ENGLISH TEACHING - SOME PREJUDICES
‘by Paul Roberts

A talk delivered to the Annual Conference of the MCTE on May 5, 1967

Thank you very much, Harold, for the generous in-

troduction. I don't know about generous introductions
pecause the performance may disappoint expectation.

1 sometimes think it's better to say, '"We've got this
fellow and we'll see what he can do." But, at any
rate, I'm pleased to have the opportunity to talk to

ou about some ideas that I've had which I call "pre-
udices" about the teaching of English, in all of its
aspects. I don't shrink from the word prejudice, but
1 would like to venture the rather fine distinction
petween ideas that are prejudicious and those that are
m@_judicial. By that I mean on the one hand that I'm
not under the delusion that I'm talking about some
kind of incontrovertible truth, some kind of actual
fact. But that on the other, these are studied, not
present thoughts by duty ruminated. They're based on
pearly thirty years of teaching English, of teaching
gstudents who aspire to be teachers of English, of
working with schools, and of much contemplation of the
various serious problems of the English portion of the
curriculum. I'm sometimes asked whether I ever taught
in the lower school and I can just barely say "Yes."
Oone year in Cairo I taught thirty-two eight-year-old
Egyptian boys English, and I had the dubious distinc-
tion of introducing P.T.A. to that unhappy country.

The first suggestion that I would put to you is
that English, whether in the elementary school, high
school or the university, is not and should not be
thought to bea service department. The English hour
or the English class is of course importantly concerned
with teaching the pupil how to spell, to read, how to
write sentences and paragraphs. But this is not its
essential function, in my view. And it is not, or
should not be, the only part of the day or the school
in which the goal is pursued. Teachers in the elemen-
tary school, I think, will perhaps be more easily per-
suaded of this than those who teach in high schools
and universities, because the teacher in the elemen-
tary school is commonly with the pupils all day long,
and involved in the variety of subjects in which Eng-
lish is used for the most part, spoken or written.

The teacher does not say, "Well,now we're out of
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h in the elementary school goes gy
all day. 1It's only in the upper grades, where one
teacher teaches social studies, another math, anothw[
science, another foreign language, another EngliSh ang
S0 on, that proper spelling and the manufacture of
correct and graceful sentences are thought to be the
responsibility of the English teacher and nobody elg
Thus we have the science teacher who complains that th
Teason the pupils cannot write broper scientific repog
is that the English teacher, neglecting duty, has faj)
to teach them how to write Scientific reports. But W
should the English teacher, and not the sScience teacp,
teach the writing of scientific reports? One might
bear it if the science teacher were to say, "Well, yqy
see, I have the misfortune to be illiterate. I can'g
spell or make sentences or organize material so woulg
you please do this for me." But this is not the argy!
ment. The argument is the science teacher is occupieq
with big and lofty matters and cannot be bothered with
pelling and manufacture of sen-
This is the task of the scullery girl, Englnu
Or what is English for? Similarly, the social Science
teacher complains that English has not taught pupils
how to write research bapers, and the language teacher
loudly asserts that the only reason that Pupils cannot
learn French and Gerian is that the English teacher m#
not taught them English grammar.

Well, it's my brejudice that these attitudes are
quite mistaken and should be extirpated from the school
In an American or British school it's everybody's busi-
hess, I think, to teach English--to teach writing and |
speaking, to correct spelling, to eliminate errors, ang
ambiguity in sentence construction, to give advice on |
organization. I could be persuaded to the contrary
only if it could be shown that all teachers except
English teachers are illiterate.
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gisillusioned and cynical about the whole enterprise,
pe able to--be ready to--condemn it out of hand, and
this is particularly, I think, a danger in English,

'Two'plus two is roughly four in the third grade as in

Few eighth-graders
ungry enthusiasm,
and I believe that the reason why they don't is that
they've been taught early that English is chiefly an
emotional rather than an intellectual matter.  And when
they don't feel the emotion, they come to look on Eng-
1ish as a rather boring game that English teachers for
some reason want to play. I shouldn't like to be mis-
understood on this point, I think it's a wonderful
thing for children, for anyone, to get enjoyment from
literature. In some deep sense this is what the thing
is all about. I just-don't think that it's likely to
It comes, if it comes at

all, with attention to understanding and not too much
palaver.

the eighth, but shivering varies.

