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IN TH I S I SSU E ..... 

**Jack Richards and Nobuyuki Hino report on their survey of 
the need for needs assessment in the training of EFL teachers. 
They present the results of a detailed questionnaire distributed 
to JALT members at the International Conference, held two 
years ago in Osaka. The authors conclude that current ESL/ 
EFL teacher-training programmes over-emphasise the develop
ment of knowledge and theory while tending to neglect class
room skills and other areas of competence. 

* * Richard Berwick suggests that some of the problems of 
assessing language learners' needs result from a lack of atten
tion to definitions, valuation and interpretation. He urges us 
to view needs assessment as a form of applied research, part of 
which lies squarely in the subjectivist-interpretive tradition of 
western social science. 

**Joan Morley, Betty Wallace Robinett, Larry Selinker and 
Devon Woods recount the early evolution of ESL approaches 
and methods in the English Language Institute at the Univer
sity of Michigan, under the direction of Charles Fries. Many 
surprisingly "modern" aspects of applied linguistics and teach
ing methods were being elucidated and put into practice a 
generation ago by Fries and his oolleagues. 

**Howard Kleinmann identifies some of the learning difficul
ties experienced by Indochinese refugees in particular: it being 
well understood that readjustment to living in a new culture 
can have profound influences on the ability to acquire a new 
language. With reference to Krashen's Monitor Model the 
writer discusses these difficulties and proposes some solutions. 
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TRAINING ESOL TEACHERS: 
THE NEED FOR NEEDS ASSESSMENT* 

Jack C. Richards and Nobuyuki Hino 
Department of English as a Second Language 

University of Hawaii at Manoa 

We do not learn to know men through their coming to us. 
To find out what sort of persons tlley are, we must go to 
them. 

Goethe. 

English is the world's second language. The vast internation
al industry which is necessary to sustain the current status of 
English includes millions of learners in classrooms around the 
world, teachers, textbook writers and publishers, as well as 
those who service different sections of the industry. Within 
the category of support services, institutions of higher learning 
and teacher-training colleges occupy a vital position. Through 
teacher-training programs of different sorts they are partly 
responsible for the impact teachers have in contributing to 
successful or unsuccessful language learning. Although the 
field of TESOL has expanded considerably to cater to the 
increasing demand for formal qualifications in TESL/TEFL as 
well as for practical training in language teaching, the nature 
of teacher training tends to be taken for granted by many of 

We are very grateful to Dr James Alatis and the Director of George
town University Press for permission to reprint this. "Training ESOL 
teachers: the need for needs Assessment" was first published in the 
proceedings of Georgetown University Round Table on Languages & 
Linguistics, 1983, edited by James Alatis, H. Stern and Peter Strevens: 
pp 312-26. 
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its practitioners. As Fanselowand Light observe: 
Many who prepare teachers have not studied the field of 
teacher preparation nor done any research in it; they have 
studied and do research in other fields. However, they 
still seem to feel competent to prepare teachers. (Fanselow 
and Light 1977 :9) 

There is consequently a relatively sparse literature on teacher
training in the major ESL/EFL journals. In the main part it 
consists of: 

a) descriptions of actual training programs and the rationale 
behind them; 

b) discussion of the value of particular training models 
(e.g., Competency Based Teacher Education); 

c) philosophical discussion of the assumed significance of 
particular content areas (e.g., psycholinguistics; trans
formational grammar); 

d) suggestions and descriptions of the skills, values and 
knowledge it is believed teachers need. 

There is relatively little actual research or empirical data in the 
literature, nor have the issues of evaluation or accountability 
received much attention. 

The present paper addresses the issues of needs assessment, 
evaluation and accountability in ESL/EFL teacher education. 
We describe a study of expatriate teachers of English in Japan. 
The study was partly motivated by the fact that this client 
group provides a significant portion of students entering the 
M.A. program in ESL at the University of Hawaii. At the 
time of the study, the curriculum for the M.A. program was 
being evaluated and revised and the data reported here was 
relevant to the evaluation process. The study also raises more 
general questions related to curriculum design for teacher 
education in TESL/TEFL. 
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Training ESOL Teachers 

A Study of Expatriate Teachers of English in Japan 

Goals of the study 

a) To obtain assessments of training needs from practicing 
English language teachers in Japan who do not have 
graduate training in TESLjTEFL. 

b) To find out what sort of training EFL teachers in Japan 
with training, have received. 

c) To determine how relevant such training is perceived to. 
be in the light of the current professional responsibilities 
of EFL teachers in Japan. 

Background information 

English is taught in Japan via two main systems: 

1. English is studied at junior and senior high school by 
most Japanese students for six years. Those entering 
university generally study English for a further two years. 
The majority of English teachers at this level are Japanese. 

2. The private sector. English is taught in the private sector 
through numerous private language schools and programs, 
and some in-house company programs. The majority 
of the teachers in these programs are expatriates. 

Expatriate teachers of English in Japan include: 

a) trained EFL teachers who have chosen English teaching 
as a career; 

b) native and non-native speakers of English who have 
obtained employment teaching English in Japan. Some 
of these are graduates in other fields who have chosen 
to work in Japan for various reasons. Some are temporary 
members of the profession. Some, however, have long
term commitments to the field of language teaching, 
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and it is particularly from this group that many students 
for M.A. programs in ESL/EFL are drawn. 

Obtaining Data on Expatriate English Teachers 

Subjects 

Subjects were members of The Japan Association of Lan
guage Teachers. This is a highly active language teaching 
association which was founded in 1977 to serve the needs of 
teachers of English in Japan, and was a response to the grow
ing professionalization of English teaching in that country. 
The total membership in J AL T is approximately 1600 mem
bers, of whom 55% are Japanese. JALT is an affiliate of the 
International TESOL Organization. Access was provided to 
the J AL T membership list and a questionnaire was mailed to 
200 non-Japanese members. An additional 50 copies of the 
questionnaire were distributed to participants at the J AL T 
convention held in Osaka in October 1982. One hundred 
sixteen completed questionnaires were returned, a response 
rate of 58%: (See appendix) 

The questionnaire 

The questionnaire was in four parts. Part I concerned 
biographical data on institutional information; part 2 address
ed job duties and classroom practices; part 3, which was for 
those without graduate training in ESL/EFL, sought informa
tion on areas the respondents would like to study within a 
graduate degree; part 4, which was completed by those with 
graduate training in ESLjEFL, asked respondents to evaluate 
the usefulness of areas they had studied. 
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Results 

Part 1. Background information on the respondents 

N = 116 
Nationalities: American 95, British 8, Canadian 2, Other 11 
Years teaching English: Mean x' = 8 years 
Years in Japan: x = 8 years 
Type of institution taught in: 

Type of student taught: 

College/University 69 
Private language school 54 
Private tutoring 38 
Business firm 27 
Senior high school 
Junior high school 
Beginning 
Intermediate 
Advanced 

12 
9 

76 
105 
70 

Part 2(a). Current professional duties 

N= 116 _ 
This was directed at what the teachers do in the their 

current positions. Respondents indicated under three cate
gories - always/often, sometimes, and rarely/never - how 
often they engaged in particular kinds of work. Means were 
calculated by scaling from 2 (always or often) to 0 (rarely or 
never). 

