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Power to the people?

Anthony Bruton looks at commonalities and diversities of
culture and language teaching, and wonders just who is

empowering whom.

In a recent ELT Journal article, Bax (2003) heralds the end of
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and argues for a
‘context approach to language teaching'—note, not
contextual, and obviously not contextualised—which is
actually nothing new. (See Prabhu (1990), for example, for
a discussion.) The basic argument is that local context
should be the initial point of reference rather than method,
especially CLT, thus protecting local practitioners from
imported impositions. | must admit that Harmer's (2003)
lucid rebuttal of Bax's (2003) proposal is much more
coherent than the original author’s defence, though the
latter does attempt to find a compromise in his own reply
to Harmer. Presumably, most teachers and authorities of
whatever kind must consider the viable options available,
both in terms of beneficial goals and effective procedures,
before attending to the particular contexts they confront.
This is logical since diversity and difference are potentially
infinite, while commonalities are not. In a rather more
flippant vein, one might argue that Bax would also
recommend a context approach to maths or history.

With respect to the communicative approach, not CLT
note, which Harmer does not believe ‘is a describable
phenomenon any more’ (p. 288), it is probably true to say
its central denominating factor is that some form of
communication is the goal of the formal learning
undertaken. And in most state systems, foreign languages
(FLs) are ultimately on the secondary school curriculum for
two typical reasons: one, so that students can learn to
communicate in the language, and two, so that students
become aware of other cultures. If neither of these goals
are achieved (in the first case, very often for example,
because the language becomes an object of study, and the
study of language an end in itself, with exams that only
reflect the system of the language, with the major
motivator being grades), the authorities presumably have to
decide whether the whole enterprise is worthwhile at all, or
whether some change should be attempted—where the
authorities look for alternatives, and how and whether
change is achieved is another matter.

But having said that, let us try another tack. Take
natural first language learning, which admittedly is another
ball game, but nonetheless not irrelevant. All children learn
very different languages to a level of native-speaker
competence in very different cultural milieus. So here we
have diversity of language and diversity of culture, but
similarities in relative levels of communicative proficiency
across the board. However, when it comes to ‘language
learning cultures’ presumably there must be some very
significant commonalities that produce the same high level
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of outcome. Moreover, there must be some significant
commonalities in the capacities of the children who learn
the diverse languages they are exposed to—the Universal
Grammar argument. As we know, it does not matter which
languages children are exposed to initially; what matters is
the internal capacity and the learning environment. Now,
which are more instructive in theory, the commonalities or
the diversities? | would argue the former rather than the
latter. Of course, when it comes to more mature students
and other languages, many variables change, including
eventual learning outcomes, but the point remains the
same.

And if we return to FL learning, especially when it is
English, there is a further issue | would like to raise. It refers
to a point made by Gupta (2004), about the driving force of
relevance in pedagogical contexts being the change in the
use of English in India at large. My personal feeling is that
the point of reference for using FLs should be the students
themselves. If communication is to occur, it should emerge
from the immediate communication between and about the
students themselves, and the teacher (), however
rudimentary it may be, and not in terms of potential target
contexts and potential roles. This would apply to English, or
any other less ‘globally-used’ language, which would not
have the external impetus mentioned by Gupta. Such an
option is all the more pertinent when it comes to younger

children learn very different
languages to a level of native-speaker
competence in very different
cultural milieus

learners, who may not be projecting their aspirations that
far ahead. It may require suspending disbelief, which will
depend very much on the teachers’ capacity to transmit
convictions, but will probably produce more constructive
outcomes than the alternatives.

To make the point, take Seville in southern Spain, where
| live and teach. Most of the students in local schools do not
come into contact directly with speakers of English, whether
native or otherwise. Some of them do, however, come into
contact with English through songs or the Internet, but
English is for the most part not an immediate necessity. Yet
many students whose parents can afford it go to local
language schools to learn English, in addition to, or in spite
of, their English classes in school, where very often they
receive an abundance of grammar and complete numerous
written exercises/ exams with grades. The reason why some
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of these language schools survive is that students obviously
receive something they do not get in school, namely some
form of communicative language instruction, which is
essentially motivating.

Two conclusions can be drawn from this. First, there are
not necessarily cultural reasons for students not wanting to
learn the FLs in particular ways, but rather other factors.
Secondly, many state school students are underprivileged
because they may not be receiving the instruction they
perhaps deserve, or achieving the goals they might achieve.
One conclusion that is not to be drawn from this is that the
success of foreign language schools is due to the teachers

One conclusion that is not to be
drawn from this is that the success
of foreign language schools is due
to the teachers being native speakers
of English

being native speakers of English. When | taught at the SBCI
in Sao Paulo, Brazil, one of the biggest non-state language
teaching organisations in the world, most of the teachers
were Brazilian native speakers of Portuguese, which did not
deter the public, maybe even the contrary, for the simple
reason they received instruction that was professional,
relevant and motivating. Of course, in the case of some
state teachers, they may need (to be encouraged) to
convince themselves that they do not need to be perfect
oral communicators in the FL, nor that the FL classroom
need become a communicative free-for-all, but that they
too might benefit from communicating with their students,

Two final questions: first, is a strong form of CLT, of the
type that is apparently being ‘exported’ to other cultures
around the world, that widespread in both US and UK state
secondary schools? Neither Klapper (2003) suggests that it
is in the UK, nor VanPatten (2002) in the US. Secondly,
when it comes to adopting or adapting alternative
pedagogical options, is it teachers or students who are
generally more reluctant? From the evidence gleaned from
numerous studies on attitudes to the communicative
approach, cited in a talk | gave at the IATEFL conference this
year, the majority verdict seems to suggest that, if anything,
it tends to be the former. Which prompts a third, parting,
question. When authors, such as Bax, talk about
empowerment, who exactly is empowering whom, ... and
with what power? Administrators, academics, teachers or
even students?
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