Another prejudice I have is that I don't think

in which they have in recent years frequently been urged
to be. .In another sense, classroom creativity is highly
desirable and a large mark of the good teacher. You

must certainly commend the teacher who can hang a little
‘loose, who can maintain some flexibility in relation

to the lesson, see when it's going badly and have the
wit to make it go well. You must value the teacher who
is in a sensitive relationship with the pupils, and
realizes that the problem of teaching Ricky is quite
different from that of teaching Annabelle. If this is
what creative teaching means, I'm all for it. But it

has been interpreted to mean much more than this. Teo
mean, in fact, to devise a new course of study, scope
I don't

and sequence for every classroom situation.
think the teachers actually do this much, but they're
made to feel that they ought to do it, and they often
pretend to do it. If you ask a teacher whether he
follows the book in whatever subject he's teaching,

he will ordinarily deny it, trythfully or not. Follow-
ing the book has come to mean bad or, at least, uncre-
ative teaching. How can any book correctly anticipate
the needs of the children of Sioux Falls, South Dakota,
or San Jose, California? Well, no book can, of course.
Ideally, Sioux Falls and San Jose would each have its
separate book. More than that, each child in Sioux
Falls and San Jose would have his own separate book,
tailored for his own needs and capabilities. Obviously
this is impossible, but it seems to me that this is
Just what, under some interpretations of creativity,
teachers have been asked to do. Certainly a great many
teachers are capable of producing a course of study,
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responsible and useful and shaped to fit the needg | ,sle.” The participle cannot be understood except in
Pa?tlgular class. But no teacher is capable of doﬁw% large complex of which it is a part. And of course
this in the heat and sweat of day-to-day teaching M:L whole notion of seduence has been abandoned.

! 3 Something of the same thing happened on the'liter—
Ly.s absurd to think that anyone can improvise opg | syre side of the English class. There was a time when
by-day between Huntley-Brinkley and dinner. . edatlllish teachers were more or less agreed that certain
i Engms and stories were valuable in themselves and ought

T?ls problem is a little more serious in Engij o pe taught to any child going to school. No doubt
than in Othe? subjects. . One skips around in matp ' b e of the choices were doubtful; I didn't care much
§01€ncee social studies no doubt, but not so much’ o? Silas Marner in the tenth grade, and I don't care
in English. The reason is that English in the 1ag 9 nh for it now. Nevertheless, I accepted then, as I
few decaqes has become somewhat.formless. There ht rﬂllgept now, the notion that:' literature is an absolute
beeg vgllant attempts on the part of schiool commit?(ﬁ some sort, that one studjes the good things in school
to mugicate some sort of sequence, but they've note od reads the trivial ones privately as one's inclina-
to much because they've dealt almost entirely withC aI'lon suggests and leisure permits. This aftitude
surface.matters that do hot really lend themselveg %anged also. The tendency grew to abandon the clas-
Sequential treatment. Thus, I once saw a course oﬁlqcs in favor of the trivial, on the ground that the
?tUQY toy Lhe schools of a large Western city which i;mer were more interesting to the children, closgr
e Mrnena, o, Che ¢hildren should learn to capitalj o their experience, more acceptable to them. So in
Fhe bo foun L' in the Eliwd grade, the broper noun1 any schools Silas Marner was replaced by Lou Gehrig,
in the fourth, the beginning of sentences in the fﬁ'&@y's "Elegy" by poems on Halloween. My present pur-
and thg hame of the Deity in the sixth. I don't knot pse is not to defend Silas Marner against Lou Gehrig,
2gy fthis worked out in bractice, perhaps they wrotew &m simply to point out that the replacement of the
tho foyoper nouns in the lower case until they got iny former by the latter contributes largely to the form-
tmafourth»grade, and perhaps avoided talking about R lessness of English. For once Lou Gehrig is admitted,

