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This paper deals with the relationship between theory and practice in foreign language teaching. Most specialists believe that
teachers should base their methodology upon a theory of language and how it is learned. Teachers, on the other hand, only
find theory relevant when it arises from practice. It has been
stated that, for teachers to belong to a professional community,
they must share their personal pedagogic theories. To this end,
a practice-related theory of language and language learning is
articulated.
SLA, Applied Linguistics,

and Language Teaching

The purpose of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research is to describe and
explain how second languages are learned. More specifically, it is concerned with who is
to learn, what is learned and how the learning takes place (Long & Richards, 1989,
p viii). This endeavor can be approached from linguistic, sociological, psychological,
neurological or educational perspectives (Gass & Schachter, p. 1). SLA is an interdisciplinary
but autonomous academic field (Long & Richards, 1989, p. viii) that has more in
common with the concerns of first language acquisition research than with those of
language pedagogy (Gass & Schachter, pp. 3, 4). At the same time, language teachers
do look to SLA and it is for this reason that bodies concerned with foreign language
teaching (FLT) education provide funding for SLA research (Ellis, 1985, p. 284). It is
understood that, "although SLA research can offer neither formulae nor recipes for FLT
—it 'does have much to contribute to teaching practice in the long run .'" (Vogel & Bahns,
1989, p. 184, quoting Lightbown, 1985, p. 175).
The relationship of theory and practice in foreign language teaching is much discussed (e.g. van Lier, 1991), particularly with reference to teacher training (e.g. Brumfit, 1979; Taylor, 1985; Richards & Crookes, 1988). Teacher trainees often complain that
their courses are too theoretical and not practical enough. More specifically, they are
complaining that much of the theory they are being taught seems irrelevant to the practice of teaching. This problem usually arises when foreign language teacher preparation
is conducted in the context of academic disciplines such as linguistics, SLA or Applied
Linguistics. Theorizing in these fields is usually conducted for academic, not practical
ends (van Lier, 1991, p. 29).
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Personal Theory Building
Ellis (1985, p. 2) observes that "all teachers have a theory of language learning "
on which they base their teaching, but it may be covert and unexamined. He feels that
"t
eachers will be better off with an explicit set of ideas about language learning" (p. 2)
so that they may critically examine their principles as a basis for possibly modifying and
improving their teaching. Similarly, Brown (1987) contends that teachers need a "comprehensive, integrated understanding of the teaching-learning process, such that (they)
will be able to construct a personalized rationale, or theory, of second language acquisition" (p. xii). Richards and Rogers (1986) also show that behind all methods there are
more or less well-thought-out theories both of language and of language learning, the
former being "a model of language competence and an account of the basic features of
linguistic organization and language use" and the latter "an account of the central
processes of learning and an account of the conditions believed to promote successful language learning" (p. 19).
But which comes first, theory or practice? Brown holds that "the best teacher...
devises classroom methods and techniques that derive from a comprehensive knowledge of
the total process of language learning" (1987, p. 218, emphasis added). Ellis cautions
however that "arguably our state of knowledge is insufficient to warrant firm pedagogical applications" (1985, p. 3).
What most specialists in SLA and Applied Linguistics do not realize is that theory
can only seem of relevance to teachers when it is "seen to arise out of practice" (Taylor,
p. 37). With this in mind, Prabhu (1990) introduces a different analysis of the relationship
between theory and practice in teaching. He observes that "teachers need to operate with
some personal conceptualisation of how their teaching leads to desired learning" (p. 172),
calling this the teacher's "sense of plausibility." This personal theory must be based on
practice, for it will only be plausible if it has arisen from practical experiences of success
and failure in the classroom.
This is the context in which academic SLA theory is indispensable to classroom
practice. On the most basic level, SLA theory provides the concepts and terms necessary
for both understanding what happens in the classroom, and for the articulating of a
personal theory. SLA theory can also suggest reasons why certain classroom practices
work and don't work. Conversely, it is only practical experience which allows a teacher
to judge which elements of SLA theory are of practical, rather than purely academic
relevance.
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cess. In Prabhu's view, this is a necessary part of belonging to a professional community,
for a teacher's "sense of plausibility" is kept alive by the act of teaching, and by "interaction between different senses of plausibility" (p. 174). To date, few teachers have set
down and shared their personal "practical theories" of language teaching (for a rare exception, see Bamford, 1989). The rest of this paper articulates the author's current understanding of aspects of language and language learning based on pedagogic perceptions.
Each element of theory is linked to its pedagogic implications.
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into realistic

expectations

to learn a second language,

based on

estimates made by the Foreign Service Institute of the U.S. Department of State (Diller,
1978, p. 134), and other sources, I estimate that it takes between one and two years of
full-time quality instruction for motivated false-beginners to achieve a high level of fluency in English (TOEFL 600+), depending on their first language (see Bamford, 1987).
Representational and integrative aspects of language While the representational
level of language and its basic communicative function are open to conscious practice and
learning, the integrative level seems to be largely impervious to conscious intervention.
Acquisition of these deeper aspects of language appears to depend on the learner's
integrative orientation toward the target language/culture.
As the integrative aspects of language are hard to isolate for instruction and seem
largely impervious to conscious learning, a rich learning environment is called for in and
out of the classroom to allow for their natural acquisition. Pronunciation is an example
of this. Certain tricks such as tongue placement and voicing can be quickly and usefully
taught, but, in the main, accurate pronunciation seems an ability that students acquire
naturally or do not acquire according to their degree of integrative motivation with the
target culture. The same phenomenon can be observed with grammar: learners who are
not integratively motivated tend to be oblivious to forms that are not essential to
communication. They don't use these forms and don't seem to notice them in the input.
You could say that the forms are not salient because they are not significant to such
learners.
Strategies, styles and personality variables Cognitive and affective variables in
learners are "elusive" (Brown, 1987, p. 100) and overwhelming in their complexity and
interrelatedness. But we should at least note that different people seem to learn in different ways: holistic versus analytical, or inductive versus deductive, for example. Teachers
also tend to teach according to their own learning style.
Learners have different learning styles, but these personality and cognitive variables
are too many to take into account when planning an instructional program. Teachers can,
however, try to provide as many different types of learning experience as possible.
Listening to students talking about what helps them learn, or having students, make
suggestions for changes in classroom procedure can provide the necessary information.
Language classes can expose students to strategies, materials and activities that they
would not use if studying alone, and can thus make learning more interesting and
effective.
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