Discussion 

The teaching of speaking, listening comprehension and the 
preparation of classroom materials are shown to be very 
important activities for all respondents. This reflects the fact 
that the majority of non-J apanese English teachers in Japan 
are employed as conversation teachers. Literature is not a 
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subject typically offered in private language schools or taught 
by non-Japanese teachers, nor is there a great demand for ESP 
courses in Japan according to these responses. 

Table 1 
Results by rank to the instruction: 

Indicate what you do in your present job. N = 116 

Rank Mean S.D. 

1. Teach speaking 1.86 0.38 
2. Teach listening 1.76 0.50 
3. Prepare materials 1.51 0.56 
4. Use A-V aids 1.30 0.69 
5. Design curriculum/syllabuses 1.20 0.74 
6. Prepare tests 1.09 0.75 
7. Teach writing 1.03 0.74 
8. Teach reading 0.95 0.73 
9. Interpret test scores 0.86 0.79 

10. Do administrative work 0.82 0.78 
11. Do research 0.70 0.73 
12. Teach ESP 0.58 0.74 
13. Train teachers 0.57 0.66 
14. Use language lab 0.55 0.78 
15. Write articles 0.43 0.62 
16. Teach about English-speaking cultures 0.43 0.62 
17. Write textbooks 0.41 0.65 
18. Teach literature 0.16 0.46 

Part 2(b). Methods used 

The respondents were asked to indicate which methods 
they most often used in the classroom. 
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Table 2 
Responses to the question: 

Indicate which method(s) you use. N = 116 

Mean S.D. 

1. Combination 1.86 0.36 
2. Direct Method 1.22 0.70 
3. Notional/Functional 1.22 0.72 
4. Audio-Lingual 0.88 0.72 
5. Total Physical Response 0.82 0.74 
6. Community Language Learning 0.58 0.67 
7. Cognitive-Code 0.55 0.70 
8. Silent Way 0.32 0.59 
9. Suggestopedia 0.17 0.45 

Discussion 

This question was included to determine the methodologic
al allegiances of foreign teachers of English in Japan. One of 
the functions of The Japan Association of Language Teachers 
is to upgrade the professional skills of its members, and at 
J AL T conventions and meetings there is a considerable ex
posure to competing schools of methodology. Most teachers 
are free to choose their own texts and methods, and respon
dents indicate that eclecticism generally prevails. The relatively 
high use of direct method procedures reported probably refers 
to a vague awareness that the exclusive use of the target 
language in the classroom (a necessity for non-Japanese 
speaking teachers) was one of the tenets of the direct method, 
rather than a widespread use of strict direct method principles 
as such. The term 'notional-functional' was probably unwisely 
used here, since this refers not to a method but to a syllabus 
model. Many textbooks used)n Japan cite notional functional 
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principles of organization, hence responses to this item should 
probably be interpreted to mean Huse of texts based on a 
notional-functional syllabus." Practitioners of other methods 
are less frequent. Although Total Physical Response appears 
to attract modest support, teachers using Total Physical 
Response in Japan, according to presentations made at JALT 
conventions, treat it as a technique, rather than a method, to 
be used occasionally when appropriate. 

Part 3. Teachers without graduate training. 

This section of the questionnaire was addressed to teachers 
without graduate level training in TEFL/TESL/applied lin
guistics, but included respondents who hold a TESL/TEFL 
certificate or its equivalent such as the Royal Society of Arts 
Certificate in TEFL. Respondents were asked to indicate what 
sort of content areas within an ESL/EFL teacher-training 
program they would be most interested in studying (Table 3), 
and which teaching methods they would like to learn more 
about (Table 4). Areas which would not be self-explanatory to 
an untrained teacher were briefly described (e.g., sociolinguis
tics - the relationship between language and society/culture; 
discourse analysis - the organization of oral and written 
language; second language acquisition - how people acquire a 
second or foreign language). From the total of 116 respon
dents in the sample, 75 were eligible to answer this section of 
the questionnaire. 
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Table 3 
Results by rank to the question: 

If you were to study in an M.A. program in TESL/TEFL. 
which areas would you like to study? N = 75 

I. Teaching of listening 
2. Teaching of speaking 
3. Second language acquisition 
4. Materials writing/selection/adaptation 
5. Curriculum/Syllabus design 
6. Use of A-V aids 
7. Psycholinguistics 
8. Sociolinguistcs 
9. Teaching of writing 

10. Teaching of reading 
II. Classroom management techniques 
1 2. Error analysis 
13. Practice teaching 
14. Teacher training 
1 5. Language testing 
16. Discourse analysis 
17. English grammar and how to teach it 
18. Administration 
19. Phonology /Phonetics 
20. English for Specific Purposes 
21 . First language acquisition 
22. Use of language lab 
23. Contrastive analysis 
24. Varieties of English 
25. Theoretical linguistics 
26. Bilingual education 
27. History of language teaching 
28. Statistics and research 
29. English literature 
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Mean S.D. 

1.80 
1.73 
1.62 
1.43 
1.27 
1.27 
1.25 
1.24 
1.13 
1.11 
1.11 
1.10 
1.08 
1.01 
0.98 
0.90 
0.88 
0.84 
0.84 
0.83 
0.82 
0.73 
0.73 
0.64 
0.61 
0.57 
0.44 
0.42 
0.36 

0.51 
0.57 
0.56 
0.69 
0.75 
0.71 
0.73 
0.74 
0.72 
0.76 
0.75 
0.71 
0.88 
0.81 
0.76 
0.71 
0.76 
0.80 
0.71 
0.80 
0.77 
0.75 
0.79 
0.70 
0.72 
0.65 
0.64 
0.65 
0.64 
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Table 4 
Results by rank to the instruction: 

Indicate which method(s) you would like to study. N= 75 

Mean S.D. 

