies, or listening
to the radio. In this context
we may come to reconsider
the role of literature in lan-
guage teaching. In short,
these are all different ways for
students to move closer to the
target language community.
From this perspective, student
travel and exchanges are not
frills; they are an important
part of this syllabus, because
they involve students (as well
as teachers) and, in the case
of class exchanges or visits,
whole schools in communica-
tive activities.!? The main
teaching-learning strategy for
this syllabus is one of com-
municative action rather than
formal language study or re-
hearsal-type practice. Students
become directly involved as
participants in some worth-
while activities. While many
teachers have already encour-
aged such activities and have
gained experience in them,
these enterprises are not usu-
ally fully incorporated in the
French program. As a sylla-
bus, communicative activities
need pioneering develop-
ment.

With the fourth and final com-
ponent of the curriculum,
which we have called the gen-
eral language education sylla-
bus, we change our perspec-
tive again. We stand back
from learning French and
from learning about French-
speaking communities. In-
stead, in this syllabus we at-
tempt to think about
language and languages in
general, about language learn-

ing, about cultures and societ-
ies, using the experience of
learning French as a jump-
ing-off ground for generaliz-
ing and for relating learning
French to what we know
about English and other lan-

guages.

These four syllabuses are
mutually supporting, each
contributing to the other
three, and to the general
school curriculum. They
should not be thought of as
completely separate from

each other.

This syllabus would deal with
general linguistic and cultural
phenomena, make learners alert
to the process of language learn-
ing (“learning how to learn”), and
might even include discussions of
a philosophical nature about the
relations between language and
thought, language and society, or
language and reality. Other topics
might be child language, language
families, language varieties, ques-
tions of language and ethnic prej-
udice, or political and economic
issues in language learning. The
main teaching strategy for this
syllabus is likely to be a highly
cognitive one that involves stu-
dents in making “crosslingual”
and “crosscultural” observations
and comparisons and that will en-
courage them to think about their
own language learning. Here
again we are treading on new
ground - at least in the context of
French for anglophones at school
level .13

These four syllabuses jointly
make up the framework for a sec-
ond language curriculum. The im-
portant difference between this
curriculum framework and more
familiar ones lies in the fact that
the language syllabus is not given
automatic priority. The other
three syllabuses are not treated as
less important aspects. They are

considered as of equal worth, of-
fering different but complemen-
tary approaches to the second
language.

To summarize: in syllabus 1
we study the language itself, ac-
quire the skills of listening, speak-
ing, reading, and writing; in
syllabus 2 we are concerned with
the communities that speak the
language and get to know some-
thing of their lives, but in both
syllabus 1 and 2 we quite legiti-
mately look at language and life as
if they were objects which we ex-
amine, and become familiar with;
with syllabus 3, communicative
activities, we change our perspec-
tive and become personally in-
volved, as human beings, in
language use, and experience the
target language and the target
communities as directly as possi-
ble. In syllabus 4 we stand back
from it all and relate French (or
whatever other language we
learn) to what we know and learn
about language, language learning,
and people in general.

These four syllabuses are mu-
tually supporting, each contribut-
ing to the other three, and to the
general school curriculum. They
should not be thought of as com-
pletely separate from each other:
“On Mondays, we have language,
on Tuesdays, culture, and on
Wednesdays, etc...” They are more
in the nature of different ways of
tackling a language from various
angles. The success of these sylla-
buses would be greatest if they
were completely integrated. This
type of curriculum fits in well
with the idea of “language across
the curriculum” as well as with re-
cent attempts to integrate French
with other general school sub-
jects.14 Through this fourfold ap-
proach, I believe, we can give the
second language curriculum
greater strength, more balance,
and greater educational impact,
and thus, we would meet one of
the main criticisms of current lan-
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guage curricula: triviality of con-
tent, lack of substance, lack of
impact, and in addition, inade-
quate language proficiency.

The objectives (see Figure 1) to
be reached with the help of this
curriculum can be expressed in
terms of four broad categories,
which are loosely derived from
Bloom'’s well-known taxonomies
of educational objectives and
their adaptations to language
teaching by Valette:15

1. Proficiency in the language as
well as cultural proficiency:
the proficiency objective.

2. Knowledge about the lan-
guage, culture and society: the
cognitive objective. Learning a
language should be an intel-
lectually stimulating experi-
ence and should offer
worthwhile new knowledge
to the students.

