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Abstract

This paper begins by examining the origins of the teaching and
learning relationship in Thailand and shows how it is traditionally a
teacher-centred one. It goes on to review the changing language
methodologies originating in America and Europe over the past fifty years,
showing how language teaching in Thailand has been influenced by them
and how the move has been from a teacher-centred approach to a learner-
centred one. The principles of a learner-centred approach are made
explicit, showing the change it implies for the role of the teacher. Finally,
this paper raises the question of the suitability of such an approach in

the Thai context.

Teaching Methodology and Cultural Tradition

Since teaching and learning are essen-
tially social activities, teacher and learner func-
tion according to the norms or social rules
operating in their society. In the case of
foreign language teaching, teacher and learner
may belong to different social groups, if the
foreign language teacher is a native speaker
teaching students of a different culture.
However, the scope of this paper is limited to
teachers and learners sharing a common
culture, since this is the most frequent case in
Thai educational institutions, where Thai
teachers and instructors are mainly responsible
for foreign language teaching in schools and
universities throughout the country.

If pedagogical innovation is to be mean-
ingful and successful, it is essential to take
into consideration the specific nature of the

pedagogical tradition operating in a given
context.

In Thailand, the teaching/learning
process had its origins in the temple, where
the monks were the first teachers, carrying out
their mission of spreading knowledge. So the
first schools were temple schools, and the
content of learning was determined largely
according to the religious and moral values
of society (Wells, 1975). Many schools today
still attest to these beginnings since they
bear the name of a wat, like Wat Rachathi-
wat School. Furthermore, many schools are
situated within temple grounds, or on temple

property.

Also, various factors which characterise
the relationship between teacher and learner
in Thailand even today, as well as certain
pedagogical techniques or principles, can



be attributed to this tradition.

In particular, since the first teachers
were monks, they were highly respected and
revered by the lay community, being the
highest and most prestigious members of
society. This perhaps helps explain why even
today, teachers in Thailand are well-respected
members of the community, as born out by
the terms of address khru and acharn in the
Thai language, meaning "he who teaches
disciples” or "he who spreads knowledge to
his disciples” (Rachabanditsthan, 1982:171).
Symbols of this social status and reverence
are Teacher's Day, celebrated on 16 January
each year in Thailand, and the wai khru
ceremony celebrated on the first or second
Thursday of the new school year in June.

In addition to this, it can be said that
the roles of both teacher/monk and learner/
layman were to a large extent determined
by their social status, the teacher/monk
being in possession of a body of knowledge,
and the learner/layman being there to
“receive” his teachings, so that the teacher
is the "transmitter” or "giver" of knowledge,
whilst the learner is the "receiver" of that
knowledge.

Furthermore, in the Buddhist context,
that knowledge was sacred, as the contents
of the teachings involved memorising sacred
religious texts related to the Buddha's
teachings. Thus, the main pedagogical
techniques used were those of memorisation
and recitation. The teacher/monk dispensed
a number of religious teachings, which his
lay students had to learn by heart and be
able to recite. At the time it was not
considered important to understand the
contents, as long as one could recite them
by heart, and it was unheard of to ask
questions about the contents.

In conclusion, teaching was entirely
teacher-centred in the beginning and indeed
content-centred. It is important to understand
these origins, as these traditional pedagogical
principles strongly influenced the teaching/
learning techniques employed in both public
and temple schools constructed during

the reigns of King Rama V and King Rama
VL. (Wyatt, 1984).

Despite a great number of changes in
education and in educational policy, the
traditional techniques of the lecture method
and memorisation and rote learning persisted
in many educational institutions until quite
recently. However, today more than ever,
educational needs are changing as society
changes. As far as language-learning is
concerned, the latest research has thrown
light on the activity of the learner and
consequently new pedagogical techniques
are being introduced which demand of the
teacher different and more diversified
teaching techniques and of the learner the use
of other types of mental capacities.

From A Teacher-Centred to A Learner-
Centred Approach

During the late 1950's, innovation in
language-teaching in the States was well-
known and considered very prestigious.
The audio-oral approach was popular, based
on the principle of developing sub-conscious
habits by getting language learners to do
many structural exercises, especially in the
language laboratory. This methodology grew
out of linguistic theories such as Bloomfield's
Distributional Structuralism, and psychological
theories like Skinner's famous Behaviorist
Theory. Innovation in language-teaching
methodology resulted from the American
National Defence Education Act of 1958,
which was directly concerned with launching
foreign-language teaching programmes in
school contexts.

Later, in the late 1960's and 1970's
teachers were introduced to audio-visual
methodology, which originated in France
{Coste, 1988). However, the political motiva-
tion for pedagogic innovation was quite
different. During the Fifth Republic, the
French wished to spread their language to
foreign countries. In opposition to audio-oral
methodology, audio-visualists attempted to
expose the learner to situations enabling him
to connect words with the subject and the



situation. What the audio-oral and audio-
visual approaches had in common, though,
was their emphasis on oral practice (as
opposed to the old grammar-translation
methodologies which preceded them), and
speaking before grammatical explanation.

