PAGE  
1

Learning Processes and Teaching Strategies.

Dave Willis

Language learning is a complex process.  I would like to take a brief look at what is involved in learning a small part of the English verb system to illustrate this and to show that at least three learning processes are involved, processes which I shall call recognition, system building and exploration.
Recognition.

The first stage in learning, I suggest, is recognition.  At an early stage learners are introduced to the present continuous form.  Teachers demonstrate and explain that this form is used to refer to something that is happening in the here and now:

I’m writing on the blackboard.

Juan is sitting at the front.

Etc.

Learners quickly recognise this form.  In producing language they often make mistakes like:

I writing on blackboard.

John is sit at front.

But they are usually able to correct these errors readily enough if their attention is drawn to them.  It seems that some kind of learning has taken place.  At a later stage the present simple is introduced.  Learners are told that this form is used for present states or habitual actions:
I live in Cumbria.

John always sits at the front.

Etc.

All of these involve useful statements about tense forms.  But they are certainly not complete statements, and they can be misleading.
Shortcomings of Recognition.

Basically recognition involves making clear links between a given form and a meaning. The value of this is that it is clear cut.  It gives learners quick and useful insights into the language.  But this simplicity can be bought at too high a price.   One of the serious failings of  teaching which depends heavily on recognition is that it often depends on contrastive presentation – even if the contrasts are not justified by the grammar.  So learners are given the ‘rule’ that the present continuous is used for the here and now, and the present simple is used for states or habitual actions and are then given contrastive exercises to force them to choose between the two:

1. John (sit) at the front of the class now.

2. John usually(sit) at the front of the class.  

The idea is that learners choose the present simple for 1, and the present continuous for 2. 

But look at the following pairs of sentences:

1 a)  Our daughter lives in London.

   b)  Our daughter is living in London.

2  a) He takes tablets every day for my heart problem.
    b) I’m taking tablets every day for my gout.
Sentence 1 a) describes a state.  But so does 1 b).  2 a) describes a habitual action.  But then so does 2 b).  Why is the continuous form selected for 1 a) and 1 b)?  It may be because the speaker wishes to mark the state of affairs as temporary.  But there can be no doubt that 1 b) and 2 b) are grammatical sentences of English, and uses like this are by no means unusual or rare.
So recognition is a useful weapon in the teacher’s armoury, but unless used carefully it can lead to confusion.  It is useful to point out that the present continuous is often used for the here and now, and that the present simple is used for states and habitual actions, but it is not useful to contrast them in a way that leads learners to draw false conclusions about the way the tense system works.  We need to provide learners with input which enables them to draw valid conclusions about the way the system works, and to make wider generalisations.  
Unfortunately a second problem with teaching which depends too heavily on recognition is that it very often fails to make wider generalisations.  In many grammars an course books learners are confronted by a use called the interrupted past continuous.  This often involves the misfortunes of some poor unfortunate who was engaged in some innocent activity like watching television or reading the newspaper:

While he was watching television the doorbell rang.

While he was reading his newspaper the house caught fire.

Etc.

Learners quickly recognise that the past continuous is used for an activity which took some time and which was interrupted at some stage by another action.  Again this is a useful recognition, but efficient teaching will take it much further.

Look at the following sentences:

1 The kids are usually watching television when I get home.

2 The kids will be watching television when I get home. 

3 The kids may be watching television when I get home.

The first of these could be seen as an example of the interrupted present and the second of the interrupted future.  The third shows that other modals, in addition to will, are found with this interrupted use of the continuous forms.  The wider generalisation is that interruptedness is a feature of all continuous tense forms, not simply of the past continuous.  
System Building.

When we say that all continuous forms carry this meaning of interruptedness we are making a statement not about a specific form, but about the way the tense system works as a whole.  We could go on to point out that the ‘here and now’ use of the present continuous is, in fact, an instance of interruptedness.  The action is one which goes on before and after the present moment.  When we make generalisations like this we are helping learners to gain insights into the tense system as a whole, we are engaged in system building.
We can go further than this and help learners to make generalisations about all the uses of the continuous forms.  A rough guide would be as follows:
The continuous forms are used to signal:

Interruptedness
The kids will be doing their homework when I get home.