3. Attitudes and values in rela-
tion to the language, the
country or region and its peo-
ple and culture: the affective
objective. The students should
feel good about the language
and the countries or regions
concerned. It is in this respect
that the theme of this confer-
ence, “Take a language to
heart”, is particulary relevant.

4. The ability to transfer and gen-
eralize the experiences with
French to other languages,
other countries, and to a
more general and multiethnic
education: the general educa-
tion objective.

These objectives, I contend,
can be pursued with much greater
chance of success with this kind
of multidimensional curriculum
than if we persisted in a narrowly
unidimensional linguistic pro-
gram.

It should be understood that
in this scheme the different strate-
gies only briefly referred to are not
just an eclectic potpourri, but they
are relevant to the different con-

tent areas and the main objectives
identified.

Applications

What I have outlined does not
claim to be entirely novel. In nu-
cleus one can find something of
these features in many French
programs and classes. These are
aspects which are more or less de-
veloped in the repertoire of many
language teachers; but most cur-
riculum developers, textbook
writers, and teachers regard only
the language syllabus as their real
concern, and they tend to treat
the other content areas as periph-
eral. The object of the present
scheme is to develop these periph-
eral activities more systematically,
and by giving them more weight
language teachers would be en-
abled to deliver a more interesting,
more varied and an educationally
more substantial program which,
hopefully, will also be more effec-
tive.

Because this scheme is not in
itself completely new and merely
gives emphasis to features of lan-
guage programs which are com-
monly neglected, it is something
that any teacher interested can in-
troduce into his or her own teach-
ing almost immediately, tentatively
and on a small scale at first, but as
one gains confidence in going be-
yond the conventional restric-
tions of the wusual language
programs, more boldly and in a
more deliberate way.

Let me deal at this point with
one objection that some teachers
are likely to raise: “Where should I
take the time from for these other
syllabuses? I can hardly cover my
regular course work.” Hammering
away at language practice in isola-
tion and non-stop (even if it is
made attractive with fun and
games) is not enough, nor does it
lead to proficiency. In the long
run it merely frustrates teachers
and students. Moreover, educa-
tionally, it is far less justifiable

than a multidimensional curricu-
lum.

At the same time, I should
point out that I look upon this
proposal not as a foolproof recipe
for instant success, but as a direc-
tion to be explored. On theoreti-
cal and educational grounds a
strong case can be made for it.
Nevertheless, in education we
should introduce innovations
through experimentation, re-
search and development, and sys-
tematic evaluation. It is in this
spirit that I offer you this sugges-
tion for your consideration.

Hammering away at
language practice in
isolation and non-stop (even
if it is made attractive with
fun and games) is not
enough, nor does it lead to
proficiency. In the long run it
merely frustrates teachers
and students.

In this presentation I have
thought primarily of French as a
second language at the school level.
But, in my view, this scheme is
equally applicable to teaching
French at the university as well as to
the teaching of any other lan-
guage at school or university. I am
not saying that in all language
programs and at all stages of a par-
ticular program the weight of em-
phasis should always be the same.
Thus, the diagram illustrates only
one possible interpretation of ma-
jor and minor emphases. The pri-
orities can shift from one syllabus
to another, and the learner objec-
tives, too, can vary according to
the age, experience, proficiency
level and other learner character-
istics; they are likely to vary also
in different learning settings.

What I have described is only
a framework or outline. As is obvi-
ous from my account, the content
areas, the different syllabuses, do
not exist in their entirety in any
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( ready-made form. They have not
been sufficiently developed. Here
and there we can find useful ex-
amples of the kind of items to in-
corporate in a syllabus. The
Modern Language Centre of the
Ontario Institute for Studies in Ed-
ucation in Toronto has, for several
years, produced prototype “mod-
ules” in French and English which
illustrate some points on these
syllabuses.16 Existing programs
and new curricula, such as the On-
tario Core French Guideline or the
Quebec programmes d’études in
French and English, are helpful
for different aspects in curriculum
development, and no doubt other
provinces have useful experiences
to contribute. But much remains
to be done.

