Teaching English as a Foreign Language 
Approaches to language teaching: a summary
Inevitably attempts to describe and pigeon-hole approaches to language teaching are prone to overgeneralization and simplification, while summaries are even more so. Some writers divide language teaching approaches up in different ways. In general, however, the following main “approaches” are recognised: grammar-translation; structuralist-behaviourist; function-notional; communicative.
Grammar-translation

Some advantages: 

· focus of what was being taught is clear

· translation can give learners a sense of security

· grammatical explanation in L1 can be helpful, especially for adult learners

· such explanations in the course book together with list of translated vocabulary make self-access easy (e.g. for revision or for missed classes)

· it is easy for teachers, in that the answers to exercises are clear, and there is no unpredictable language

Some disadvantages:

· the focus on reading and written forms meant that spoken language was often ignored

· the stress on grammatical paradigms (e.g. verb conjugations, je suis, tu es, il/elle est etc.) could inhibit learners from producing spontaneous speech

· the focus on reading and writing could mean learners had difficulty in processing real-time spoken language

· there was a danger of “talking about” the language rather than “talking the language”

The structural behaviourist approach 
Some advantages: 

· the objective of the teaching is clear, as the main point is constantly repeated in the presentation
· there is plenty of opportunity for practice, which is widely agreed to be necessary for language learning

· the courses generally move from the known to the unknown, again usually agreed to be good pedagogic practice

· it is easy for teachers in that the answers to exercises are clear, and there is no unpredictable language

· exercises are fairly easy for learners which can boost confidence

Some disadvantages:

· “Packing” the presentation text/dialogue with one structure can makes it unnatural

· learners may do exercises without understanding the meaning of the vocabulary or the structures (this depended on the nature of the exercise, but is true of some “error-proof” substitution drills).
· the repetitive nature of exercise may be boring 
· the “recycling” of language in the listen>speak>read>write sequence means students may not be sensitized to the differences between written and spoken language, or form and informal usage
· such decontextualised practice leads to “language-like” behaviour” where transfer to out of class situations is poor.
· the approach “spoonfeeds” the learners. The listen>speak>read>write sequence means that learners should not meet any new language in written text. This does not help them to face the unknown, a situation which they may be faced with in real life.
Further more contentious claims by critics of SB include:

· simplified and sequenced language input of SB courses may not be appropriate for the learners’ language acquisition device (i.e. a “rich diet” of uncontrolled language may actually be necessary for learning - but note “motherese” in natural language acquisition)
· the student needs to finish the whole of a SB course before they can “do things” with the language (“low surrender value”).
The functional-notional approach
Some advantages
· Learners learn “how to do things” with language from the start e.g. suggest, greet, etc. (“high surrender value” i.e. even if you stop after a few weeks you can do something with the language).
· Appropriacy of the language used is taken into account
· The approach can generate more interesting classroom activities
Some disadvantages:

· There are problems with the definition of a “function” in that many overlap e.g. asking/inquiring 

· Functions are uneven in the amount of language they might require  e.g. describing as a function involves more language than proposing a toast
· It may encourage a “phrase book” approach, where learners may not be able to work out or internalize the grammar
The “communicative” approach: 

The term “communicative” was particularly popular during the 1980s. Unfortunately, it is difficult to characterize since it was, and still is, used in many different ways:

1) With reference to syllabus design it has at least three interpretations: 

(i) to refer to a syllabus which attends to learners’ needs especially in terms of functions. It is obviously easier to attend to needs if the needs are known in advance, so that needs for an ESP course are easier to meet than needs in a general English course.

(ii) to refer to a syllabus that is specified in terms of tasks (task-based syllabus)

(iii) to refer to a syllabus that is not specified in advance, but consists of teachers negotiating with learners to provide appropriate materials to engage with their wants (the so-called “process syllabus”; a rather contentious idea which didn’t become popular)

2) With reference to teaching activities “communicative” is used if there is an “information gap” (i.e. where person A has information or an opinion that person B is not aware of)

3) With reference to teaching materials “communicative” is sometimes used if the input (reading text or listening text) is “authentic” (i.e. it was not originally intended for language teaching purposes – this would include extracts from newspapers or from radio programmes)
Eclectic approach
Today, most TEFL courses and teaching approaches are “eclectic” in the sense that they chose elements from various approaches (although in British-based TEFL translation is still relatively unusual - primarily for practical reasons), with structural and functional influences looming large as important  parameters in language syllabus design. However, attention is also given to the skills of reading and writing in their own right, not simply as means of practicing language.
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