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One of Uhe most important questions hat second language teachers must
answer is "o | want my students o be accurate or fluent?"

Most of us, perhaps not wanting, (o reveal our own limications as tcachers,
will probably answer both. "I want my students to be both accurate and fluent. ”
And you arc right to fcel this way because these are cerlainly important and
reasonable ullimate goals for 21l of our students: the ability to communicate in
another language with reasonable correcmess and without undue besitation.
However, I do not believe that both of these goals--i. ¢, , accuracy and flueacy -~
can realistically be met in the carly stages of language learning and T would like
10 share with you the reasons for my pessimism.

Firsz let's look at a typical bednning or lower-level course. “I'he lessons
are most likely structured o that an average student can "master” them in the
time alloted. Burt just what does "mastery” imply? Docs it mean (o alk, read,
and write like a pative speaker in any situation? Or does it mean less than this
and, if s0, what is the criterion of success? And what are the performance
standards? [f che student is expected to be completely accurate, s/he will obvious-
ly learn less in 2 given time than s;/he would if s/he were working lowards a less
demanding (and perhaps more useful) criterion, ¢, g, fluent intelligibilizy.

Many features of the grammar and pronunciation of a foreign langu ge carry
little, if any, semantic information. Verb endings, case inflections, gender
digtincrions, prepositions, and many spelling rules can all be tnaccurately uscd
without affecting intelligibility. The seatence "'She see her boy [riend every day”
is hardly more intelligible if the -5  inflection is added 10 the verb. Of course,
such errors are irritating o some people and must eventually be dealt with if the
learner’s ultimate aim requires accurate performance, such as bocoming @ teacher
of the language.

In the end it is & matter of vrioritics: Do we want an emphasis on fluency in the
early stages which will probably resull in in2ccuracies but which will provide the
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pupi! with a useful command of the language relatively quickly, or do we want slow-
er progress with stress laid on accurate performance of new points as they turn up
in the course? It is tTempring to go for the lamer aim, particularly if one believes
that inaccuracies tolerated carly in the learning will be more difficult to deal with
later on. liowever, how many of you have noticed that, even when the teaching

is very precise and accurale, students still find it extremely difficult 10 achieve

2 high standard of accuracy in the details of the language?

It is excremely important not 1o arach irrelevant and biased valuc judgements
1o the two differcat approaches by thinking of one as "disciplined" and the other as
"undisciplined, "' or "formal” vs. “informal.” The issuc at hand is basically one
of timing. If our aim is fluency, we can let the stwdent move along as fast as pos -
sible in the beginning stages, aiming only at a reasonably confident compreheasion
and production of the foreign language in spite of inaccuracics in semantically un-
important rules such as gender, case, conjugadon, ctc. Thenara later stage we
-an take up the details and work on 2 more correct performance. If we do this,
there will be certain consequences. First, some students will drop the course of
study before the queszion of detailed accuracy has been dealt with seriously. Their
performance will therefore be faulty, but at least it should be useful.  Second,
students who have been Lrained to be fluent will probably resist the teacher's
amempts to enforce accuracy because it temporarily slows up their fluency of cx-
pression. Finally, there may be a problem of “unlearning™ points which bave been
allowed 10 pass without much comment in the past

If one belicves very strongly that language learning is cssentially 2 manter of
habit formation, then the "fluency first' argument will probably carry a lot of
weight. lurthermore, we know that inaccuracics persist ev2n with the most =trin-
gent teaching methods, This suggests that thore is a natural timetable for learn-
ing 2 foreign language, Indeed, the uttcrances of small children are full of inaccu-
racies if measured against the standard of adult speech yet for the most part they
go unchecked because they are not thought of as inaccuracies but as "underdeveloped

h. " However, if & six-year oldstill talks like a three-year old, then s/hc
will likely be given specizl attention of some sOrt.

If we adope the more usual aim of accurate performance, we can at lea~r exam-
ine the pupils to see whether or not they have acquired this accuracy or not. Accuracy
is simple o examine, mainly because it tests grammatical rules which can casily
be judged right or wrong, =0 Tests can be marked without too much argument. Flu-
ency, on the other ham, is almost impossible 1o mark fairly, which is a pity since
iz 15 @ more imporiant skill chan accuracy in most real-life sinvations.  The second
consequence (and a very scrious one) of an accuracy-dominated approach is thet
many pupils lcave the course of study before they have learaed enough of the forcign
language to be of much practical use. Finally, there is the thought thar insistence
on detailed accuracy is premature in the carly stages, something like forcing a
planc’s growth in o hotlxouse.

Forced with a choice between accuracy and fluency, many teachers will try to
compromisc: as muh accuracy and as much fluency as possible in the time avail-
sble. In the long run, however, teaching systems being what they arc with their
imevitable demands for testable behavior from the pupils, the accuracy criterion is
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almost incvitably bound to win out. But the problem goes even deeper than this, a
veritable Catch =22, Fluency in the early stages is very difficult to recognize.
After all, if a student has not learned much of the same language, s/he cannol very
easily demonstrate how ecasily s/he can —xpress ideas in the language,  Accuracy,
however, is very casy to rocognize, with the resull Ut an inaccurate soxdent is a
much more salient comment on a teacher's skill thanf an inarticulate student. As
teachers, we dislike inaccuracy because it's a direct attront to our teaching
abilities and, ultimately, to our positions as teachers. We should not overlook

the fact that accuracy tends to be the shibboleth of authoritarian teachers and
authorilarian instirurions

In the final analysis, we seem to be left on the horns of a dilermma. If we can’t
have both accuracy and fluency in beginning language learning, and if we arcina
teaching situation which demands testable results, which way Jdo we go? The
answer 1o this question lies within your students and their gdals and within your
own understanding of what you're trying to accomplish as a teacher,

Personally, | believe with deep conviction that the purpose of language is
communication #nd that communication is achieved through altention o fluency .
Extreme alteation 0 accuracy, unfortunpately, lends o derract from fluency. Like
the Winston cigarefte commercial, we need 1o ask ourselves whether we want
#ood grammar or good taste. We can't have both in the carly stages of language
learning.
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