Here I want to anticipate a
possible misunderstanding. I am
not suggesting a single French
curriculum for Canada, a mega-
project, an “Alsands” of language
teaching. What is envisaged is a
pool or bank of ideas, items, and
examples of techniques, practices,
and materials at different levels of
language instruction to which
many people from across Canada
would contribute and on which
teachers, ministries, school boards,
publishers, and even Ilearners
themselves could draw.

Towards Action

If the idea of this scheme appears
to be promising, one could envis-
age an organization like taking it
up to study it more closely. If, on
further scrutiny, it holds up well,
one could imagine that CASLT or
some other organization would
take the initiative and set up na-
tional committees, workshops, or
“task forces.” These committees
could then be asked to make
themselves responsible each for
one of the content areas. Alterna-
tively, committees might be
constituted so as to take charge of
all four syllabuses at a specific
level of education: primary, ju-
nior, intermediate, senior, adult

or university. At all these levels
and in all four curriculum areas
(as well as in other languages be-
sides French) language education
could only benefit from such
inter-provincial cooperation.

Their present second
language program may or
may not be in reasonably

good shape, but my belief is
that the multidimensional

curriculum I have outlined is

worth considering as a move
in the direction towards a

more valid and a more
effective second language
education.

These committees would of
course not work in isolation. They
could be expected to cooperate
with one another. In addition
they would enlist the help of the
different provincial language as-
sociations, of the ministries of ed-
ucation, the Secretary of State, the
Council of Ministers of Education,
the Canadian publishers, of cen-
tres like the OISE Modern Lan-
guage Centre, the Centre for
International Research on Bilin-
gualism at Laval, or the language
centres at Ottawa and Carleton
Universities, and, last but not
least, one would of course count
upon the help of the language de-
partments in the wuniversities.
Similar ideas to the scheme devel-
oped here have recently been ex-
pressed also in USA; and
cooperation with American lan-
guage teachers, for example, the
American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages
(ACTFL), can also be envisaged.1”

Conclusion

The scheme I have outlined needs
more elaboration than I can offer
on this occasion. But I hope I have
said enough to convince you that
this is meant to be a concrete pro-
posal which now needs thorough

discussion. Let wus examine
whether, from different perspec-
tives, it makes sense in the present
situation. Consider its implica-
tions for the classroom, for
materials development, for the
professional development of lan-
guage teachers, and for research. if
we come to the conclusion that
this proposal has something go-
ing for it, let us do something
about it.

This is what I mean when I
said “Let us use our heads to win
their hearts.” My conviction is
that with this approach to the cur-
riculum we would not only win
the hearts of our students. Our
students would probably also
learn a lot more French (or what-
ever other language we teach);
and they would learn lots of other
things besides. Their present sec-
ond language program may or
may not be in reasonably good
shape, but my belief is that the
multidimensional curriculum I
have outlined is worth consider-
ing as a move in the direction to-
wards a more valid and a more
effective second language educa-
tion. What I have proposed is of
course a long-term development.
Even if it is not a quick miracle
cure, I am convinced that if we
tried something along those lines,
an important step would have
been taken to lift French core pro-
grams out of the doldrums.
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Sandra J. Savignon

A Letter to My Spanish Teacher

In this letter to her teacher, the Author shares her experiences in
the classroom and her reasons for studying Spanish.

To my dear Spanish teacher,

You have been such a warm and
enthusiastic teacher for me that I
want to thank you for letting me
join your class and to let you
know how much you have helped
me. I am especially eager to thank
you because, as a language teacher
myself, I have often wondered at
the end of a term just how success-
ful T had been in helping my
students toward the competence
they were seeking. Did I give them
enough grammar? Was I too easy-
going about errors? Should I have
been more conscientious in stick-
ing to the departmental syllabus?
The opportunity you gave me to
get on “the other side of the desk”
has helped me to remember what
it is like to be a language learner.
The result is a renewed sense of di-
rection as I resume ny role as a
language teacher.

I came into your second se-
mester college class, Spanish 102,
because  wanted to learn Spanish.
A group of teachers of English as a
second language had invited me
to Barcelona to talk about ways of
teaching for communicative com-
petence. Inasmuch as I had been
to Barcelona for the same purpose
two years earlier, I thought it
would be nice if I could show my
hosts that in the meantime I had
made some progress in Spanish. I
wanted, at least, to be able to or-
der my own paella and to ask my
own directions. I further reasoned
that with a better understanding
of the basic structure of the Span-
ish language I would find it easier,
once in Spain, to interact with na-
tive speakers and profit even more
from my two-week stay.

