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The titie of Lhis article i rather a nonster. The fairest thing T ean
do iz Lo begin with something like @ conclusion za that you can stop here il
you think iL in nensenze:

"Language and language bobavicur (Tearning and uze of languages) are
immensely complex and at present far beyond eur 211 understanding; no single
inaight (linguistic, prycholegical, socioleogical or whatever) ean answer a1l
The prayers ol language teachers or learner2; the firmest ground in the Field
is still predably sentence grammer and veoabulary.”

That iz not very wriginal -- o plea for eclecticiam with tradition in
the foundations rather than superstruclure, o ploa sgainst building now me
thodologins (ar appearing to) on the solft ground of new fashions. But it

seems necessary to remiud ourselves again and again that if the problen iu
complex, the sclution iz likely tn be 5o, too. It geems difffcull for us
to resisl Lhe lempration *o convert useful insights into the N¥ew Right Way
to Teach Forwign Languagen, instead of using ther to adjust and add to whal
we already do.

Back to the Litle. This article will examine the terms "notlons™,
"funetions" and "discourze" (which flourish in current methedological discus-
ninn) and and attempt to assess the convenience of the’» aupplanting sentence
grammar as the corner stone of foreign language teaching methodology; 1 du
not for ane moment doubt the convenience of their adjusting and adding to
what we have boon doing in sentence gremmer based welbodulogy. Lel us firsl
Try To establish, even if vather superficially, what iz meaul Ly Lhe Lerms,
including geod old "grammer" Ilself.

Grammar is whal countless generations of linguizats (back te grammarians
and Greek philozophers) have seen underlying formally acoeptable uwtterances:
"Peter waa the winner" s grammatically correct in standard Tnglish, and
"Peter were winuer” is not. Dxactly how linguistz have described what they
have seen haza weried, and the varliation haz caused nome nontroversy.
Grammar can be seen ay & systen ol pules or as an inventory of structures;
either way "Petar weye winner" wemld he considered ungrammatical far the
same Teasans a3 "Suzan were lazer” or "My older hrathor were organizeo”
are ungrammatical. Likewdse, "Peler dido't loge™ and "Susan didn't win"
would be zeen as being grammatically zimilar ta "My yaunger hrather did
not go out." It is usual, alza, ta think in termw of grammer - and -
usage, not jusl ol formal gramar alone: the uzages of the Prezent Progras-
sive and of the Present Simple in aguestions like "What are you doing?' and
"What do vou do?" are always gquite distinet, wherezs in Spanish "dQué ha-
cea? (which can translate "What do you 402"} and "imé extis haciendo?”
(which can translate "What are you doing?™) can have Lhe same usage.




¥ost recent E.F.L, methodnlogy has been grammatical, with struclure
and usage analysiz surlacing in texthooka aud classrooms az model sen—
- Tences and drilling, At its best, such methodology has gone far beyand
Structure and  usage drilling, and has stressed the importance of ox-
- tended listening, reading and writiug, communicative speaking in role-play
~and discunsion, and sludent - controlled work in groups, paivs and individ-
‘ually.

Notions are the onnceptual content of ntterances: who does what, when,

- to whom, where, why, wtu. Tha notienz in one ulterance asn usually Le wx-
“pressed in other grammatically distinet utrevances: "Peter was the winner"
€an be conzidered nolicnally identical to "Peter won” op "Peter came in Firat"
or "The first in was Peler "or oven, in a newspaper haadline, "Feter wins,"

- {211 could be analyzed in Lerms of three notions: who, Pater; what, winning;
’ > past}). Tar us mention here just one possibdle inmplication for fareign
language teaching. We have not equipped learners fully in & notional aren
(especially for romprehension of nammal language) Ly showing them a aingle
form of expresuion: the leavner of Spaniszh who has mastered the conditional
eonstruction "§i hublere... habrfa...." may be completely thrown by "De
haber sabido, no vay" (instead of "si ¥o hublers estado on tu lugar, le
Bebria  dieho g verdad"). Of course, alvternatives olten involve differences
in style,

Functions (or "communicative functions") are Lhe intended offects of
utterances. 'Peter won might be spoken in order to give inlormatica (A.
"I wonder what happended in <the go-cart race." 0. "Poter won."). or in or-