1. Notional/Functional 1.45 0.64 
2. Total Physical Response 1.26 0.76 
3. Cogni tive-Code 1.25 0.73 
4. Community Language Learning 1.15 0.79 
5. Direct Method 1.06 0.84 
6. Suggestopedia 0.90 0.77 
7. Silent Way 0.85 0.76 
8. Audio-Lingual 0.77 0.79 

Respondents to this section were all experienced classrooni 
teachers, yet further training in the teaching of speaking, 
listening, materials writing and adaptation, curriculum and 
syllabus design, and the use of audio-visual aids, were all given 
high priority. Practice teaching, however, was not thought to 
be so important for these respondents since they already have 
considerable teaching experience. Some respondents added 
comments disavowing any interest in theoretical courses: 
"I would not be interested in any theoretical courses. I am 
only interested in things that could be used tomorrow." "I 
would have little interest in theory and research per se. I 
would want to concentrate on the practical application of 
theory and research." Other viewpoints were also expressed: 
"I would be more interested in learning fundamental informa
tion about English and about language teaching and learning, 
than in learning about particular applications of that informa
tion." "I would welcome a course which takes a broad theore
tical approach." 
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Despite reservations from particular respondents, some 
courses with a theoretical orientation were ranked of relatively 
high priority (second language acquisition, psycholinguistics). 
Theoretical courses ranked of low priority included phonol
ogy /phonetics, contrastive analysis, theoretical linguistics. We 
cannot be sure, of course, precisely how much respondents 
understood of the content of such courses in assigning them 
ratings. Evaluations by graduates who have taken such courses 
enable a better appreciation of their relevance. 

Part 4. Teachers with graduate training 

This was addressed to teachers who have already studied 
in a graduate degree program in TESLjTEFL or applied 
linguistics. Forty-one respondents from our total sample of 
116 were eligible to complete this section of the q uestion
naire. Thirty-four respondents held M.A. degrees from Amer
ican universities, 1 from a British university, 1 Canadian, 2 
held American Ph.D.s, and 2 respondents had completed 
course work but had not yet graduated, I did not indicate. 
The average number of years since graduation was 7 years. 
Table 5 indicates the percentage of the respondents who 
took course work in particular subjects or areas as part of 
their graduate training. 

Respondents were asked to indicate (a) what subjects they 
studied and (b) how useful the areas studied were, in the 
light of their current responsibilities in the field. 
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Table 5 
% of respondents who studied given subjects. N = 41 

Rank Subject/area 
% who took course 
work in this area 

1. Phonology/Phonetics 97 
2. Transformational grammar 95 
3. Structural linguistics 92 
4. Second language acquisition 88 
5. First language acquisition 85 
6. Contrastive analysis 84 
7. Teaching of speaking 79 
8. Teaching of writing 79 
9. Teaching of listening 76 

10. Teaching of reading 76 
11. Sociolinguistics 75 
12. Method analysis 73 
13. Psycho linguistics 73 
14. Practice teaching 72 
15. Traditional grammar 70 
16. Error analysis 68 
17. Semantics 66 
18. Materials writing, selection, adaptation 63 
19. Language testing 63 
20. History of language teaching 58 
21. Curriculum/Syllabus design 58 
22. Use of audio-visual aids 57 
23. Pedagogical grammar 56 
24. Varieties of English 52 
25. Classroom management 47 
26. Discourse analysis 46 
27. Statistics and research 46 
28. Bilingual education 45 
29. Use of language lab 43 
30. English literature 42 
31. Teacher training 27 
32. English for Specific Purposes 24 
33. Administration 12 
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Table 6 
Responses to: Indicate how useful the courses 

you studied were in view of your present jobs. N = 41 

Rank Mean S.D. 

1. Practice teaching 1.62 0.61 
2. Classroom management 1.42 0.59 
3. Second language acquisition 1.40 0.63 
4. Materials writing/selection/adaptation 1.38 0.62 
5. Method analysis 1.35 0.61 
6. Phonology/Phonetics 1.32 0.68 
7. Teaching of speaking 1.32 0.77 
8. Curriculum/Syllabus design 1.25 0.77 
9. Teaching of listening 1.23 0.76 

10. Pedagogical grammar 1.21 0.77 
11. Psycho linguistics 1.20 0.70 
12. Language testing 1.19 0.62 
13. Error analysis 1.14 0.69 
14. Teaching of reading 1.13 0.76 
15. Contrastive analysis 1.12 0.72 
16. Discourse analysis 1.10 0.71 
17. English for Specific Purposes 1.10 0.70 
18. Teacher training 1.10 0.70 
19. Use of A-V aids 1.04 0.62 
20. Sociolinguistics 1.03 0.70 
21. Teaching of writing 1.03 0.78 
22. First language acquisition 0.94 0.62 
23. Structural linguistics 0.91 0.75 
24. Varieties of English 0.90 0.68 
25. Traditional grammar 0.85 0.74 
26. Semantics 0.84 0.76 
27. Administration 0.80 0.40 
28. Transformational grammar 0.71 0.75 
29. History of language teaching 0.69 0.54 
30. Use of language lab 0.66 0.66 
31. Statistics and research 0.61 0.67 
32. English literature 0.47 0.60 
33. Bilingual education 0.38 0.67 
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Discussion 

Table 5 is an interesting indication of how teacher trainers 
in the United States have viewed the needs of ESLjEFL 
teachers. The six most frequently studied subjects deal ex
clusively with language analysis and applied psycholinguistics 
(phonology, transformational grammar, structural linguistics, 
second language acquisition, contrastive analysis). Less than 
three-quarters of the sample had received practice-teaching 
experience, and even fewer had received training in the writ
ing, selection and adaptation of materials, testing, curriculum 
or syllabus design. It is not surprising that a senior official of 
the Japanese ministry of education remarked to one of the 
authors recently, "Given a choice, we would prefer to have 
British rather than U.S.-trained English teachers in Japan. 
The average American teacher cannot handle the classroom 
situation." The American view of priorities is reflected in a 
comment by Diller in which he offers a justification for reject
ing a competency-based teacher education model: 