Deity until the sixth. anything may be. Why not Bart Starr, Willy Mays, Wilt
Chamberlain? With Lou Gehrig in the curriculumZ anyone
Our ancestors teaching traditional grammar digd is safe on first. The children are no longer directed
much better than this. One could guess that they to a course of study comprising .what people think any

would be on subjects ang predicates in the thirg ! ed person should know. There are no longer par-
ﬁzyge gerunds in ?he eighth. They were going,somzaafiggﬁi:r tﬁings that the English course of study shogld
why € not to any important place, but at least some. contain, and there is, therefore, no longer an English
the Ty 11;!: 7% aplelieve, the tendency beginning in| source of Study, This situation O A
thet Zen les to abandon the sequential study of gram| pooks that could be studied in any direction, forwards,
a 0ok the spine out of English and left it floppy packwards, sideways, diagonally. . nothing was related

and amorphous. This quite apart from the question of to anythiag else. There was not much difference between
whether it's useful to teach traditional grammar Thy the fourth grade book and the eighth except that in the
go;pt ts rather that a Ssubject with no identifiable | eighth the sentences were a little longer, and the pic-
subject matter 1s formless. It must either fing a sih tures portrayed larger children.

Ject matter or disintegrate., The tendency of Englist

in the paSF few decades has been to disintegrate. The But this was not yet the worst that was to happeg
orthodox view for a long time was that the oﬂly gramy to English. Since English didn't seem to have anything
that should be taught was what was called "functionall in particular to teach, curriculum makers with new de-
%rammar. This means teaching no grammar that cannof mands from society for things to be taught began to

e put tO.d}rect and instant use in the correction of/ dump them into English. Telephone manners, for example.
some sp?c1flc error in speaking and writing. That is* You speak in English on the telephone don't you, so why
you don't teagh the participle unless you catch the,Ashouldn't the English class teach you how to speak-on
youngster saying, "He hag wrote a letter." Then you j the telephone? Or how to behave to your grandparents,
teach the participle, with no concern for what grammal or how to be nice to thé .new child in class, or how to
may have been taught before Oor may be taught later, plan a picnic, or how to frame the soft answer that
Obviously, such a Procedure cannot Possibly lead to [ turneth away &rath. English came to be concerned less
and less with language and literature and more and
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more with manners and morals,
well. I remember an English t
meeting where it was proposed
English say that she didn
do syphillis because En

and with other thingg
eacher in a curriculyy
to add still another thing
't see why science couldn'
glish was already doing g0nop.
e things should be taught, 1
agree that they should be
lowed to clutter up English
subject called Miscellaneoyg
Children can study math at nine, Miscellaneous at ten
English at eleven, and so on. And let the English b '
restricted to the serious and sequential study of the
language and of the literature.

[

Let's have a new

The key word here is sequential.
thing for a textebook writer to mainta
and progression, to keep building and
ever reviewing. There are two main de

- recent years that have exacerbated the
is the formlessness of English that's J
tioned. Since English doesn't deal wit
thing, one cannot be sure that a pupil at any grade
level, from first to thirteenth, knows any particulay
thing about English, anything that can be used as a
foundation to climb to something else. I don't think
I ever had a student in college who had never heard of
Shakespeare, but I have had college students who were
under the impression that Shakespeare wrote his works

y were just badly translated.

And the other development is the extraordinary mobilit

of modern society. There was nothing like this whenp

I was in school. I would guess that.over eighty per

cent of my first grade class was still together in the
eighth grade. 1 don't know whether we were taught
but atleast we were taught more or 1less
g€s and the teacher knew more or less what|
we had been taught and what to build on. Nowadays,
particularly in the higher income groups, there isg
nothing like this. A youngster may pop in and.out of
two or three school districts a year. And the teacher |
can't possibly know what training all have in common |
and what to build on.

The hardest si
in is sequence
not to be for-
velopments in
problem. One
ust been men-
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o it. The system works. Not only does
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dvice to a curriculum committee in the Amiyica?.
siem then, would be something a%ong ??e;gurlgﬁzﬁla
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i ogram. Plan it as i
i 2 ST Help your new people to