I cannot begin to describe my
anxiety as I walked into your class

that first day. For one thing, I was

plunging into a second semester
course without having had the
benefit of the first semester pro-
gram. I chose your class, however,
because I had heard from your su-
pervisor what a very good teacher
you were and because I planned to
study hard and catch up on the
grammar [ had missed. As I was al-
ready a fluent speaker of French
and had spent a little time in
Spain, I thought I could keep up.
Another reason for my anxiety
was that I was not only older than
the other students - most of them
undergraduates fulfilling the lan-
guage requirement - I was a pro-
fessor of French as well. You and
the others might well expect me
to excel in an elementary Spanish
class.

I chose your class because I
had heard what a very good
teacher you were.

The class arrangement did not
help to put me at ease. We sat
around tables arranged in a
semi-circle with our first names
spelled out on big cards in front of
us. The idea was a good one. This
way we could all see each other
and begin to get acquainted. But it
was clear there was going to be no
place to hide, no inconspicuous
back row. I was going to have to
speak Spanish!

What a relief it was when, as
our first task, you had us intro-
duce ourselves to our neighbor. 1
was sitting next to a friendly
young woman who helped me to
say my name, my age, and what I

was doing in life. She was patient
and very encouraging, virtues I
know we try to stress in teaching
of all kinds but which suddenly
took on a special significance for
me. I had a friend on whom I
could count in the weeks ahead.

I know the classroom
became somewhat noisy at
times with eight or so groups
at work, but the noise never
distracted me. It was at these
times, rather, that I felt I was
learning the most Spanish.

It was also nice the way you,
the teacher, walked about the
room as we were conversing, giv-
ing us help in Spanish whenever
we asked. You did this often, divid-
ing us into groups of two or three
to work on specific assignments -
writing answers to questions, writ-
ing a little story to describe a pic-
ture you had put on the overhead
projector, finding out about how
the others had spent the weekend.
This was one of the best parts of
the class. At these times we could
count on each other and on you
for help in completing the task. I
know the classroom became some-
what noisy at times with eight or
so groups at work, but the noise
never distracted me. It was at these
times, rather, that I felt I was learn-
ing the most Spanish. I could try
things out I wanted to say, find out
how to say them, and get the feel-
ing that everyone was there to
help me rather than to see how
much Spanish I remembered.

When it came time to intro-
duce my neighbor to the rest of
the class on that first day, how-
ever, I was far from comfortable. I
rehearsed what I was going to say
over and over in my head, much
as I do when speaking out in a
public forum in English. When
my turn came, I made my intro-
duction more or less as I had prac-
tised it. When you corrected an
error I had made, I repeated after
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you as best I could, but I was really
too flustered to understand what I
was doing. The experience was
simply too intense to allow me to
focus on the form you were trying
to teach me. On the other hand, I
gained many insights from your
corrections of the other students.
Once out of the limelight, it was
easier for me to rehearse forms
and check them against the
other’s responses and your correc-
tions.

Then came our first written
test. We did not do well as a
class, and you were
disappointed. You became
_uncharacteristically angry.

What I liked best was when
you spoke Spanish to us. You ex-
plained grammar, told us stories
about a funny drawing, talked
about class activities, shared your
slides of beautiful places to visit in
Spain. These were all marvelous
opportunities for the listening ex-
periences I craved, and you made
the most of them. I became anx-
ious again, though, when you
pointed on the map to Andorra
and asked me what it was called. I
know you were being nice and
giving me a chance to speak, but I
did not know the answer. When I
could just relax and listen while
you talked, without fear of being
called on, so much vocabulary
and points of grammar seemed to
start coming together. At these
times I could feel myself learning
Spanish. It was at once a powerful
and exciting feeling.