The professional teacher of English as a Second Language 
needs pedagogical training to be a teacher, and academic 
training in English and linguistics to be a professional in our 
field. But of the two, there is a certain priority for English 
language and linguistics, for a decision on the nature of 
language and on the psycho linguistic mechanisms of lan
guage acquisition will determine to a large extent our 
decision on the principles and methods of teaching. (Diller 
1977) 
The fact that transformational grammar, phonology j 

phonetics and structural linguistics were studied by almost 
all respondents reflects the fact that most ESL programs in 
the United States are affiliated with' and often directed by 
departments of linguistics. Many M.A. ESL curricula con
sequently tend to look like watered down linguistics' degrees. 
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In a survey of American and British teacher-training programs, 
Acheson (1977) noted: 

The lack of concern with such educational matters as 
competency and performance in the classroom is partly 
explicable by the fact that only about ten of America's 
50 TESOL departments appeared to be affiliated to schools, 
departnlents, or colleges of education. The remaining 40 
were attached to departments of linguistics, English, foreign 
languages, speech, or other administrative units in the 
academic institutions. Furthermore in many cases, it is 
surmised that the preparation of teacher educators in the 
TESOL teacher preparation programs has been exclusively 
in linguistics, rather than in education and/or the teachillX 

of ESOL. (Acheson 1977: 73) 
Table 6 indicates how useful respondents found particular 

subjects or areas they studied, in view of their professional 
responsibilities in Japan. Since most expatriate EFL teachers 
in Japan are employed as conversation teachers, it is not sur
prising that courses relevant to this goal (phonology/phonetics, 
teaching of speaking, teaching of listening) were found to be 
more useful than courses related to other skills. Phonology 
was rated a very low priority by those without graduate train
ing (x = 0.84, Table 3), yet found to be quite useful for those 
who had studied it (x = 1.32). Despite Diller's plea, structural 
linguistics and transformational grammar were not found 
to be useful, however. The teachers in this study, like most 
classroom teachers, judged the value of their training in terms 
of its practical application and effectiveness. The correlation 
between courses studied and their usefulness in the field was 
only .367 (p < .05, Spearman's rank coefficient). Clearly, 
many of the respondents felt they were shortchanged, but 
none more strongly than the bitter teacher who added: 

I deeply regret the time I wasted on transformational 
generative grammar and generative phonology. Discourse 
analysis is over-rated as to its usefulness. If I had to do it 
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over again, } would attend a British university for an M.A. 
} think the American TESL establishment has an inferiority 
complex vis-a-vis theoretical linguistics and generally fails 
to see TESL/TEFL as an applied craft. Or is it just a lot of 
empire building and greedy pushing and shoving? 

Conclusions 

According to B. Othanel Smith, in training teachers it is 
necessary to 

a) analyze the job of teaching into the tasks that must 
be performed; 

b) specify the abilities required for the performance of 
these tasks; 

c) describe the skills or techniques through which the 
abilities are expressed; 

d) work out training situations and exercises for the devel
opment of each skill (quoted in Fanselowand Light 1977: 
5). 

The procedure Smith advocates follow principles used in 
curriculum development in many areas of language teaching, 
namely, needs id"entification, skills identification, specifica
tion of objectives, and methodology. Judging from the data 
reported here, however, many ESL teacher-training practices 
have evolved from very different assumptions, with an em
phasis on the development of knowledge, principles, and 
theoretical paradigms at the expense of training in skills and 
competencies. Despite the limitations of the present study 
(the sample size is small and detailed information is lacking 
in some areas), it suggests the need for more broadly based 
empirical studies of teacher behaviors and teacher needs, as 
a basis for the development and validation of more relevant 
models of ESL/EFL teacher training. 
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Appendix 
The Questionnaire 

This questionnaire is designed to obtain information about the needs of 
English language teachers in Japan, both those who have never studied in 
an M.A. (or Ph.D.) program in ESLjTEFL (Teaching English as a Secondj 
Foreign Language) and those who have. The information obtained will be 
used to help ensure that TESLjTEFL programs meet the needs of English 
language teachers. 

SECTION I 

1. Your nationality 
2. Degrees or certificates obtained, if any. (E.g. B.A. in history, TESL 

diploma) 
3. Number of years of experience in teaching English (as a secondj 

foreign language) 
4. Number of years in Japan 
5. If you are a teacher, please indicate your present teaching position. 

Check as many as applicable. 
( ) junior high school 
( ) senior high school 
( ) college/university 
( ) private language school 
( ) business firm 
( ) private tutoring 
( ) other 

What level of students do you teach? Check as many as applicable. 
( ) beginning () intermediate () advanced 
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SECTION II 

(a) Indicate what you do in your present job(s). Please check J. 

------------ always rarely 
or often sometimes or never 

1 Teach listening 

2 Teach speaking 

3 Teach reading 

4 Teach writing 

5 Prepare materials for 
my own use 

6 Use language lab 

7 Use audio-visual aids 
other than language lab 
(e.g. tape recorder, OHP) 

8 Prepare tests 

9 Interpret test scores 

10 Teach English for Speci-
fic Purposes (e.g. English 
for science, English for 
business) 

11 Teach literature 

12 Teach courses about 
English-speaking 
cultures 

13 Write textbooks 

14 Design curriculum! 
syllabus 

15 Do research on lan-
guage learning! 
teaching 

16 Write articles for 
pu blication 

17 Do administrative work 

18 Train teachers 

19
1 

Other: 

138 



Training ESO L Teachers 

(b) Indicate which method(s) you use. 

---------- always rarely 
or often sometimes or never 

Direct Method 

Audio-Lingual Method 

Notional/Functional 

Cognitive-cod e 

Silent Way 

Community Language 
Learning 

Suggestopedia 

Total Physical Response 

Combination of different 
methods 

Other: 

(c) Other relevant information, if any: 

SECTION HI 

This section is for people who have never studied in an M.A. (or Ph.D.) 
program in TESL/TEFL or applied linguistics. If you have already 
studied in an M.A. (or Ph.D.) program in TESL/TEFL or applied linguis
tics, please skip this section and go to Section IV. If you have a TESL/ 
TEFL certificate or its equivalent (e.g. RSA) but not an M.A., please 
answer this section rather than Section IV. 

139 



JALT Journal, Volume 6, no. 2 (1984) 

(a) If you were to study in an M.A. program in TESL/TEFL, which 
areas would you like to study? Indicate the priority of each item. 
Please check J. 