Well, I have many other prejudices and onedofstgim
mvolves,what are called slow learners. Absurd a

y seem, 'my feeling is that the important thing about
ma ’

slow learners is simply that they learn slowly. This

eans that they must be given time to learn and also
m

i fast
i d of the teacher than with
that more is demande . o2 ore pationce 1
. More wit and ingenuity, m
ﬁ?§n$£§e a logical world, teachers would be gﬁadedtfor
;éellence and all the really gozg oneihgguégoreogzs
i d e ra
ing the slow learners, an
fﬁig bi assigned to the fast learners. For the fzig't
Y rners hardly need a teacher at all, ?nd anyway
1;amuch harmed by a poor one. BUt'thiﬁai EEZ EQEVZ?Y
bservation is
the world goes and my ok ‘ LSve
i to the clever pupi
r usually finds his way C
Ezagge therefore, not pushed to the full exiﬁc1sEa§§C_
his p;ofessional ability. _When I say t?at :1gw1y
teristic of slow learners is that they learn ,

' I mean to imply that they can often learn the same

it takes them a
i fast learners, only that i )
fgﬁnii iime. I would m;ke the furthgr, stronger ilg;m
tha% they ought to learn the same th1ng§,hat ﬁiiiw ;nd
the elementary grades, and in much of high sc .

> A same
Well, what could curriculum Planners do in such a | I think that in English they ough:ntofiigrgnzhihrough
situation? At the risk of sounding frivolous, I will ' things, as much of them as ‘they gre’specific with a
say the only thing they can do is pretend it doesn't tvelve. I'll try to make thl; " ose we have in the
happen. This is what is done in the school of my own | rather exaggerated example. upp in the twelfth
community, The American Overseas School of Rome. This school district a streamlng.dgvlcen streaming one way
school has a turnover that could be matched I think by’ grade. I have no strong opinion o bjection to a fast
very few in the States. The children are constantly or the other. But I wou%d"seeYng ziie It," "Macbeth,"
coming and going as diplomatic and business reassign- | stream studying "Hamlet," "As Yo A

ments require. A large n

_ umber following in the wake of
Fullbright or Sabbatical

parents come for just a year
14

the middle stream studying "Ha@letf“and";Aslzgu"Like_
It,” and the slow stream studying just am .
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What I would object to, I think,would be a situatiop . it ifficult to keep students act
which the fast gtream Etudied.hHamlet,” the migdignl.ﬂoif}o;tmirglthan about ten or fifteen mlnutesna;f
Stream J.P, Marquand, and the slow stream Lou Gehrjg £'" "4 4 we have the feeling further that,levgr to
Streaming of this sort, particularly in the lower .iwid the practice would not get us much i osd
grades, produces a system just.as pernicious as the 0 1’ the spontaneous generation of actuih znthis
British Elevén Plus, or other plan to sort out pupiIS;gg? less accurate language. The reason tha

of tender years, deciding that some
inate and others will
achieve leadership, obviously,
have a good shot at it and to b
as far as their brains and indu
the teachers will take them,
a priori from the place where
te you where the power is,
it's with "Hamlet."

will lead ang
haul and carry. They won't 4
but they ought all to
€ permitted to go
stry and the skill of
They ought none be barp,
the power is.  And Iy
It's not with Lou Gehry
A rather interesting situation
has developed in that respect with the English serie
that I wrote., 1It's rather conservative and rather
hard, quite demanding, and intellectual. One woulg
think it would be used, ;> With superior Sty-
dents. Actually in a number of pPlaces it has been
adopted for what I think are now called "disadvantageg
children. I don't know why this is, but I imagine it
has something to do with Federal funds. But whatever
the eXplanation, I confess that I take some pleasure
in the thought that these disadvantaged children are
studying good things like Stevenson and Larkin and
Dickens and Mark Twain, while Caroline Kennedy is
learning how to talk on the telephone. :

d
c
1

2

I'11 now come to what is my most unpopular pre-
Judice of all and I think quite an idiosyncratic one
I'm one of those people who cannot change a light
bulb without risking blowing out the power of the
whole city. And so I have a
visual aids., I
there are only
is the teacher'
I can see that

barticular view of audio-
m a firm believer in them, but I think
two that are really first rate. One