However, some dramatic changes of
vital importance occurred in the 1970's,
resulting in transition from the audio-oral
and audio-visual methodologies to more
learner-centred approaches like the notional-
functional and communicative approaches.

Corder's research (1967) was the beginning
of a shift away from the idea of language as
a system and towards language as used by the
learner. What is important to understand is
how Corder enlarged the field of applied
linguistics to include psycholinguistic and
sociolinguistic dimensions:

"The application of linguistics to
language-teaching is aimed at improving the
latter in all respects, by organising teaching
according to scientific discoveries about the
nature of language and about the way the
individual and society assimilate and use it."
(Corder, 1972:25)

Others developed the ideas of communi-
cative competence (Hymes, 1971, Allen &
Widdowson, 1974), interactional communica-
tive discourse (Candlin, 1972), pragmatic
function of discourse (Austin, 1970), defining
language programmes according to notional
terms and their linguistic functions (Wilkins,
1976), and learner autonomy (Chalon, 1970).

Of vital importance to the development
of these ideas, was the work carried out
by the Council of Europe, a consortium of
European countries, with its headquarters
in Strasbourg, France, set up to conduct
research on and investigate different areas
including education and language education.
In 1971, a very important project called
"Living Languages" was launched for which
Wilkins developed the notional-functional
approach. The first Threshold Levels were

for English language teaching. This project,
which spanned 10 years, was also the occasion
to reflect on language needs and on autono-
mous learning. It must be remembered that
the work of the Council of Europe was really
a multi-national synthesis of new, innovative
ideas.

The salient, common characteristics of
these diverse contributions were firstly, that
they all converged regarding the pivotal role
of the learner in the teaching-learning
process. Secondly, although the innovations
were initiated by linguists and applied
linguists, they integrated the scientific ideas
and findings of many other disciplines,
including psychology, psycholinguistics,
sociology, anthropology and ethnography.

The whole notion of pedagogical
innovation centers on the learner as a social
actor in his social setting, and his use of
language for specific purposes taking into
account its full cultural and interactional sig-
nificance, and in particular the learner's
ways of perceiving, assimilating and
integrating language.

How the Learner Learns : The Contribution
of Psycholinguistics

In the field of psycho-linguistics, impor-
tant research conducted in the early 1970's
on the language learner and the way he
learns revealed that in reality, the learner is
not just an automat, repeating, memorising
and retaining information like a parrot.
He is much more than that. The language
learner is in fact never passive. It was shown
how, even when he is not actively participat-
ing in a lesson, or saying anything in class,
there is tremendous activity going on in
his brain. It functions a bit like a computer,
constantly processing linguistic and non-
linguistic information to which he is exposed.
This activity, has been called metacognitive
activity.

The learner does many things both con-
sciously and sub-consciously (see Diagram).
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The learner is exposed to INPUT in the
language classroom, for example the teacher's
voice, interactions between students or between
the teacher and other students, or the
contents of a tape, film, or written material.

All the different types of language infor-
mation would be nothing more than classroom
noise, if there was no motivation to apprehend
them or means to deal with them. So, some
of this information, but not all, is filtered by
a complex process and taken in. The type and
quantity of this INTAKE will depend on the
learner's learning habits, previous knowledge,
general knowledge of the world, contact with
native speakers and affective filter.

At the INTAKE stage, there is the mental
processing of information in the brain, which
includesimitation, memorising, transposition and
hypothesising, in order to integrate it. It is
consciously or subconsciously related to what
is already known, compared to similar
information in the mother tongue, or differences
with the mother tongue, and organized
for storage and use. All this language-related
information contributes to the building up of
a personalised reference system which is in a
state of continual change and flux.

Thefinalstageis that when asked to produce
language, usually in the form of learner
tasks in the classroom, that is either to speak
or to write something, the learner draws on
internalised knowledge to produce OUTPUT.

These discoveries, which seriously
challenged Skinner's behavourist theories,
revolutionised the conception of how a
language learner learns, and forced applied
linguists and pedagogues to rethink the
whole notion of effective teaching techniques.
The implications are profound in the sense
that, for the decade of the 1980's and into the
1990's now, the focus is on the LEARNER,
and pedagogic innovation takes as its starting
point the learner himself.

The Learner-Centred Approach

The basic principle is that language
teaching and learning is considered from the

point of view of the LEARNER. The
pedagogic aim is to take the motivations of
the learner as the starting point and to
help him develop his personal capacities
and to reach his full potential as a human
being. This is a very much broader aim than
a language learner merely acquiring
vocabulary and grammatical structures.

Taking this viewpoint it is necessary to
identify the learner's personal needs at the
outset (Porcher, 1980): for what purposes in
the future the learner will need to use the
foreign language and in which situations and
contexts he will be required to function. lden-
tifying the learner's needs includes
taking into account ways of helping him
develop his social and personal potential. It
includes finding ways of helping him develop
his own capacity to study and to become an
autonomous learner.

A learner-centred approach takes into
account the learner as an individual in his
environment. This is very important, as
it includes the needs of social groups and
of the community in which the learner
lives. His age, experience, intelligence, ways
of learning and expectations with regard to
the learning of a foreign language all have to
be taken into account.

