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The focus of the conference papers is very much on public policy, and on adults
experiences in using a foreign | anguage; there is alnost nothing on what a Mdern
Languages curricul um should contain, and why |l earners m ght be expected to find

| anguages intrinsically interesting. If they don't find themintrinsically
interesting, then the falling uptake is perhaps not surprising. | should like to
conment on this frommy perspective as an i ndependent teacher of adult

| anguage- | ear ners.

Most of my pupils say that what was nmissing fromtheir school syllabus was rigour
and hard facts. This lack shows up in Ri chard Johnstone's somewhat surprising |ist
of things that we don't do in the current "drip-feed" nodel: we don't help

| earners to devel op knowl edge about | anguage (which he says is fundanental to

| earning any foreign | anguage); and if they do acquire know edge about the
structure of the | anguage we don't encourage themto apply it, but instead assune
that they will "sonehow spontaneously internalise"” it. W should be concerned
about this lack of requirement for explicit know edge. No-one, for exanple, would
say that we could teach driving wi thout explaining the controls of the car or
giving instruction on the H ghway Code - it would be a recipe for disaster

In the | ess physical world of |anguage |earning, this renoval of any serious

| anguage- mani pul ati ng content disadvantages the students in two ways. The first is
that it denotivates pupils by giving themnothing to grapple with. There is no set
body of know edge to master, no specified route through the material, no way of
knowi ng whet her you're succeeding or not: it all turns into a lottery. The second
effect is that we |l eave pupils with no insight into how | anguage works, and no
ability to continue |earning by thenselves. For exanple, | sonetinmes ask ny
prospective pupils, Wy does "Mary | oves John" nean sonething different from"John
loves Mary"? What is it that creates the difference of neaning? Those who say that
the difference is created by word-order understand sonethi ng about how | anguage
wor ks, and are nore likely to succeed than those who say (for exanple) that it al
depends on the enphasis. This is the sort of know edge we are | osing when we throw
out rigorous |earning. Language is not just an accunul ation of things you can say:
if it were, it would be inpossible to learn, since we can't predict what we're
going to want to say. Language is also, and primarily, a systemthat creates
neani ng by conbi ni ng conparatively few phonetic, syntactic and |exical itens, and
what we should be teaching is the ability to nmanipulate these itens to create any
neani ng the pupil might wish to convey. There is no reason why we shouldn't use
the pupils' first |language to denonstrate that |anguage works like this, no reason
not to use an interlanguage to describe how the foreign | anguage does it ("I brush
to-nyself the hairs"), and no reason why we shouldn't call all this "grammar". At
the end of the day it is this body of "know edge about | anguage", and the
application of it, that creates proficient users of a foreign | anguage. Moreover,
it's by showing themhow to |earn and apply this body of know edge that we enable
pupils to continue |earning | anguages on their own account, and it's that
opportunity that we're denying themif we don't teach these techniques.

One of the problens with rigorous nmaterial nay be that it polarises students,
separating rather clearly those who can do the stuff fromthose who can't, and
this may nake it unwel come to learners as well as to educators. The desire to
avoid this problem has produced a di sconcertingly unhel pful body of adult

| anguage-learning materials - glorified phrase-books and conversational CDs - that
inmply that the | earner can just listen and absorb. It's as if the producers of
these materials are afraid of frightening their custoners with any rea

chal | enges. The ducki ng of chall enges al so perhaps accounts for the mnina
demands and | ow standards found in adult |eisure classes.
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One of ny students, a young plunber, had a terrible shock when he found that
French verbs not only take pronouns in front but also change at the end. He

excl ai med "What a sh*te |anguage!", and gave up. But this was surely the begi nning
of wi sdom - he'd discovered that different [anguages work in different ways. If
he'd known that from school days, he night have got on better as an adult.
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