Then came our first written
test. It was a rather typical test as
language tests go, requiring us to
complete sentences, conjugate
verbs and write answers to ques-
tions as they were read aloud. We
did not do well as a class, and you
were disappointed. You became
uncharacteristically angry. I am
not suggesting that your anger
was unwarranted, but it definitely

changed the ambience of the
class. Seven out of seventeen of us
had scored lower than 70 per cent,
and you lectured us on how im-
portant it is not to get behind, on
how miserable we would be in the
two semesters ahead of us if we
did not get down to work. I was
very uncomfortable wondering
how the seven in question must
have felt. An added irritation was
the student who had turned in a
perfect paper! It turned out she
had studied Spanish for three
years in secondary school before
entering a beginning Spanish
course at the university. As we
talked among ourselves later, in
the corridor, I learned that there
were several other students who
had done the same, deliberately
scoring low on the placement ex-
amination so as to give them-
selves an advantage in subsequent
coursework. They said it was the
only way to get through; there
was no way to get all the grammar
otherwise. While this practice
helps to explain why so many of
our incoming students do poorly
on language placement examina-
tions, it must also create consider-
able resentment from those who
are trying to absorb all the vocab-
ulary items and grammar rules for

the first time.

I was quite angry, however,

about having lost so many

points for wrong spellings
and missing accents.

The Unit 15 test we took a
week later went fairly well. I felt
good about understanding the
oral comprehension questions al-
though the others thought that
part was hard. The grammar part
was hardest. I thought of all the
things I had done wrong after I
had handed in my paper and felt
as though I had really put my ego
on the line. As it turned out, I got
a grade of C (73 per cent) on the
test. Our scores were all rather
low, and you told us how weak we

were, how much we needed to
study. You were understandably
frustrated because we continued
to make so many errors. No doubt
your syllabus said that we were to
have “covered” a certain amount
of material by then. The textbook,
after all, included all of basic
Spanish grammar in a one year
course. I was quite angry, how-
ever, about having lost so many
points for wrong spellings and
missing accents. Where I thought
I had done well because I was be-
ginning to understand, I had
missed points because of what
looked to me like minor errors. I
was angry with you, angry at
Spanish ... and feeling rejected by
those I wanted to join. For me, the
tests we took did much to destroy
the productive, supportive atmo-
sphere you had created in class.

Class discussions were always
fun, but I had to concentrate hard
on forms. One day you went
around the table asking us ques-
tions so we would learn to change
sentences from interrogative to
declarative. The questions were
no doubt interesting as you tried
to ask things that related to us in-
dividually. I did not have time to
listen to the questions asked of
others, however, because I was
busy counting the number of peo-
ple ahead of me and rehearsing
the forms silently to myself so as
not to be caught off guard. When
my turn came you asked me,
“iComo se llama el presidente de
Francia?” I could not for the life of
me fill in the name, so intent was I
on verb endings! Now I know
what my own students mean
when they say they prefer not to
talk about anything “heavy.”
They are so busy concentrating on
forms they do not want their in-
telligence to be brought into ques-
tion as well. ‘

The birthday surprise was
marvelous! Enrique had a birth-
day, and you brought in a little
cake with a candle. We sang a
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song you had written on the
board, and you told us about
birthday celebrations in Mexico.
It was a nice relief of tension after
an hour of verb drills. We perhaps
forget that even adults in a sec-
ond-language classroom enjoy
the frivolous. Songs, parties, and
games which might seem unso-
phisticated to us in our native
language are such a welcome way
to relax in a second language.
They also help to build the cama-
raderie we need in order to learn
from each other.

Everyone told me I spoke
with a French accent but
that it sounded fine.
This made me feel a part of
| the group.

[ got bogged down in the sub-
junctive. We spent so much time
learning the verb forms and ex-
amples of expressions requiring
the subjunctive, yet there were so
few things I sould say in Spanish
on my own that I knew I did not
have use for all those forms. I was
sympathetic with your view that
it would help if we got these
“down pat,” but that would have
required a sheer feat of memory. It
was one, frankly, to which I just
could not push myself.

