“Post-Communicative” Language Teaclzlling1
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It may sound premature to teachers of foreign languages in secondary education to ask
what the “post-communicative” stage in the development of foreign language teaching
should be. After all, “communicative’” has been a buzz-word for only a few years so far and
the full meaning of “‘communicative language teaching” is still unclear to many. That CLT
merely means the creation of “information gaps” with “pair-work” and “authentic
material” is a minimal, simplified and even wrong-headed understanding, and yet it is the
most common one because 1t is the most availble and accessible in the brief periods of in-
service training offered to teachers. This kind of superficial understanding is hardly likely to
bring about fundamental changes. Thus in some ways I would agree that it is too soon to
look for the next stage when the present stage has not had a worthwhile effect. Yet to ask
questions about the next stage implies a critical understanding of the present and may
therefore in itself improve present practices.

There are other reasons, too, for looking ahead before we get too stuck in the present rut.
On the one hand we know that communicative language teaching was developed in the
world of English as a Foreign Language much sooner than in Foreign Languages. and we
ought to use this to our advantage and see where EFL is moving now, rather than waiting for
the ten-year gap to elapse again. Perhaps we can profit from other people’s experience and
even reduce the gap between us. On the other hand the arrival of GCSE, though enough to
cope with and a good reason, it might be said, for not looking to new developments yet. may
itself turn out to be the most powerful pressure to stay in a rut there has ever been in
language teaching — or any other kind of teaching for that matter. Because the criteria are
for the first time ~national”, subject to scrutiny by a Ministry-appointed committee and
because the criteria are as specific as they are, determining teaching by the backwash effect,
then however good we may think they are at the moment, we are likely to be dependent on
and controlled by ther: for a long time. After all they have taken so long to develop that it is
natural to want to get the full benefit and suffer the full consequences for some time to come.
I nope, however, that I am exaggerating and that the option to experiment will be developed
and seen as a positive contribution to gradual change. This is the case for example in
Denmark, where central control of the curriculum is an established fact but individual
schools may easily obtain permission to experiment. It is certainly evident already that -
GCSE has specific weaknesses, which arise out of its strengths. On the one hand. the
backwash effect is perhaps the only way in our circumstances to change language teaching
practices, however superficially, towards a methodology which embodies a more accurate
understanding of the nature of language as a social means of communication in a sense
which involves more than passing messages (Trim 1983). On the other hand, exclusive
concentration on “practical communication” (GCSE National Criteria Aim 1) together with
the backwash effect can easily mean that all the other aims of language teaching written
into the National Criteria will be ignored, — and thereby in fact encourage teachers and
pupils to think of language simply as a mezns for passing messages. Above all, the omission
of assessment of the aims which encourage insight into other cultures may well lead to an
impoverished conception of the contribution of language learning to pupils’ educational
development as individual and social beings. We are then left with the task of training
pupils in 2 few basic skills of survival in a hostile foreign world. Even if teachers continue to
encourage cultural insight despite the lack of assessment credit for this, the practical
communication view of language encourages pupils to think that the foreign language is
simply a coded version of English, with the same meanings and connotations, which
happens to be spoken by people living across the sea from us and having strange customs
and eating habits. The effect is to separate language from all other cultural phenomena, with
the not unreasonable purpose of making it more familiar and accessible, but with the
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concomitant consequence that other cultural phenomena are made if anything more strange.
The language becomes more accessible, the task of giving and acquiring information easier,
and the strange habits of other countries have to be tolerated as aberrations from the natural
way of doing things which is to be found only in England or at best in English-speaking
countries. This kind of tolerance is perhaps better than none at all, but it is scarcely built on
insight and understanding.