“der to contradier {A. "I'm gled Susan won." B, "Peler won.") An utterance
may be intended as a statement, a request, an invitation, a suggestion, a
command, ete. An Iovitation to a drink way be porformed with a variety of
alternative language forms and constructions: "A drink?" "Have a1 drink™,
"What'll It Le?" "Wenld you like 4 drirk?and 3o on. The second alternative
is & grommarical impurative hut Functions cemmunicatively as an invitalion not
command. Une implication for foreign language teaching iz again thal a
~ learner is not fully eguipped (espreially for comprehensivn of natumal lan-
) with a uingle way to perform a commmieative function. This point,
for notions and luuclions, was taken zome time ago in certain reaching and
testing materials (for example, in the Camhridge Examinations): a common
xereise Lype Is to complete senlences no that they have the same weaning
@8 another sentence:
=
1. Why don'l yon ask the accountant?
KR ans
(Popuible answer: If I were you, I'dé ask the aceountant.)

2. He inn't ag tall ax hin brather.
His brolhor.e . ceeeeenn... e T
(Pogeible amnwer: Wiz brother iz taller then he is.)

However, this impiication (Lhe alternative forms of expression lur given
or the perlurmance of funcrionz) has not been particularly praminent
28 the argumentz of those who propese a new approach to foreign languuge
Seaching, and il can only he zafely exploited from the Internediate lewel on.
nts of a notional - functional appraach argue principally that we
S prepare loarners hetter for real language use by teaching them syste-
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=atically how to express the mont ezsential notiens and perform the most
essential functions rather than by trying to teach Lhem the whole of English
gmammar, structure by sliuclure, and heplng they will dizcover far them-
Selves how the mechanics of Lhe lanpuage cowe alive in real commmicative
situations.

Discourse means slrolchnes of patural language (texls In mewspapers,
Bagazines and Dooks, conversalions, talks, and so on). Both struclural and
Botional - fuucliomal teachers tend to regard lhe Foreign language syllahus
a5 an inventory of ey unils (atructures per 5e or ways ol expressing notions
and performing funcrions) which can e presenled and drilled in isolation or
in very rudimenlary contextz., However, the learner's real use of the Loreign
language is unlikely Lo invelwe producing or wnderstanding more than two
conditicnal seatences or invitasioas I row, but rather will involwe partic-
ipating in conversations, writing and reading letluers, reading books, and ne
on. The learner ueeds ta knew, Lherefors, the devices, logical,linguistic
end paralinguistis, that hold discourse togelher. Many current teaching
masterials, especially for E.5.P., concentrate on teaching these devices,

S0 lar the intention has heen tu eslablish a hazis for further discussion,
wiich will invelve reference Lu influential writing on notions end Funoriona
and diseourse, az well as to perzonal tenching expericnce. To some exlent
thiz further discussiua will take place sround a history of recent E.F.L.
Lteaching.

In the carly 6's Brilish T.T.L. teaching seemed To an innccent (not +a
say ignoraat) newcomer like me +a stand firmly on a single, simple axiom:
"Teach the language, not sbout the language'™ The focus was on grammar, but
with & tetal ban va explicit explanation or rule-giving., Grammar was pres-
ented through model senteuves and practized through vast quantities of chomal
and Individpal :epetition and pattern drilling. However, all the madels
should be "meaninglul™, that 72 to say seL in a sitnation, 8o thal a student's
uTterance could be not true as well a3 not gramssticsl. Tn this way Lbe
learners should grasp, it was hoped, not only Low a miroctire was {ormed buat
also how to use IL in real sitnatiens. This was (and i3) the Struntural -
Situalionsl Method (a grammar-and-usage methud). Many points ol dogms: have
been modified with time (for example, Lhe total han on gramser rules and on
the uze of the learnors' native language), hot the S5M marches on, 2'thaugh
it iz no longer the baud-wagon to jump on. SSM Leachers and materials
writers have rucked their braine for more than two decades, and atill do so,
for ingenicus Idwas to situationalize grammarical patterus. The Presens Fro-
gressive (in ita "happening-now" naage) is considered urnasural in stetements
describing cventz wizible Lo both participants in a dialogue, za a colleagus
of mine came up with the idea of establishing a situatien in which two Martisns
2ig and Zag, ave looking at Tarth but wilk ouly oan telescepe between them;
the students roule-play 1ike this:

Zig (with the telescupe): On!