S voice and the other is the chalkboarg,
the overhead projector may be in some
circumstances more convenient than the chalkboard,
but beyond that I feel that machinery is to be classeg
as an educational nuisance, except in very particular
circumstances. I'11 take an example somewhat apart
from our present concern. Much of my work has been
connected with teaching of foreign languages, which
since the middle 1950's has been involved much with
the use of language laboratories. Like most other
people in this field, I was pretty bullish about lan-
guage labs at one time, and have come to considerable
disillusionment. I think they have some small contri-
bution to make to foreign language learning but nothin
commensurate with the cost of institution and main-
tenance and supervision. Our experience in Rome has
been that after the first flush of enthusiasm has
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iz is that the education is much better.

i he educator is ethically bognd,
rObtﬁmmés Ega;ug up a certain amount of resis-
the léyman's passion for machine?y. Thi }ay—
A g to believe in almost anything tha lﬁ .
Once in Rome I was called on the telephon

etO :
js willin
anical .

hcolonel attached to the United States Embassy.

a't suppose that one gets to be a colonel in the
don

i i t of intel-
Army without a certain amoun
Stageiommoﬁ sense, but this colonel remarked

8ited
E ha ' ian, and he
j%nhe had heard that he had to learn Italian,

i f an Italian learning

that I was in control o : I _ :
to this machine.

i he wanted me to plug him in :
mnﬁé zggised me that he was a busy man and wou}d
4 ble to devote more than two weeks ?o.learnlng .
lian He hoped that my machine was efficient enoug
1 a

peet this requirement.

peard

the héme front, we have a SitgaFion perhgps 22&
O{clreme but nevertheless, in my 1@1osync?atlct¥i s,
?;ing We’re all for teaching machines, film s ps,

a'eS records, tapes and much other machinery, muc
vl )

ghich seems to me of very little value. I include

re the records that accompiny Eﬁe Sei%ﬁsvg?3tmidgigzg.

} advise teachers to play em w. C :
tg%gtion, and thén only when quite a 1gt ofrglﬁﬁels
7&1ab1e; for if you're like me you can be su
- ill be too short
?ogzce satisfactoriiy, or that.you won'ttbihzbiiogz
& the band you want, or they will play a

Donald Duck on you.

?gazﬂgnery of this sort is that becausg o{ Ehﬁ 1i;ge
asses that teachers must manage, mechanica elp

or that the mechanism won't

One of the arguments

Obviously the classes are alarmingly large.

I've been

¢ch bemused by the luxury to be observed every¥22;2
the schools except in Fhe size,szﬁi?;sziéigned

1s. are truly impressive, beauti ] ed,
B;oaid light, extensively carpeted, equipped with

{1'sorts of machines that pop out of the wall at the

uch of a button, but the classes run thlrtygiévzegg
rty on the average. American sch901§ overﬁ st b
ally do better than this. There isn't Xug cauipr
1t but the classes run around twenty. n y

I still have something to say about grammar and
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| glangy one--a language that dips generously into o}d

teacher is confr -
onted with the problem not to b Ag 0 1 . . A
€ foul jassics and modern excellence. Structural linguistics

taught us that correctness is relative, that good

in other et
the constjﬁEJggsséeoznztd;eaft not so acutely Thi.
ve . 3 15
;gsplggfsa%e. English changegp2§¥; ggit 1§ going h‘gglish is ‘whatever best suits the requirements of the
expreSSioc ures, the underlying lays thyts owly ip tme » the place and the circumstance, and I'm sure
ture Ang. Eut %t changes fast in thea govern itg ipat we should carefully avoid making the child nervous
Websier's TEPIS of course is what the arSurface Stry, spout his use of language or ashamed of the dialect
Thats the o ird was all about. The-dictgument aboyg | pat he has learned from his parents or his playmates.
o Imone] ugface Structures. of tpe lan ulonary Tepopy gn the other hand I don't think we should expend any
¢ y between 1934, the date of tg age had Changg snergy in teaching the child how to talk on the play:
2 al and 1961, the date of the Thi e Second In%y umd, in teaching teen-agers how to talk like teen-
: hird. Thisg mUCh'f%rS- This they already know how to do. Weshould
ot bedevil them with trivial distinctions like that

m:gumeen shall and will, but we do have an obligation,
1 think, to acquaint them with how the great writers

for the chan
ge€. But the change is E
2 > Just a fact of oup and speakers like Edward. Gibbon, Edmund Burke, Winston
churchill, Robert Ingersoll, P.G. Wodehouse, have used

hizhly g .
tive ycisziiggigénhlgglg inventive, highly communj
. obody is res i i+ o
bonsible for 1t, byt tpe English language to make it do the things that
y they wanted done.