------- High Low Not 
Priority Moderate Priority Sure 

1 Teaching of listening 

2 Teaching of speaking 

3 Teaching of reading 

4 Teaching of writing 

5 Theoretical linguistics 

6 English grammar and 
how to teach it 

7 PhonologyLPhonetics 

8 Materials writ~ng 
selection/adaptation 

9 Use of language lab 

10 Use of audio-visual 
aids other than lan-
guage lab (e.g. tape 
recorder,OHP) 

II Language testing 

12 English for Specific 
Purposes (e.g. English 
for science, English 
for business) 

13 English literature 

14 Sociolinguistics (Rela-
tionship between 
language and culture/ 
society) 

IS Discourse analysis 
(Organization of oral 
and written language) 

16 Psycholinguistics 
(Psychological aspects 
of language and 
language learning) 
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High Low Not 
Priority Moderate Priority Sure 

17 First language acquisi-
tion (How children 
acquire mother 
tongue) 

18 Second language 
acquisition (How peo-
ple acquire second/ 
foreign language) 

19 Error analysis (Cause 
and significance ot 
errors) 

20 Contrastive analysis 
(Comparing and con-
trasting the grammar 
and phonology of 
English with those of 
another language) 

21 Varieties of English 
(Study of American 
English, British En-
glish, and other native 
and non-native 
varieties of English 

22 History of language 
teaching 

23 Classroom manage-
ment techniques 

24 Practice teaching 

25 Bilingual education 

26 Curriculum/syllabus 
design 

27 Statistics and research 
design 

28 Administration of 
language teaching 
program 

29 Teacher training 

30 Other: 
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(b) Indicate which method(s) you would like to study. 

------- High Low Not 
Priority Moderate Priority Sure 

Direct Method 

Audio-Lingual Method 

Notional/Functional 

Cognitive-code 

Silent Way 

Community Language 
Learning 

Suggestopedia 

Total' Physical Response 

Other: 

(c) Other relevant information, if any: 

SECTION IV 

This section is for people who have already studied in an M.A (or Ph.D.) 
program in TESL/TEFL or applied linguistics. If you have never studied 
in an M.A. (or Ph.D.) program in TESL/TEFL or applied linguistics, 
please do not answer this section. 

(a) When and where did you obtain your degrees in TESL/TEFL (or 
applied linguistics)? 
(M.A.) 

Year 
University 

(Ph.D.) 
Year 
University 

(Currently enrolled) 
University 

(Left the program before getting the degree) 
Year 
University 
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(b) Indicate which of the following areas you studied in your courses 
and their usefulness in your present job(s). Please check J, 

~ 
Did not 

Studied study 
Very Fairly Not very 
useful useful useful 

I Teaching of listening 

2 Teaching of speaking 

3 Teaching of reading 

4 Teaching of writing 

5 Traditional grammar 

6 Structural linguistics 

7 Transformational 
grammar 

8 Semantics 

9 Pedagogical grammar 

10 Phonology/phonetics 

11 Materials writing/ 
selection/adaptation 

12 Use of language lab 

13 Use of audio-visual aids 
other than language 
lab (e.g, tape recorder, 
OHP) 

14 Language testing 

15 English for Specific/ 
Special Purposes 

16 English literature 

17 Sociolinguistics 

18 Discourse analysis 

19 Psycholinguistics 

20 First language 
acquisition 

21 Second language 
acquisition 
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Did not 
Studied study 

! Fairly Not very Very 
useful useful useful 

22 Error analysis 

23 Contrastive analysis 

24 Varieties of English 
(Study of American 
English, British En-
glish, and other native 
and non-native varieties 
of English 

25 History of language 
teaching 

26 Classroom manage-
ment techniques 

27 Practice teaching 

28 Method analysis 
(Analysis of Audio-
Lingual, Cognitive-
code, Silent Way, etc.) 

29 Bilingual education 

30 Curriculum/syllabus 
design 

31 Statistics and research 
design 

32 Administration of 
language teaching 
program 

33 Teacher training 

34 Other: 
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Support system for 
Guided Composilion learning to 
Second Edilion wrl-te I-n Rorence Balkoff, Americon Language 
Inslilute, New York Un iversity 

Aboul 224 pages · poper · Instructor's Engll-sh 
Annotaled Edit ion . Just published 
Bosko"'s lexl for ESUER. students con
centrates on writing paragraphs ond 
short compositions. Each chopter con
tains a model composition tho! locuses 
on a rhetoricol form, an organizational 
principle, and a grammaticallopic. 
Exercises isola!e specific'grammaticol 
and lexicol problems for the non-notive 
speaker and provide extensive practice in 

sentence writing. Composition assign
ments ore based on the larm and content 
01 the model composition. 

The Second Edition includes many new 
model compositions and dictations, an 
expanded handbook of English grammar 
and rhelaric, and a new Inslructor's 
Annotated Edition. 

===============================: 
,.tA The complete EngUsh program • 
~ 
~ that teaches students how to use < the language and how 

:z: 
'" -...I 
~ ...w 

the language works 

For information on Student Texts, Workbooks, Teacher's 
Editions, Cassettes, and Placement Tests, write to: 

4<\ Houghton Miffl in 
For in fo rmation, please contact Books for Japan , 

14- 9 . Okubo 3-chorne. Shinjuku- ku, Tokyo 
160 Japan. Tel. 03- 203 - 3721 
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THE NORMATIVE BASES OF NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
IN APPLIED LINGUISTICS: A CRITICAL RE-EXAMINATION 

Richard Berwick 

Abstract 

Needs assessment is now considered an essential 
first step in designing valid instructional syllabuses 
for learners of additional languages, particularly for 
those learning a language for specific purposes. This 
paper explores the subjective and normative quali
ties of language needs assessment, and outlines some 
of the problems needs assessments in applied linguis
tics encounter through neglect of these qualities. 
The processes of needs assessment in education are 
~ontrasted with those in applied linguistics, especial
ly with reference to defining terms, setting standards 
based on authoritative values, and interpreting data. 
Needs assessment in applied linguistics is viewed as a 
fo:m of applied research with both descriptive and 
prescriptive functions. The paper concludes with a 
proposal to match needs assessment research 
methodologies with the functional tasks to be 
undertaken. 

Richard Berwick is an English instructor at Kobe Steel, Ltd. He 
holds a Master's degree in English Education (ESL) from the University 
of British Columbia and is currently a doctoral candidate in Adult 
Education at UBC. He has published in TESOL Quarterly, TESL Talk, 
and Language Training. 
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Introduction 

In this paper I examine several fundamental problems of 
language needs assessment which have received scant attention 
in the literature of applied linguistics. I am not so much con
cerned with the quality of arguments raised in support of 
needs assessment - I think the case has been made well 
enough, particularly with reference to syllabus design in the 
field of language for specific purposes - but rather the general 
lack of attention to the function and effect of definition, 
valuation and interpretation in language needs assessments. 