Temporariness

We’ll be staying with friends.

We were living in Birmingham at the time.
Duration
We’ve been waiting for ages.

Progressive change

The kids are growing up.

Her English was improving.

This kind of generalisation will be made only after learners have some experience of the forms, after they have encountered continuous tenses in their listening and reading.  The generalisation may take the form of teacher instruction and exemplification.  It may involve a comparison with the L1.  It may be introduced in the form of a language awareness exercise, in which students encouraged to make the generalisation for themselves.  But it is certainly important that, at some stage, we enable students to summarise their experience of the continuous forms.

Exploration.
Unfortunately even system building does not give learners the full picture.  Grammar involves choice, and the difficult thing about grammar is learning to make appropriate choices within the system.  Sometimes these choices are too subtle for explanation.  How, for example do users choose between the past simple and the past perfect.  We often give learners a rule of thumb which states that if there are two actions in the past, then we use the past perfect for the one which occurred earlier, as in:

We went home when we had done the shopping.

But if learners apply this ‘rule’ strictly they will produce sentences like:

I opened the door when the postman had knocked.
And how would you explain to them that this sentence is ungrammatical?  We can give guidelines, but those guidelines need to be examined and refined in the light of the learners growing experience of the language.  We need to encourage learners to explore the language they experience.  So recognition provides a foundation for system building.  And system building in turn provides a foundation for exploration – the process whereby learners look carefully at text to help them refine the systems they have established.  
Let’s look at the way future time is expressed in English to see how recognition leads on to system building and exploration.  In terms of recognition learners are usually introduced first to the use of the modal will to express the future.  Since will is one of the most frequent ways of referring to the future this is a useful starting point – but it is only a starting point.  Later the uses of the present continuous and present simple for future are introduced:

We’re going home tomorrow.

The flight leaves at 1845.

These are useful, insights in terms of recognition,  but they overlooks an important systematic generalisation: all present tenses are used to refer to the future.  This includes the present perfect in sentences like:

I’ll  go home as soon as I’ve finished work.
Let us go baxck to look a little more closely at will. I remember some years ago reading an article by a well known ELT author which argued for the importance of teaching the first conditional:

If it rains we will get wet.
It was explained that this structure causes learners problems because it involves the use of the present tense with future reference.  But this is nonsense.  There is nothing exceptional about the use of the present for the future.  As we have seen all present tenses can be used to refer to the future.  The interesting observation is not that the present tense is used for the future, but that the will future in an if clause is ungrammatical:

*If it will rain, we will get wet.
Why should this be so?  It may well be because the teaching of the will modal ends with recognition.  Learners are shown that will refers to the future.  Unfortunate aberrations like the first conditional are dismissed as ‘exceptions’.
But if a system is fully described there are no exceptions.  Try the following exercise:

Look at these sentences.  Do they all refer to the future?

Are any of them grammatically incorrect?  Why?  
1) The children are tired.  They’ll probably fall asleep quite soon. 

2) It’s Saturday morning. The traffic will be very heavy right now.

3) Mary’s at school.  She’ll be enjoying herself.

4) Most of you will know Professor Bryant from his many books and articles.

5) If it will rain, you’ll need your umbrella.

Only sentence 1) refers to the future.  What then does will mean in sentences 2), 3) and 4).  You can make sense of it if you see it as signalling a prediction.  But the same applies to sentence 1).  There to the modal will can be seen as signalling prediction.  In fact this is what will really means.  Of course it is most frequently used to refer to the future.  But this is simply because most predictions are concerned with the future.  The ungrammatical sentence, of course, is 5).  Once we see will  as signalling prediction the reason for this is obvious.  We use a conditional with if when we are not sure and we want to avoid prediction.  So there is a contradiction between the meaning of if and the meaning of will. The word if signals the avoidance of prediction, whereas will signals prediction.  It is hardly surprising than that you are unlikely to find them both in the same clause.  
So the future is expressed by any of the present tenses or by a whole range of modals, including, of course, will.  These modals are used to express degrees of certainty and types of certainty. We may start simply by equating will with the future, but we need to go on to place will within the system of modals and to show how it relates to other modals.  It is possible to demonstrate the uses of individual modals for students.    Should, for example, is used to express expectation or near certainty, as in:
They should arrive around lunchtime.