have been quite
struck by t .
that y the chan
e mugﬁvihtaken-placo in the intergsi 1n1t2e }angUage I come then at the last to grammar, the subject
developmeni Obvious' things like pew terms fon t mean | 4hat has agitated English teachers for the last forty
jokes 1i ,Or expressions like "kee Or Space years perhaps most of all subjects. Should ohe teach
: msrelgﬁbtiorry about that." I megny:ui cool™ or grammar and if so what kind? Up to the 1920's, tradi-
foffoe sieont € differences. For example arge numbey| tjonal grammar was firmly in the curriculum, and taught
formaRce g?ls has got to be Barnwell's E?ke a sen-li; a more or less sequential way. It wasn't particu-
if Barnwéll le y?ars ago this would have m;neit per-: jorly scholarly, its connections with the scholarly
did before b °€Sn't perform today better th ant that grammarians were pretty tenuous, and it depended mostly
well has ﬁeve will be in trouble. Now it mgn\he ever: rprom the work of textbook writers of the eighteenth
today . Sucheg performed so well as he is pe??s B?rn" and early nineteenth centuries, particularly, on both
age. It s eYe}OPments are everywhere in thormlng | sides of the Atlantic, of the American, Lindley Murray.
letes as ngggsnlt S universal now to address aillangwrﬂﬂs grammar was often illogical and it could not be
Y~ and other pbeople as well: I wond ath-% ghown that it provided any practical benefit. But it
4 ered | ;.4 its own inner consistency and it was taught serious-

whether I should h
ave said "Thank

R "% you, Professor Alle-1y and sequentially for over a hundred years. Our an-
cestors, whether they understood it or not, were to

some degree shaped by it. To some extent they thought

The question is- Ho

teache : How does the Engli

of therlgﬁgssgela?§Uage, some would ga;s:hgeiﬁgiié'“m!differently, wrote differently, lived differently,

answer depends « °at on this current? 1 gy tan’ pecause of the traditional grammar they learned. Short-

teachos S Somewhat on the tempera bpose the=1y after the first World War the whole matter of teach-

to myeién gga;wn Inclination is to stizsn;rgitthe | ing grammar was called into question. It was argued

1920 vintage egté t?at is $an Luis Obispo Ca{i?iosg ratper successfully that there was little correlation

adopt this . but I on't require that the youth I ¢ Tnia petween the study of grammar and improvement of writing.
’ €qually resist having to ad €ach  mhe orthodox position came to be that grammar should

opt the not be taught in the schools or, if taught at-all, only
ad hoc to the cure of

dialect of the
youth I t
berton & brobably couldn't if | functionally That is, directed
. s s ad hoc
Many teachers, I suspect most

I wanted to Th

. . e
silly, it seems tooigerwggzsgn :lways SoREL EllEL specific writi ills
young per LT € tries to talk 1j c ing i .
a littge :Z?% He is better ofr being himselfllke 4 teachers, continued to teach grammar as best they could,
deliberately avorociously himself, perhaps a i.firhapskbut with the onus of being considered old-fashioned,
cerned. I tzia;Chalc. So far as the school islc Le lunprogressive, with no official support and with an

’ nk that the essential 1ap on increasing difficulty in maintaining the sequence.
Euage of the | They came often to the point of having always to re-

English classg sh
ould :
> jgfalrly conservative one, an | view the grammar instead of teaching it
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There came then the impact of what iSjgenefally onsiderable number ever stammered out the sentence.
called structural grammar. ' This developed through t-%at happens is that the Customs man boards the train
researches of 'linguists of the 30's -and 40's, -and C%-ﬂ Calais or Modane, usually anxious to get back to