Why these processes of applied research should be impor
tant to people who want to assess language needs is the central 
issue of my discussion. In general, the literature of second 
language needs assessment offers us technically interesting 
ways to examine and use data about prospective learners, 
contexts for use of language and the texts which prospective 
learners are likely to encounter. Unfortunately, we are often 
left without explicit guidance on how to ensure the validity 
of the needs assessment undertaking: How do we know . 

that we are assessing what should be assessed; by what author
ity are some versions of need to be accepted and others 
rejected? These are among the "practical" questions to be 
explored during any needs assessment. They 

are practical in the sense that failure to project them into 
the needs assessment procedure leaves us with no way to make 
convincing claims about the validity of syllabus specifications, 
which is supposed to be the object of the exercise. 

Perhaps the best place to begin the discussion is with two 
disclaimers: The first disclaimer relates to applied linguistics, 
the field of research and practice which I want to exanline 
critically in light of its use of language needs assessment to 
assist the planning of language syllabuses. I am not going to 
argue that applied linguistics is somehow guilty of various 
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crimes against a particular form of applied research. Like any 
other problem-solving discipline in the social sciences, includ
ing education, applied linguistics is renewed continually 
through communication of critical perspectives from its 
membership. Because I consider myself a practitioner in the 
field, and have a particular interest in making second language 
education more responsive to learners' needs, I am going to 
talk mainly about the uses and misuses of language needs 
assessment in applied linguistics and language teaching, recog
nizing that other fields - notably education - have also had 
to examine critically the ways in which needs assessment are 
conceived and carried out (see, for example, Griffith, 1978). 
I also want to explore how concepts and practices from other 
fields can be applied to the kinds of problems we hope to solve 
through use of language needs assessment. 

Second, I have no preferred form of needs assessment to 
offer you and I do not know anyone who is likely to offer a 
breakthrough that will allow us to specify validly everything a 
prospective learner needs to know. With Munby (1978) it 
appeared that someone had at last made a serious and com
prehensive effort to link models of language and social life to 
such pre-course planning decisions as who gets what varieties 
of the target language. As it turned out, the effort produced 
a cumbersome procedure which begged for simplification. 
Beyond simplification, however, the Munby-style language 
needs processor is very much a creature of the kind of tech
nical valuing which insists that educational needs - language 
needs in our case - are "out there, waiting to be discovered" 
(Monette, 1977, p. 124); it is only a question of applying the 
right knowledge base and the right technology to the discovery 
process. 

I want to be clear at this early point in my argument that 
nothing is likely to be discovered until we have defined its 
shape well enough to recognize it when we do see it; a concept 
of need must be supported by a concept of value that is 
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communicable to ordinary people. outside of the needs
assessing community; there is no data which self-evidently 
tells us what people need to know - somewhere along the 
line someone is going to be responsible for interpreting data, 
and the quality of this interpretation will characterize the 
description of need. 

In brief, then, language needs assessment is very much in its 
infancy, as Schutz and Derwing (1981) have observed, and the 
infancy is likely to be extended unless we come to terms with 
the essential subjectivity and normative character of the 
undertaking. 

Educational Approaches to Defining, Valuing 
and Interpreting in Needs Assessment 

If we view second, additional or specific purpose language 
instruction as some of the applied functions of a parent 
discipline, we immediately run into a problem of classifica
tion: Are we talking about linguistics or education or, perhaps, 
both'? My own preference is to classify broadly enough to 
avoid excluding bodies of research and practice which help 
us solve such functional problems as how to write a valid 
instructional syllabus. Some of the more thought-provoking 
articles published in applied linguistics have, in fact, attempted 
to look over the hill into the mainstream of educational (and 
other disciplinary) research (see, for example, Long, 1981 in 
classroom-based research methodology, Sampson, 1977 in 
instructional methodology, and Zamel, 1976 in composition 
research). Thus, I think it is time to consider how concepts 
of need and needs assessment have been discussed in such 
educational sub-disciplines as adult education and to bring 
the discussion home to needs assessment in applied linguistics. 
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The Problem of Definition 

What is a need? What is an educational need? Are there any 
circumstances in which a communicative need is a type of 
educational need? 

Need is conventionally defined in the literature of educa
tional research as a gap or discrepancy between what is and 
what ought to be (English & Kaufman, 1975; Kaufman, 1972; 
Marrs & Helge, 1978; Sarthoy, 1977; Witkin, 1977). For the 
moment I will ignore such obvious problems as "ought to" 
or the notable lack of subjects and objects in the definition 
(who needs, and who says they need). But I do want to 
point out that even a formulation of need as gross as the con-
ventional one is characteristically lacking when people sit 
down to think about assessing language needs. What I mean 
is that instead of approaching a working definition of need 
which identifies some of the more important variables, we 
generally seem to avoid definitions altogether and rely on 
analysis of speech situations and texts, or on achieving con
sensus for statements about possible prospective use of the 
language to be learned, in order to support selection of items 
for a syllabus. I want to exemplify some of the forms these 
approaches to needs assessment take and argue that they 
produce, at best, only part of the information required for 
adequate presentation of a language need. 

The analysis of written and spoken tests as a kind of 
groundwork for possible application in classroom or other 
language learning settings can be found in such conceptually 
sophisticated work as Selinker, Todd-Trimble and Trimble 
(1978) on rhetorical function shifts in EST (English for 
Science-and-Technology) discourse, in Kaplan's seminal cross
cultural analysis of rhetorical style (Kaplan, 1972), and in the 
more recent work on possible applications of discourse ana
lysis to teaching second languages (see, for example, Larsen
Freeman, 1980). Although these studies are respectable in 
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their own right as contributions to knowledge in second 
language research, with very little difficulty it is possible to 
imagine second language learners "needing" to focus on 
authentic, specialist texts (in electrical engineering or physics, 
for example) which are supposed to illustrate how a particular 
discourse function in the specialist text operates. Perhaps the 
best-known example of this approach among English-for
specific-purposes instructional texts (and one of the most 
thoughtfully designed) is the English in Focus series (Oxford 
University Press) edited by J.P.B. Allen and H.G. Widdowson. 