It may be felt that my interpretation is again exaggerated and it may be time to bring in
some support for my argument from other sources. In a review of CLT in 1985, Quinn argues
that “‘we are still a long way from a new ‘paradigm’ ” (1985:64). He suggests there is “‘some
evidence of the new questions being asked as our perceptions move away from a linguistics-
based view of communicative competence toward a broader view of communication as seen
from the perspective of humanist psychology” (1985:65). Now, although one might wish to
quibble with his contrasting linguistics with humanism, the point he is making is a valuable
one, namely that there is a, currently dominant, impoverished view of language teaching
which is in a sense no more interested in what people say than older methodologies; it is
concerned only with how people pass messages. Quinn argues that for successful
communication to take place participants must be involved in what they are saying, which
implies a more complex notion of communication than exchange of information. “Published
communicative language teaching materials often give little help on this matter, and fall
into the traps of either trivial and inconsequential content or frivolous debasement of
serious subjects” (Quinn, 1985:65). From another point of view Mitchell has demonstrated
that foreign language classrooms engender at least in the crucial early years a minimalist
definition of communicative competence:

“The topics of discourse at issue during communicative foreign language (CFL)
activities were largely restricted to the phatic and instrumental; very few CFL activities
had a dominant informational purpose or involved the acquisition of new skills by
pupils’ (1983:45)

What then should the next stage be? Mitchell’s work suggests that a fuller definition of
communicative competence is required, even within a linguistics-influenced view of
communication. Quinn’s argument implies that an even more complex view has to be
acknowledged and the relationship between communication in language and understanding
between people seriously introduced into language teaching. The inherent problems must
not be underestimated of course. Quinn is talking of the problem of finding something
worthwhile for learners to say to each other in the second language classroom. My argument
implies that we have to find something worthwhile for English pupils to talk about with
foreigners, and that is much more difficult if one considers that a common basis is needed
for such a conversation. On the other hand, the lack of common ground, the presence of the
unknown may be precisely the way forward, if handled correctly. For if the difference is
recognised. if the unknown is perceived as something worth finding out about rather than
just tolerating as strange, then negotiation of understanding in and through language
introduces language inseparable from the rest of culture into the foreign language
classroom. In other words, rather than communicative competence, focusing on language, as
the aim of language teaching, I am arguing that the aim should be socio-cultural competence
in which language is learnt in context. This does not mean of course that we aim to produce
native-like socio-cultural competence any more than we aim for native-speaker linguistic
competence. Nor does it mean that learners should be encouraged to abandon their own
cultural views and values — which would in any case inevitably fail — but that they bein a
position to understand the foreign culture rather than merely tolerate it.

What then do I mean by ‘“negotiation of understanding in and through language’’?
Widdowson (1985:15) takes the sentence “The packet is in the drawer” and argues that if the
sentence is used by a speaker in order to say something meaningful to someone else then that
person has to draw on a shared background knowledge:

“Anybody actually producing this expression with the intention of being meaningful
would suppose that the addressee can make an attachment (of meaning to linguistic
expression), can relate the language to some shared conception or perception of the
world and so achieve the intended meaning.”

The speaker in this case is likely to know that the addressee shares specific background
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knowledge, but in other cases he will have to assume that the addressee shares some general,
conventional knowledge as a result of their belonging to the same society or culture. Some of
this kind of knowledge has been described as ‘scripts’ that we have internalised during the
process of socialisation; there are ‘scripts’ of how to behave and what to expect in a given
situation. A well-known example will sound familiar to language teachers. It is ‘the
restaurant script’ (Schank and Abelson, 1977:42) where a highly abstract account of the
knowledge of how to behave in (American) restaurants is given, which is then brought into
play when we recognise that ‘this is a restaurant’. Scripts are acquired through socialisation
and often rehearsed by children in play, but once acquired they :

“serve as a guide to routine encounters with the world. They enable the individual to
predict what will happen next in a familiar situation, to infer unstated propositions in a
given context, and wIl)1en well established, to run through a sequence of actions and
interactions more or less automatically (...). And although we may find our way by
guidance or by trial and error this process takes mental effort that is not required once
the representation is in place. As adults we encounter relatively few unscripted
situations. In fact we impart our expectations from well-known scripts onto novel
situations, sometimes (as in foreign cultures) leading to misunderstandings.” (Nelson,
1981:108-9)