Zag: Whalt ran you gee?

Zig: The Queen of Cagland.

Zag: What's she doing?

Zig: She's drinking tea with whisky
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Ingenious, and fantastic (hardly the “real world"), but many students
appear to have enjoyed and learnt frew Lhiz (children also seem to learn for
the resl world through lantasy sitvationz). And, of course, mest siluatlions
in SSM materisis allespl Lo be realistie,

Before leaving the SSM, T would like to commenl on a generally accepted
Judgement on uzage: "the Prosenl Progeessive iz not used to dezerihe events
wizibly to both participants in a dialogue” (hence the Martians). Have L Lad
an unusually wretched life? Time and again T Find mysell in cinemas with a
pair of film - gonrs, scated usually just behind me, who carry on like thiu:

A: Oo, look! rary Grant's searching in her hamibag.
B: Yes! 00! Uo! He's putting the car keys in hiz pocket.

Fould it do any geod to turn reund and zay?:

"Excuse me. L'm an English teacher and I think you ought to know that
you're using tha Present Progresszive incorrectly.”
Probably not. Anyway, the judgement on the usage ol the Freszent Progressive
Ie wrong, but the decisisn to avoid practice ol Lhat usage iz probably
right, for two reasons: firstly becavse it would not he an objective of
Pnglish teachars to trin students Lo be irritating in the acinema,znd secondly
because, 1f students want to be irritating in the cinema and they are pro-
ficient in the Fresent Progreszsive, they will not need to be taught how to
use it irritatingly. T hope this hag been a Little more than & Irivolous
digreszion, and has peinted out the importance of common sense in E.F.L., as
in life in general; and common sense is sadly lacking when we set out to
teach sludenls how lu Uiesten, sccuse, and 5o on, as in soame notional -
funcrional materials,

Let us move forward 1o Lhe ¥0's, Doubts began tn br nunt on Lhe ade-
quacy of grammar - and - usage approaches tn T.T.L. Leaching (the 55M, for
example). Whal lolleows iz a quote from David Wilkins, one of the early
l1eaderz of notional - funcilonal theory in Janpuage traching.

SR O langnage learning is not complete when one is proliclent
in producing premmaticaT forms and has asaimilated the relalions which
they oxpress. What we describe az the grommatical” Lunction of a z=en-
tence iz nol necesarily the same as its "ullerance” function...... An
Imperative form of 2 verb iz used, we beliewe, for giving orders and in
language teaching we are usually satisfied Lhal once the imperative has
been learnl, Lbe pupil kaows how orders should be given and alzno how
the imperative iz used in Lhe language. BHut in the lirsl place impena-
tives are unaed for many olher purpcoses:

Finéd a seat and I'11 get drinks. {suggaestion)

Do thal and L'l1 knock your teath in. (Lhreat)
Conuect the hoce T the water supply. (instruer ion)
Turns left at the traffic lighls and

take the Lhizd turning on the left. (direction)
Walch your glass. (warning)

Have a drink. (invitation}




------ Conversely, Il Ix equally possible to produce utterances to
containing no imperative forms, but which zti1]1 have the effect of
imposing the will of the spooker on the hearer;

If you don't shut Lhe window, you'll get o good hiding.
T inzist that you do it .
You pay the hili.
You're not going oul In Lhat dress.
My hushand will carry yuur bag Lor you.
{("Linguistics in language Teaching™, Arnold, 1472)