A learner-centred approach implies
that language-learning is not limited to the
acquisition of grammatical knowledge,
but should be defined rather as the
acquisition of tools that the learner can use
appropriately to achieve an aim, enabling
him to be able to react appropriately and
effectively in any given communicative
situation (van Ek, 1988). This implies that
there is no conflict between the learner-
centred approach and the communicative
approach.

There are also implications for the
teacher's role in a learner-centred approach.
In a teacher-centred approach, the teacher is
the partner who possesses a body of know-
ledge and his main role is to convey that
knowledge and share it with his students. In
a learner-centred approach, however, the



teacher's role is quite different. He is not
so much the giver of knowledge as a guide,
a sort of catalyst who helps the student to
find and gain the knowledge himself. Instead
of conveying or giving knowledge, his
mission is to guide and support the student
in his quest for knowledge and to help the
learner become progressively independent.
So the teacher's importance diminishes, until
the learner is able to do without him
completely.

The mission of the foreign language
teacher also includes stimulating the
learner's cultural enrichment and helping
him to develop his understanding and
acceptance of the diversity of humanity.

The Place for a Learner-Centred Approach
in Thailand.

Thailand is at present in a phase of
rapid economic development accompanied
by important social changes. Amongst
others, educators feel very concerned about
the role of education having to keep pace
with these changes and in particular being
able to equip young people adequately for
the new demands that will be placed on
them in the future.

Some, like Somchai Wutthipreecha,
Secretary General of the ministry's Primary
Education Office, feel convinced that "Thailand
is going to be a NIC in the next decade"
(The Nation, September 2, 1990, C1). This
means that the country will have to face
new challenges including considerable
internationalization as well as increased
pressure regarding its economic position in
the Southeast-Asian region. The nature of
employment and job profiles are likely to
be modified considerably as the country
becomes progressively industrialized. In
addition to existing bureaucratic positions in
the civil service, Thailand will require
qualified manpower to fit many new,
specialised and industrial position, which
will require development in education.

The national objectives of the Sixth
Economic and Social Plan, which came into

effect in 1987 and ended in 1991 included the
idea that the Thai nation should become
autonomous, and that people should be
capable of working individually and in groups.
It seems logical, then, that educational
objectives should follow this trend,
contributing to the moral and intellectual
development of the Thai people, in order to
prepare society adequately to assume the
changes on the horizon. Thailand needs well-
qualified, efficient, modern economic agents
capable of taking responsibilities and making
decisions. These needs being stated, how can
the education system best prepare students,
and more specifically what can or should the
role of foreign language teaching be in this
context?

Although these questions are clearly
too vast and complex to tackle within the
scope of this paper, the principles of a
learner-centred approach to foreign-language
teaching, as outlined earlier, do seem to make
a lot of sense given the specific nature of the
modern Thai context. By starting from
the learner himself and attempting to define
his motivations for learning the language, as
well as examining his future needs concerning
the types of contexts and situations in
which he is likely to need foreign language
competency, teachers can better orientate
their role, techniques, methods and classroom
tasks to the enhancement of learner's
individual development within the com-
munity. Furthermore, concentrating on devel-
oping his personal skills and stimulating his
capacity to seek and find knowledge by
himself and to be an autonomous learner
appear to respond to certain aspirations of
a fast developing nation.

Conclusions :

This paper is a mere starting point to help
reflect on the notion of a learner-centred
approach and to encourage examination of its
principles in various teaching situations in
Thailand in the hopes that it will enable
Thai language-learners to come closer to their
goals, both as individuals and as Thai citizens.

The learner-centred approach is likely



to have an inpact at various levels:

a) Language instructors may wish to
think of ways of making their own courses
more learner-centred.

b) For teacher-trainers, and this con-
stitutes a vital dimension of the teaching
activity, it is worth considering how to
sensitise teacher trainees to the principles of
a learner-centred approach (this may affect
curricula - how to give them some theoretical
information about this - and also the role of
instructors who observe and guide teacher
trainees during their teaching practices). In
this respect, there is already a swing to a more
learner-centred vision, or approach, in the
sense that instructors of French and English
are trying to help teacher trainees find ways
of animating their language classes to
encourage student-participation to a
maximum, rather than simply transmitting
knowledge. Also, the aim is to encourage
trainees to work independently on a lesson,
rather than following any method too rigidly,
and encouraging them to gain confidence in

The Author

themselves as teachers as much as possible.

c) Regarding language teaching curricula
and objectives, both at the secondary and
higher education levels, it is interesting to
note that the seeds of a learner-centred
approach are already perceptible in the
Instructions of the Ministry of Education
(1981). The teaching objectives for English
and French are to develop communicative
competence, to develop the four skills in
order to be able to use them in everyday life,
to improve the students capacities of
reflexion, and to enhance their understanding
of English-speaking cultures. Thus, the
communicative, cultural and reflexive aims
are clearly stated but classroom tasks and
interaction must follow through.

One can be confident that the increased
implementation of a learner-centred approach
in Thai classrooms will not only ensure
greater fulfilment of individual needs but
also be of direct service to the expanding
language needs of the nation.
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