It is possible to build up a system which demonstrates the choices available within the modals.  But the system is incredibly complex.  So complex that it is often impossible to explain why one choice have been made rather than another.  We can suggest that a possible difference between should and might is that should suggests that the speaker has some evidence for expectation, whereas might makes no such claim.  
Ultimately, however, these choices are beyond explanation.  We can, however, draw learners attention to the choices that speakers/writers make, and encourage them to build up their own conclusions.  This introduces the third learning process, which I call exploration.  Here is an example:

Look at these letters.  How many ways of referring to the future can you find?

Dear Dr. Willis,

I am writing to say that I have made the travel arrangements for my visit to Singapore.  I will be travelling by Jordanian Airways and should arrive in Singapore at 1350 on 18th April.

I have not yet got confirmation for my return flight, but I hope to catch a flight which leaves at 0530 on 4th May.  

I shall write to confirm this as soon as I receive further information.
Dear Dave,

Thanks for your letter.  I am planning to arrive on Sunday May 4th and to leave either p.m. May 7th or a.m. May 8th.

I have spoken to your London office about payment for my ticket and I am hoping to finalise the details this week.

I do not know yet whether I shall be staying with Y.K Tan, but I’ll let you know as soon as I have heard from him.

I would certainly be grateful if you could arrange a meeting with Bruce Kay during my visit.

 As you will quickly see there are a large number of ways of referring to the future demonstrated here.  Some, like I will be travelling are highly predictable.  Others are less so.  Interesting here are I hope to catch and  I am planning to travel in which a verb indicating intention or wish followed by an infinitive is used for the future.  There is a whole range of verbs like this: expect, intend, mean, want, wish etc.  They are extremely frequent.  Another interesting device is the use of yet in I have not yet got confirmation.  This implies that I will be getting confirmation in the future.  
But the interesting question is this.  Why does:

I will be travelling by Jordanian Airways and should arrive in Singapore at 1350 on 18th April.
Sound entirely natural, whereas:

I travel by Jordanian Airways and might arrive in Singapore at 1350 on 18th April.

Sounds distinctly odd, even thought it is clearly grammatical?  Any detailed attempt to explain these differences might easily create more difficulties than it solves.
So in addition to promoting recognition  and system building we need to encourage exploration.  We need to encourage learners to look carefully at samples of language in use.  There are two reasons for this.  The first is that the subtlety of language choice is such that we cannot account for it all in terms of a neatly circumscribed system.  Language in use demonstrates that subtlety in a way that is beyond explanation.  Fortunately learners are able to acquire much more than we are able to teach them.  They are likely to do this is we encourage them to approach language text with an open mind and look carefully at it.  
The second reason is that exploration enables learners to draw conclusions about the language for themselves.  Instead of saying to them ‘I am the teacher, listen to me and I will tell you what you need to know about the language.’ We are saying ‘Look, you have valuable experience of the language.  Examine that experience carefully and you will learn from it.’  We are encouraging learner independence in a way which makes learning in the classroom more efficient, and which enables students to go on learning outside the classroom.
I would argue, then, that there are three kinds of learning process at work: recognition, system building and exploration.  We need to encourage our learners to engage in each of these processes.  Most important of all, however, is the recognition that grammar learning needs to be contextualised within a total methodology.  I would argue that such a methodology needs to be based on language in use, in an approach where learners are first encouraged to use language as much as possible, and then to look critically at the language they have experienced.  This suggests a task-based approach to learning, in which we find a suitable balance between language study and language use.  But that, I am afraid, would take more space than is available to me here.
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