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A BRIEF REPORT ON THE SEMINAR ON NEW
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE THEORIES
AND PRACTICE OF LANGUAGE TEACHING
AND LEARNING : 9-14 JUNE 1969

In order to appreciate the main points of the
Singapore Seminar, June 1969, it is necessary to glance
at the history of the development of the techniques
of teaching foreign languages. In this country, it is not
difficult for some of us to recall the days when it was
thought impossible to teach English without translation.
Then followed the confusion of the term ‘translation’
with the use of the learner’s native language in the
process of teaching and learning. In other countries,
though in a less childish way, foreign language teaching
has its share of confused thinking. During the war,
when the American armed forces needed to produce
men to work behind enemy lines, it was realized that
a knowledge of the language of the countries in which
these men were to work was necessary. Linguists were
called in to help and they devised certain techniques
of teaching small groups of picked men with high
motivation, and achieved great success. Linguistics
became confused with language teaching then, and
several linguists began to think that if they knew
linguistics, they were automatically language teachers.
There was a great deal of misunderstanding over the
role of vocabulary control, and confusion over the role
of semantics. There was also over-emphasis on the value
of the teaching of the cultural background, and too much
expectation of the learning of foreign languages as an

instrument of international understanding.

Today, however, most leaders in the field of foreign

languages know that linguists are not language teachers,

and that not all language teachers need to be linguists.
Most language teachers know that they are a profes-
sional group in their own right, who need the help
of linguists as doctors need the help of bacteriologist,
anatomists, biologists and so on. They are therefore
interested in new linguistic theories, and interested in
discoveries and inventions of new teaching aids which
may lead, perhaps, to still newer techniques in foreign
language teaching. In South East Asia, language teachers
are aware of the difference in achievement and in
techniques between teaching learners who use the
foreign languages, in this case, English, only once in
a while, as we do in Thailand, for example, and those
who have to use it as a second language, that is, in
almost every aspect of social life, in higher education,
in commerce, in government offices, in the law courts,
at parties and so on. Hence TESL and TEFL—Teaching
English as a Second Language, and Teaching English

as a Foreign Language.

The following points, still not well understood in
Thailand, are beyond controversy among language

teachers in most countries of the world.

1. The Oral Approach — it is not teaching learners
to speak for the sake of speaking alone, but as a

bridge to other skills.

2. How long does the teacher teach speaking
before he begins teaching reading? It depends entirely
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on what kind of class he teaches — a very bright
class, children from certain social levels: children who
like writing and reading; children who enjoy speaking;
children too young to begin reading a foreign language,

and so on.

3. At what age is foreign language learning to
begin? It cannot be determined. There are too many
uncontrollable variables for proper research to be
conducted. Surveys have been made, and conclusions
drawn from analyses of the surveys. They do not

always agree. Language is as complex as life itself.

4. How important is contrastive analysis? Very
important, but not to all teachers of language. It is
most important to the producers of teaching materials,

and curriculum organizers.

SALIENT POINTS GATHERED FROM THE
PAPERS AND DISCUSSIONS AT THE
SINGAPORE SEMINAR

1. The main interest of the seminar pointed towards
the new linguistic theories and their implications for
the teaching of foreign languages. Linguists of both
schools — transformational and structural - were present.
Both expressed their views. Both declared themselves
eclectic (ready to accept idea from more than one
source) and both declared that linguistic theories are
only tentative at present. Much still remains to be

explored, and linguistics is a comparatively new science.

2. 1t is impracticable for language teachers to ignore
the views and achievements of linguists (incidentally,
the term “linguistician” was also used). It is most
important for them to be aware of the necessity of
developing their techniques into a real academic discipline.

At the moment, language pedagogy is somewhat vague.

3. It is tacitly understood that language teachers
consist of several strata in terms of professional training,
experience and even of language proficiency. It is not
important that all who teach language are linguists or
linguistically trained. Wherever possible, the teachers
should be made aware of linguistics as a science. The
training of language teachers should be, if not scien-
tifically, at least systematically carried out. At the
seminar, the fact that not all language teachers must be
linguists was stressed more often than the importance
of linguistics, because of the over-emphasis on the

importance of linguistics within the last decade.

4. At the seminar, relatively little attention was
given to the oral skills, as English phonology is now
widely understood, and the methods of teaching these
skills have been fairly well covered. Much attention,
however, was given to the teaching of writing skills.
A great deal of interest was shown in the teaching of

reading, but not much time was given to it.

5. A substantial amount of time was given to
‘Guided and Controlled Composition’. It was stressed
that a good balance was needed between ‘guidance’
and ‘self expression’. As control is reduced, more help
is given for the acquisition of vocabulary, and more

guidance is given for the writing of free composition.

6. Only a little time was available for the discussion

of cultural differences.

M.L. Boonlua Debyasuvarn

Head of the Thai delegation at the Singapore Seminar;
Thailand’s Member of the Co-ordinating
Committee, Governing Board for the Regional
English Language Centre, South-East Asian

Ministers of Education Organization.
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