There is nothing wrong in principle with attempting to 
apply theory which is in the process of formulation to plan
ning language programs or improving the quality of instruc
tional materials. From the viewpoint of a definition of a need 
which entails description of "gaps", however, the analysis of 
written and spoken discourse per se describes no one's lan
guage needs and therefore offers no content for a needs-based 
instructional program. We have no more than a focused 
account of how language is used in a particular context - a 
kind of status report which tells us much more about what is 
than what ought to be. Even when we move directly into 
those forms of research which have been expressly designed to 
assess language needs, we are still faced with the problem of 
turning descriptions of use into prescriptions for learning a 

language. The now classical methods of language needs analysis 
- the language use survey (e.g., Mackay, 1976) and target 
situation analysis (e.g., Chambers, 1980; Jupp & Hodlin, 1978) 
- in themselves offer no guidance for the syllabus designer 
who has not been given explicit standard by which to interpret 
the data. 

Beyond the misperception of descriptive accounts as exem
plars of learning needs, however, is the fairly widespread use 
of consensual statements to indicate language needs. Oddly 
enough, both the absence and the presence of agreement 
among such constituencies as program administrators, teachers 
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and students on desired uses of a language have been taken 
as evidence of language needs and thus as points of possible 
remediation. Mackay (1978), for example, describes parallel 
structured interviews administered to professors and students 
of English at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, 
but does not explain how the results of the interviews are to 
be interpreted as language needs. We are asked to focus on 
the discrepancies between the language needs perceived by 
the two groups - not on the discrepancies between current 
and desired states. Apparently, following this logic, a need 
comes into being as soon as a preference is expressed: an 
actionable need emerges when preferences conflict. 

A rather different kind of logic is applied in Holmes' study 
of needs among Spanish-speaking, adult English-as-a-second 
language students in Los Angeles (Holmes, 1977). Here. 
needs "felt" by students and "ascribed" by adult, schoo] 
principals are given priority status because they have obtain
ed a high degree of consensus during analysis of survey data 
(pp. 175, 177); the collection of statements upon which the 
two groups can agree is relatively small (in comparison with 
the simple rating within groups) and includes such disparate 
items as "Lack of medical care at reasonable prices" and 
"Lack of a language lab for individual practice" (p. 170). 
This approach to needs assessment obviously values consensus 
both within and between groups, but it doesn't seem to offer 
much more than a catalogue of wishes; it lacks any rationale 
for treating wishes as needs. 

Jupp and Hodlin (1978) and Dooley and Nierobisch (1981 ) 
focus on immigrants' needs for English in the workplace. 
Both studies are concerned with methods of collecting data, 
analysing it for areas of consensus among people in the work 
setting who have a stake in prospective language training and 
relating it to design of the program. Jupp and Hodlin, in 
particular, outline a useful strategy for collecting information 
about functions of English in the workplace. This includes 
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participant observation, materials analysis, interviews with 
learners and with others involved with learners or course aims 
(p. 37). Although we know what the sources of information 
are, we are never sure how, for example, "UifficultIes with 
names and forms of address" (p. 27) came to be a language 
need. What operational definition guided the selection pro
cess? Clearly, somebody believes that learning names and 
forms of address is educationally worthwhile, but does an 
educational need necessarily come into being as soon as 
beliefs, even consensually held ones, are documented? 

This brings me to the concept of educational need and its 
relationship to functional syllabuses. If we are in the business 
of organizing our own or other people's learning we are 
in the business of education. I realize that we derive much 
intellectual sustenance - models, hypotheses and ways of 
thinking about language - from the various branches of 
theoretical linguistics. But when we talk about "meeting" 
language needs or communicative needs, we are most likely 
discussing educational solutions, as opposed to offering, say, 
counselling or information services. This means, in effect, 
that concepts like educational are going to be impossible to 
avoid whenever we do language needs assessment if we happen 
to be concerned about the applied side of applied linguistics. 

Malcolm Knowles, a major conceptual source in adult 
education during the past three decades, defines educational 
need as 

something a person ought to learn for his own good, for the 
good of an organization or for the good of society. It is 
the gap between his present level of competencies and a 
higher level required for effective performance as defined by 
himself, his organization or his society. (Knowles, 1970, p. 
85) 

"''hat is most striking about Knowles' definition is its unabash
ed identification of what is to be learned with what is worth
while learning. This notion of the worthwhile is at the heart 
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of educational philosophy, although it has been conspicuously 
lacking in applied linguistics. We seem to prefer entirely tech
nical solutions to the problem of determining communicative 
aims for learners. We avoid crediting ordinary biases with the 
power they do in fact possess to direct attention to certain 
language learning aims rather than others. 

For example, a few years ago structuralist rationales and the 
kinds of syllabuses they produced seemed almost beyond 
reproach. It was clear to almost everybody that language 
structures were worthwhile learning. Now we are pretty well 
convinced that language functions are much more desirable to 
teach than language structures. Since we seem to be convinc
ed that they are more desirable, we have inevitably tended to 
describe communicative needs as, for example, the need for 
'x' function, or 'y' linguistic realization of 'x' function, and let 
the once-favored structures fend for themselves. In other 
words, our biases have changed (and are likely to change again) 
and have influenced the way we think about which language 
learning goals are worth pursuing. Now that we believe, in 
general, that learners need functions, nobody is going to be 
surprised to find that functions are what learners are going to 
get. As Monette (1979) notes, "It is ironic that while needs 
are used to define objectives, needs per se imply pre-formed 
objectives, that is, objectives are required to defme needs" 
(p.548). 

A number of educational critics have argued that this 
tendency of educational needs assessment to serve as a fulfill
ment of the prophecy makes "needs-meeting" programs a 
logical anomaly, or, at best, offers those with responsibility 
for educational programs a handy way of selling them as rteW 
wine in old bottles to their various constituencies (see, for 
example, Komisar, 1961; Hirst & Peters, 1970). Their point is 
that it is strange to talk about finding a need when, after all, 
the "need" turns out to be no more than individual or group 
preferences for others to behave in certain ways. As I indicated 

155 



JALT Journal, Volume 6, no. 2 (1984) 

earlier, however, the case for doing language needs assessment 
has developed much better than the means of doing it or the 
understanding of its limitations. If we accept the limitation 
that any needs assessment is going to be, fundamentally, a 
normative exercise that helps planners to specify what it is 
that is worthwhile learning, then I think we will have put our
selves on the right track. If we agree with Munby's (1978) 
contention that "the most crucial problem ... facing foreign 
language syllabus designers. . .in the field of language for 
specific purposes, is how to specify validly the target com
municative competence" (p. iv), then it becomes very helpful 
if valid is taken to entail the kind of competence that a legiti
mate source of authority believes is worth having.1 And this 
brings me to my next point. 