=

to general notice in the publication of Charl S Carp, pyis card games, says hopefully, "Rien a declarer?" and
ter Fries' Structure of English in 1952. This bruShGd ou say, "Rien a declarer,” and go back to the study‘
away a number of ilTogicalities and inconsistencieg ¢ your phrase book. The views of the people who write
of traditional grammar, promoted a more rational Viey %rase books on what phrases might come in handy are

of the very large problem of correctness, and Satisgy some times peculiar. There's a Dutch pook on useful

the needs.of some teachers who wanted grammar but Wwho gnglish words and phrases which contains the sentence

were quite dissatisfied with the traditional grammar,ﬁmr postilion has been struck by lightning." One is
which had, until then, been their only alternative, Imﬂ likely to find use for this, which is a pity be-
Had I the time, I would like here to dwell on the cause it's a sentence with a certain euphony and a

merits of structural grammar. The contributionsof thegind of dignity. But in fact, the chancgs that a Hol-
‘Structuralists to our understanding of language havye lander visiting New York will have occasion to say,
been very large and, unfortunately, have often beep ltor example, "Where are my suitcases?" are not much
minimized by their successors. But time being Whatiqraﬂer than they are for "Our postilion has been struck
is, I will pass over them and point simply to theip bylightning.V They're a little greater, but not much.
essential weakness. They tended to teach grammar as,pe.'d have to lose his suitcases first of all, a thing
closed system, and to base their recommeéndations for 4ot really easy to do, and then be in a situation in
language learning and language study accordingly.'TM-mﬁch "Where are my suitcases?'" is the proper.thlng xo
work suggested that learning a language was essentiahsay, Maybe "A thief just made off w@th my spltcases

a matter of learning a number of sounds, of words ang ., "Has anyone seen any unclaimed suitcases in the
sentences, and sentence patterns and then using these 1obby?" would be better. The order of probability of
as the need arises. Most systems for foreign languag "yhere are my suitcases’” and "Our postilion has been
teaching evolved within the last few years have been jctruck by lightning” are quite similar. Both are near
based on this assumption and have therefore failed, 7ero.

Then the transformationalists, and particularly, Well, what does all this mean to the teaching of
of course,Noam Chomsky of M.I.T., came along in the English? I'm not so bold to claim that I know. JWhgt
mid 50's pointing out that language is not like that it suggests to me is that we ought to be more occupied
at all, that it's not a closed system but a very open|yith describing the underlying systems of the language--
one. The language is not the set of sentences one the systems that permit us to make new §entencesf new
learns and uses at need. It is instead a system for words, pronounce them correctly--than with devoting
generating these sentences according to unpredictable sgur energies to the haphazard pursuit of surface mat-
situations. Most of the sentences generated will be 'ters. Like whether it is better fo say "Two_plus two
fiew ones never used before and yet accepted by the is four'" or "Two plus two are four.'" The child who
reader or hearer as correcét and pbroper sentences of learns what it is that enables him to come up t? each
the language. The number of possible sentences avail- pey situation with the language that the 51tgat}on re-
able to the speaker of English is, if not infinite, al quires learns to a considerable extent what it is that
least on the order of magnitude of the particles of makes him a human being. I cannot think that this
the universe. And the number of sentence types is notiknowledge is less valuable than that of history or ..
importantly smaller. Thus it can be shown that apart pathematics or biology. It's also entirely possible
from the simplest formulas and greetings like '"Hello" that conscious understanding of the mechanism of the
and '""Thank you'" and trite expressions like "A good |language will improve his control of the language. If
time was had by all," the chances that any ‘particular |it goes. so much the better.
person will have occasion to- use any  particular sen- | ’

tence are quite small. This is so even in cases where! This is then roughly my position, my set of preju-
the needs of the person are pretty well known in ad- dices, on the teaching of English. Perhaps you will
vance. For example, tourists. Countless British fuunk,them too conservative or reactionary. Itjs
tourists preparing for €Continental travel have memor;-wrtainly conservative. I think we've been a little
ized the French, German and Spanish equivalents of I too quick in the last few decades to jettison cargo.

"I ‘have two pounds of tea  and three bars of chocolate Yet T wouldn't want to return to the Twenties even if
for my own personal use," bit it's doubtful that any l% could. I would just like to recapture for English
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some of the old things of value, and to teach the
the help of the many important advances that havye
made, not only‘in»pedagogy, but also in the undey
ing of language and literature, because I think t
is the most important of all subject matters in ¢
school, the best and loveliest, and most powerfyu]l
that the teacher can set before the child.
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