My own learning strategy was
to prepare lots of vocabulary cards
with Spanish verb infinitives. I
then added some expressions I
had heard that reminded me of
endings, use of subjunctive and
various prepositions and other vo-
cabulary I liked. My best sources
of expressions were: 1) the things
you said in class, 2) a magazine
you had given me of current
events in Barcelona, and 3) a book
of poetry by Garcia Lorca. The
Lorca poems were so beautiful [
had a friend record them so that [
could listen and practice them at
home. It might seem curious to
you that someone interested in
Spanish for travel would want to

spend time reading poetry. It cer-
tainly is not in step with the lan-
guage for special purposes
movement so popular now in our
profession. The language was,
however, beautifully simple and
authentic. I could read the poems
at home, silently or aloud, and
feel I was in touch with some-
thing, with someone really Span-
ish. Many of my private
vocabulary words came from
these poems. I think if we had
studied them as a class it might
have spoiled it for me.

Everyone told me I spoke with
a_ French accent but that it
sounded fine. This made me feel a
part of the group. I could speak
Spanish with my own accent and
be accepted. I was happy you did
not insist on the finer points of
pronunciation. The proninciation
of v as /b/ was still a major hurdle,
and [ was also busy attending to
all kinds of lexical and syntactical
matters.

You were my bridge
to the
Spanish-speaking world.

The nicest thing you did for
me was to introduce me to a Vene-
zuelan woman who had recently
arrived in the United States. She
was looking for American con-
tacts, and I needed someone with
whom to practice my Spanish. In-
asmuch as [ was the hostess, it was
up to me to take the initiative and
arrange a meeting - “a las cuatroy
media, el diez y ocho de julio,
aqui.” I used lots of gestures, re-
peated myself frequently but the
sefiora was most gracious. I found
I was able to listen to her Spanish
as she spoke because we were
working together to solve a prob-
lem. I did not have to be con-
cerned with how to correct any
errors in my Spanish. From this
first and subsequent encounters I
realized I was on my way. I could
have some fun in Barcelona and
show others I was eager to talk

with them.

And talk I did. Once in Barce-
lona I even succeeded in phoning
friends of yours to make a date to
meet them. I spent hours in Span-
ish, listening mostly, but smiling
and speaking up enough to let my
companions know I enjoyed their
company and was following the
conversation. You could never
have anticipated all my needs.
How could you have known I
would need to have a new heel
put on my boot and would have
to let the shoe-maker know I
wanted a rubber, not synthetic,
heel? As it was, I enjoyed going
into the shop and waiting my
turn. This gave me a marvelous
opportunity to eavesdrop. From
the signs posted on the walls I was
able eventually to figure out what
I wanted and communicate it
with some degree of self-
assuredness. Victory! -

Inever earned above a B in our
class exams, and my average was
probably closer to a C. Errors in
spelling and grammar kept my
marks down. But you were my
bridge to the Spanish-speaking
world. In your classroom I was
able to make friends with other
learners and feel that together we
were working and learning. You
were my model. I trusted you and
was grateful for your encourage-
ment. You see, my dear Spanish
teacher, test scores do not really
matter to me. An A in Spanish is
not what I want. I want Spanish
speakers from Puerto Rico, Spain,
Cuba, and Mexico to know that [
respect them and their language
and that I am going to meet them
half way. Thank you for your help.

Reprinted from The Canadian
Modern Language Review,/La
Revue canadienne des langues
vivantes Vol. 37, No. 4 (May,
1981), pp. 747-750.

By permission of Prof. Sandra
J. Savignon.
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Nouveautes!

Madeleine Christiansen
Audrey Rainville

illustré par Maureen Atkinson
un disque compact
L’alphabet vivant présente les lettres de SACCoMpagnsS
) . le livre
’alphabet en chansons et en actions.
Avec chaque lettre on associe un personnage
a la chanson et a I’histoire.

Bernard Lecerf

Joseph Tristan, un homme d’affaires trés riche de Vancouver, travaille
dans son bureau. Carole Miron, une jeune femme élégante et
mystérieuse, veut absolument lui parler. Elle annonce que des membres
de la famille de Tristan sont en trés grand danger. Tony Paquette, un
ancien membre de la Gendarmerie Royale du Canada, enquéte...

BKAT >

1 Une femme inconnue

Continue la série avec un mot du lexte. Explique pourquoi le
mot fail partie de la série.

Calgary, Moncton,

e volley-bull, te hockey,
= magasia, |
blond, Fout,

Trouve dans le texte des mots de la méme famille que:
passionnd, )

scheter (un pom)

e dane (un nom)

ahaolu (un adverhe)

une wgence (un adjectif)
e proposiion (un verbe)
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