The foreign language teacher will recognise not only the ‘misunderstandings’ but also the
‘mental effort’ required to modify in a foreign culture the scripts acquired in early life. The
introduction to a new culture even in such a ‘simple’ situation as the restaurant requires a
re-learning and modification of existing scripts, or ‘background knowledge’ as I called it
above. However this does not mean merely giving ‘background information’, as has
unfortunately been the tradition in foreign language teaching. For the script is realised
largely but not exclusively in linguistic behaviour, in the use of language. The meanings of
language are part of the script, as is evident when scripts from two different cultures are
compared. ‘Waiter’ and ‘garcon’ do not have the same meaning, but the difference is rot
separable from other parts of the scripts. The problem of making learners aware of this. so
that they acquire new cultural scripts parallel to exisiting ones, is not solved by some
account which says *“ ‘garcon’ means ‘waiter’ but in a French restaurant or café he does th:s.
this and this”. The learner has to acquire a new representation, as Nelson says “by guidarce
or by trial and error” and with considerable mental effort. If, and only if, the learrer
experiences that process, can we begin to talk of understanding, rather than tolerance. of the
foreign culture.

It is of course a tall order in the ordinary foreign language classroom. Indeed :he
implication is that it is not in the classroom but in the country in question that such
experience can take place. Even there, providing the opportunity for a class of thirty pupils
to learn a new restaurant script by trial and error is extremely difficult, especially when the |
situation is made more complex by the fact that pupils have probably not yet acquired an
English restaurant script. However, this last point need not be a hindrance and could even
be an advantage; it certainly reminds us that foreign language learning can literally expand
pupils’ experience of the world and contribute to their general socialisation.

Fortunately it is becoming more and more common for foreign language courses to include
visits to the country. The implication of my argument is that such visits have to be an
integral part of the course, because theyv are not just an opportunity for practice of the
language learnt in class and confirmation of the ‘background facts’ related by the teacher.
They are in fact the occasion for new learning which must be planned and guided by the
teacher as much as any learning in the classroom. A corollary of my argument is that all
pupils must be involved and that this integral part of the course should take place in term-
time.

Clearly, there is much more to be said about both practice and theory. The purpose of the
present article is to suggest that there is much more to foreign language teaching than the
pair-work comparison of pictures or passing of messages which seems to dominate at the
moment, if recent textbooks and workbooks are to be believed. This is a necessary part of the
process of language learning but if we stop there, then neither language nor culture will
have been taught or understood.
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Note
'This article arises out of an ESRC funded project “The effects of language teaching on young people’s perceptions
of other cultures”.
References . s e
Mitchell, R. (1983) “The teacher’s use of first language and foreign language as means of communication in the
foreign language classroom” in C. Brumfit (ed), Learning and Teaching Languages for Communication, London:
ILL.T.

Nelson, K. (1981) “Social cognition in a script framework”, in J. H. Flavell and L. Ross (eds), Social Cognitive
Development, Cambridge: C.U.P. . )

Quinn, T. J. (1985) “Functional approaches in language pedagogy” Annual Review of Applied Linguistics,
Cambridge: C.U.P.

Schank, R. C. and Abelson, R. P. (1977) Scripts, Plans, Goals and Understanding. New York: John Wiley and Sons.

Trim, J. L. M. (1983) ““Yes, but what do you mean by communication?” in C. Brumfit (ed), Learning and Teaching
Languages for Communication, London: C.LL.T. .

Widdowson, H. G. (1985) “Comprehension as negotiation: a consideration of general issues’ in Comprehension as
Negotiation of Meaning, Munich: Goethe Institute. -

v

BRITISH ASSOCIATION FOR LANGUAGE TEACHIN G

THE TWENTY-SIXTH ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING of the Association was held in
London on 23rd January, 1988.

The following were elected to serve on the Executive Committee:

Chairman: Mr. R.J. Hares
Vice-chairmen: Miss M. Ryan
Mr. B. Jones

Secretary:
Assistant Secretary:
Press Officer:
Treasurer:
Assistant Treasurer:
Journal Editor:
Newsletter Editor:
Reviews Editor:

National Conference Secretary:

Minutes Secretary:
Ordinary Members:

Co-opted Members:

Ms M. Griffiths
Miss S. Deneke
Mrs. J. Williams
Mr. 1. S. Taylor
Mrs. M. Fish

Dr. C. A. Wringe
Mr. R. Addelman
Mr. B. Page

Ms J. Stockdale
Miss J. Blackwood

Mrs. D. Coyle
Mrs. S. Rowell

Ms A. Taylor

Mr. W. Littlewood

Miss C. Biggs
Mr. J. Trafford
Mr. D. Nott
Mr. D. Little

1



