Oral approach: a current view

Talking Points

1. For two decades or so an approach has been a most popular talking point in our profession. How is it evaluated today? What do you personally think of an oral approach to teaching children? Teenagers? Adults?
2. What are the current trends in foreign-language teaching today?

Of course, we all know that an oral approach is the greatest thing since the invention of the wheel... don’t we? All together now: «Yes, we do! »

But let’s pause for thought.

An oral approach to teaching EFL (teaching English as a foreign language) often seems so novel and interesting to new teachers that a general notion of it is formed and embraced without evaluation. Misguided generalizations about principles and techniques are made, and it becomes twice as unproductive as the traditional grammar-translation method.

Teachers, half understanding the terminology and techniques, dash off into classrooms and wreak havoc among their students. This half-understanding leads to teachers at first:

Either being too sure of themselves, setting into complacency, rolling out the techniques, and teaching without ever really asking themselves why they do that they do, or if it’s valid at all, or going through the motions of applying the techniques, meeting resistance and problems in class, and then having a crisis of confidence in the approach.

Neither of the two really knows which of the techniques are achieving anything, because the confidence of the second is shaken by the failure of some of the techniques which they believed infallible and universally applicable. Both are victims of the «Isn’t-an-oral-approach-marvellous? » virus, which produces dogma and insularity.

At its best, an oral approach provides a set of techniques which can make learning more efficient and enjoyable in appropriate circumstances.

At its worst – and too often – it leads to a pointless display of fireworks on the part of the teacher, and confusion and dissatisfaction on the part of the students.

In the following sections I shall be more precise about all this.

I. Heads It’s Dynamism, Tails It’s Insensitivity

Teachers can become so intent on being «dynamic» that they become insensitive to what is really happening in their class. Students become items to be manipulated.

II. Over -Valuing of Techniques

(«You Know, I did a Fantastic Progressive Substitution Drill Today»)

This concentration on techniques goes beyond a reasonable awareness of their usefulness, and becomes petty, paranoid, punctilious, and (in conversation) gigantically boring. Often acquiring all the how can blind teachers to the what, as well as they why (e.g. perfectly-organized questioning being done on a text which is irrelevant or unsuitable for the class, because of content or level; beautiful sets of carefully-prepared visual aids being used to teach expressions which are useless to students; suitcases full of flash-cards being used to teach all the vocabulary from a text before approaching the text itself, etc.)

III. Fashionable Scorn for Traditional Approach]

This is a pity, because, once again, things which began as sensible suggestions, e.g.: 1) teachers should not be dominated by text-books, 2) unseen dictations at too early a level are risky, 3) reading unprepared material round the class can be boring and frustrating, etc. become extreme pronouncements: 1) textbooks are useless, 2) dictations are useless, 3) reading aloud is useless, etc.

IV. Talking Too Much for Granted

Oral approach techniques and principles which seem so interesting, sensible and useful to teachers encountering them for the first time, should all be thought about in order on their real functions, and hence their advantages and dangers.

V. Not Looking Before You Leap

Enthusiasts among oral approach teachers – like all fashions – change rapidly, because there’s always someone coining a tasty new phrase, which is seized and used for a few weeks until the new one arrives. One day it’s: «Example should be striking, unusual, and memorable: none of this boring old cleaning-the-car stuff». The next it’s: «Examples should be normal, familiar and everyday: none of this bizarre desert-island stuff».

We should be willing to say that there’s a place for both suggestions and leave it at that.

VI. And So...
My general points, out of everything above, are that in advocating an «oral approach» style of teaching, especially on teacher-training courses, we should:

- avoid presenting particular techniques as dogma,

- set techniques as simply possible means to an end,

- see oral approach techniques in the perspective of other methods,

- not take any oral approach elements on trust,

- respect the demands of different students and different circumstances,

- and decide whether we really know what we mean by «oral approach» before telling people how marvelous it is.