Here Milkins classilies "Do that and T'11 knnck your teeth in™ as a
threat and "IF you don't shut the window, you'll get a good hiding" as an
order., Surely Lhey arn either hoth threats or both orderas. Thiz exemplifies
one of the principle problems ol using a molLional-lunctional inventory as the
baszis of a syllabus (relher Lhan as o supploment to o structure-and-usage
syllabusg): whereas there is a high depree of agreement about what are the
basic glruclures of Nnglish and in what arder they may bhest be taught, there
iz no such agreement about nolluvie and lunclions. In "The Threshold Level
for Modern Language Learning in Schoolz" (Longman, 14976}, Dr. J.A. van Ek
provides guile lengthy inventoriez of language functions and notiens. le
makes a lairly sennible classification and s=eleection, which cannot be said of
many functional tert-books: two early lnlermediale books I examined set oul
to teach studenls how to perform the functions of expressing “polite distaste".
"modesly"”, "threats™, "aconzariona” and "eomplainta” (medela for threatening
are "T'11 break your neck!™ "1'm going to beat the Iiving daylights out of
main you!l and "Wateh it ar 1711 hreak your arm off'"). The main queation
here i3 not "Should we be trying to tesch students to behave toogues in Lhelrs
checkaz?, hut "Da we need to?" Any early intermedlate student with a reazonaple
command of grammar, uzage and vocabulary zhould be able to recognize the
average threat or complaint; any student with a reazonable command of the
Simple resent and with the sppropriate vocnbulary should be able Lo handle a
large mumber of [ir. van Ek's functions: expressing agreement and disagreement
(I agreefdon't agree) inquiring about agreement or dizagreement (Do you agren?)
denying something (I don't smoke Raleighl): stating whether one knows or
does not know something or someone (L koow/don't know..... ); ete. ete. Sa vwhy
don't we just teach the Simple Prasent and supplement insights into usage wilh
further insighls inte funclions? (for let me recoguize that Lhe Spanizh "No
estoy de acuerdo” will not lead the Mexican learner of English direct to "I
don't agree™) Admittedly there may be a number of functions that learners may
wizh or need to perfarm hefore the appropriate language forms and sbtruoclures
are intreduced in a strictly selected and graded atructural syllabus, but
these can be accummudated wilthout Totally subatituting Lhis:

a) Structures/vocabulary/usage ----» notions and communicative
functions.

Hith Lhix:

L) Noltions and communicalive functivas ---% structures/vecabulary

Much of the transfer indicated by the arrow in (2) doss oot need to be
"taught"; a learner doez not need to he told that "I don't know" oxpressus
"not kaowing™, that "T don't helicve you" expreseses "disbelief”, that "L like
music" expresses "1iking", that "Have a drink" iz an “invitation", thal "1




it's casy" Is an "opiniva", Lhal "1 Jdidu't do iLl" is a "denizl", il
learner has graaped the meaning and uszage of the atructures and voca-
iy and  alvo han normal understanding of the univers=als in humen oor-
cation. We do nol Leach notions and functions; prople fnvile, deny,
bl give cpinions in their native language, whether it be Spanish, Taglish,
inese or Tagaleg. What we teach i3 the lanjuage formz and structures
gsed in the new language tu express universal notlons and perflorm universzal
wnctions. The problems In the model shown in (b) above are more on the
IEht of Lhe arrow Lhan on the laft: a learner vho commands the Present
pgressive and the verb"Lhink™ may make a4 puod allempt =L expressing a
tive plan", in fact actually perfarming the communicative functian
guately Dul wilth a grammar crear ("T'n thinking to go to France next
Bar”.) Some notional-functional theoreticians and naterizls weiters seen
8 think we have to teach the noticns and functionz themzelves rather than

language:
"In Unit & you learat that directions Lell us how Lo

7o from one place {4) Lo amolher (B)V,
("Tuncrinanl Tnglish")

T hepe thia waz just 2 slip ol the pen, and what waz really intended was
®In Unit 6 you learnt how te give directions in Cnglish™, ax it stends, the
ove sentence’s lunction s "patranizing™ (or woeld It be "insulting

people's intalligenae?"),
At dt2 hest, teachiog based on e polionzl-lunctional syllabus may be
highly muceessful; for one thing, new approachez tend to benefit fram the
dnitial enthusiasm Lhey arouse. [owever, I still believe that a4 structure-
nd-usage ayllabus can generale more communication, especially when {(as is
g0 often the case)thiz principally invelves the exchange of information
{rather than of a4 complaint , a threat, an apnlogy, an invitatdon, direclious
- a bizarre sequence, which the structure - and - usage learner could pro-
bly handle adequately, anyway, il L= had the right persomality). Newer-
theless T do believe notions and functions should play an impartant role in
course: language lurms and slruclures peguired lor certain notiona or fune-
tions can be introduced before they are to vcvur in the main zyllabuz (For
4 ple, "Can you repeat/write that, please?™ ix very eselul <arly on); ut-
mces generated by a struectuse  In the main syllabus can be exploited
actionally (with the teaching of the Simple Present "T agree fdon'l agowe"
88 Be Leughl and incorporaled into elemenlary discussion work; with the 2nd
conditional "Il I were you..." can be incorporated into advice-giving
le-play; and sn on}; and finally, a5 a cnurse develops, the learnwers can be
s more aware ol Lhe alternal ive languages forme amd slzuclures for the same
en or fimetion ("I agree/l think 20, too. ffuite right". ar "Why don"t

eees2/ TF T wore yon..../ You shanld.....").

At the TESOL Convention in Mexice. City in 1978 Henry Widdowson, parlici-
ing in a plenary session in whick noveral speakers expressed thelr views
notional syllabuses, was far less oplimistic than hizs fellow apeakera.
point he made was that aaturel linguistic communication wirtually always

ves discourse, and in this respret notional syllabuses are no great ad-
08 on structural syllabuses: both presenlt and deill Language itema (wheth
they be structures per e ar as oxponents of notions and lunclious) in

tion or in very rudimentary and ritualized discourse contexts, Our

e teaching should cams to prips with discowse right from the beginning




In print he says

".....although we can conzider usage by restricting our
attention to sentences, the consideration ol use roguires
us to g¢ beyond the seatence and to Lock at larger stretches
of langusage. Murmal linguistic hehaviour does not conszist in
the production of separate sentences but in Lhe use oi sen-
tences iu Lhe creation of diascourse",
("Teaching Tanguage az Coemunication™)

Widdowson recoumends an appronch which heginz and ends with discourse:
the students read or hear & texl, Lhey perform a variety of exercizes related
To that LexL, handling dwc*ﬂur‘-t‘ eoherem.e and cohesion, grammar and usage,
etc., Tirst aral.\- Licelly amd then synthetically, and finally they produce a
new written or spoken Lexbt. One axample of a discourze exercige that he
gives iz the Llollowing serambled Text to he properly organized Ly the
students:

Turn the glass upside down.

Take your hand away lrom the cardbooerd.

This shows that air exertz a pressure upwards.,

Fill a glass ta the brim with water

The cardbuerd remalas against the 1.‘1 wmn and Lhe water remains
in the flass.

FPlace a piece of candboard aver it.

Aparl fron adding "Don't forget to put your hand on the cardboard be-
fore turning the glass upside downl™, one might comment that the average stu
deat is likely to learn more aboul Tnglish vocabulary ("apside down™, “card-
boanrd", "upwards", "brim")} than about English discourse frum this exercise.
Thizs comenl doex not by any meanz invalidate the general trend of Professur
Widdowson's recommendationi but we slould realize Lhat we do not need to teach
students about dizcourse fron scrateh (as with pnotivas and functions they al-
ready oW a lol aboul the wniversalz), and that designing analytical/aynthet-
ic dizcourse exercises which will buth help studenls and motivate them in no
=asy taxk.

Of course there in g place in the syllabus for structures and usage,
for notions and lupcLioas and for discourse, But 1 helieve that Lhe ms jor
anea for syatematically gu.uled learning is sentence prammar, vacabulary and
usage. Syntematic attention to notlens, functions and te the ccherence and
cohesion of discourse in nol neceszary throughout the language, although it
may be very nacess sary lu verlain arcas. et us not forget alza that even
educated nalive speakers often have marked inadequaczes in communicative
functions {many a plece ol advice funetions az an insult, many a pnlite re-
quest lunclions as an order) and in discourse cohisrence and cohesiva., There
may be a puinl Leyond which aystematically guided learning cannot work well;
we can only organize communicative aectivities and hope the miracle will be
completed.
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Note: The relervaces Lo Interaction and Functlional English in this article

give a false lmpression of the books s & Whole, which contain excellent
material