Authority and Values in Language Needs Assessment 

Authority. So far I have been discussing communicative 
needs as forms of educational need (A doesn't know X but 
ought to learn it, following some form of organized instruc
tion'). But for present purposes I want to recast educational 
needs as "normative needs", needs which "exist" only in rela
tion to a desirable standard or norm held by experts or some 
other source of legitimate authority (Bradshaw, 1974; Monette, 
1977) - e.g., 'We (a source of recognized authority or expertise 
in a given social system) know that A doesn't know X but 
ought to learn it, following some form of organized instruc
tion'. Now, as soon as we accept the premise that there is no 
a priori reason why one needs statement should be preferred 
to any other, we are left with the option of evaluating the 
credentials of those who make them. In order to do this we 
require a concept of authority and some notion of who count 
as proper sources of authority. 

This may seem a fairly trivial problem, especially since 
professionals in applied linguistics are supposed to share, more 
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or less, an understanding of the conceptual boundaries of the 
field. It is not at all clear to me, however, that we do share 
the same concept of authority or even that shared concepts 
retain their unifying force for very long. We used to believe, 
for example, that contrastive analysis would tell us what to 
teach (this is, ultimately, the authority of the structural 
linguist, or, more generally, the holder of specialist know-

ledge); we have also been told that the only proper basis for 
deciding the content of instruction is by consultation with the 
learner (the authority of the learner - a position elevated to 
extreme prominence in adult education programming). There 
is also the authority that comes with power - a kind of 
political/administrative authority which influences perception 
of language needs at the national or policy-making level. We 
know, for instance, that high school students in Japan appar
ently need English in order to take and pass tests, and that 
anyone seriously considering tampering with the useful power 
of the examination system to discriminate among students and 
to allocate them to various universities is going to be very 
frustra ted. 

The point I want to stress here is that authority takes on 
many forms and helps to define the characteristics of needs 
(see, for example, Harris, 1976; Peters, 1973). When we accede 
to the authority knowledge (epistemic authority) we are 
really saying that we have faith in theory and other knowledge 
systems to guide practice. Nothing wrong here, except that in 
language teaching, we have also, and for excellent reasons, 
vested authority in advocates of what are essentially moral 
positions or moral-political positions - we help people to 
learn languages in order to help them grow as human beings or 
to raise their consciousness - and in the pragmatists who tell 
us that the only thing that counts is survival of the local social 
system - a corporation, a community, and so on. Eventually 
the exercise of authority results in such prescriptions as: 
"He needs these language micro-functions and not those". 
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We can choose to credit the source of the prescription with 
legitimate authority if we have no other source of authority 
to guide us, or if we have learned to value it more than other 
possible sources, but again, t~ere is no a priori reason to 
accept it. 

Values. In the absence of coercion, we can expect (and, 
in fact, do find)" co"nsiderable disagreement in our field over 
the authority to 9ffer legitimate prescriptions, although we are 
just as susceptible to "learned and other bandwagons as parti
cipants in any other field of study and practice. My point 
here, however, is that authoritative prescriptions are not so 
simply invented out of thin air; they stem from sets of values 
and attitudes towards things in the world. A failure to be 
explicit about the values we apply to needs assessment is at 
best misleading and at worst dishonest. Moreover, the defini
tion of educational needs which I discussed earlier requires 
clear statements of essential, desirable standards for knowing 
and behaving - communicative use of language in our case -
against which current knowledge or behavior can be com
pared. Although the implications of this for communicative 
language test development have only recently been explored 
(see Farhady, 1982), the implications for needs assessment are 
clear and have been discussed critically in the literature of 
educational research for years: Whether or not we agree with 
the influential biases which lead to the comparing and pre
scribing functions in needs assessment, we are entitled to have 
them specified. 

Let me be a little more precise, at the risk of becoming un
necessarily technical. By "specified" I mean that, at some 
point, authoritative individual or group concepts of what is 
worthwhile must be translated into standards. These standards 
must be capable of influencing planning decisions and must 
be communicated to people who are responsible for making 
the decisions. Sooner or later the standards are going to 
influence some sort of constituency if we assume that they 
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entail educational purposes. The constituencies may not, in 
fact, be interested in what leads to their being treated in 
particular ways, but if they are, they will have a means of 
examining critically the program which affects or interests 
them. 

I want to emphasize that from an analytic point of view, it 
is no problem at all having different ways of valuing .produce 
different conceptions of need for individuals or groups. I 
also recognize that different kinds of valuing - technical, 
aesthetic, political - produce different orientations to me
thodology and reality (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) among pro
ponents of such forms of applied research as needs assessment. 
Occasionally, an orientation of this sort is embodied as a 
formal rationale which explains claims to authority and, in 
general, the author's stance towards reality and methodology. 
But concepts, orientations and rationales do not work for us 
in identifying needs unless they I) help us locate the function
ing sources of authority in a given social system and 2) outline 
a procedure for eliciting standards of language use from those 
who are entitled to offer them. 

A helpful approach to needs assessment, then, is the clear 
representation of authoritative values in the form of standards 
at some point in the needs assessment process. If communi
cative language needs assessment is the issue, we will need 
somebody to place a value on certain uses of the language and 
then to tell us in a convenient way what these uses are. I 
happen to believe that teachers (or others who might legiti
mately claim to be experts in planning and carrying out 
instruction) are not necessarily the best source of functional 
standards for language use. In a business or industrial second 
language learning context, for example, it is much more likely 
that essential uses of a second language in and for the com
pany - those which reflect the current values of the corporate 
system - will be better understood by, say, the managerial 
staff than by the teaching staff. Far from assuming equality 
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among various possible sources during the standards-setting 
process, I would assume quite the opposite and suspend, at 
least temporarily, the egalitarian principle which seems to 
fascinate planners of adult language programs. When I say 
that standards ought to be specified for inclusion in a needs 
assessment, then, I mean that we require suggestions for lan
guage content from those who can lay a legitimate claim to 
knowing what content is important to the survival and main
tenance of the system under study and what is not. I want to 
examine the implications of this 'position in a bit more detail 
in the next section. 

Towards Interpretive Methodologies 
for Language Needs Assessment 

So far the study of values in applied linguistics has been 
limited largely to the influence of affective, attitude and social 
variables on second language learning (e.g., Jonz, 1976; Lam
bert & Gardner, 1972). The instruments used in this kind of 
research are, typically, adaptations of such indirect value 
measurements as the Rokeach Value Survey (Rokeach, 1967, 
1973). While such quantitative studies of values have been 
peripheral to the focus on influential variables in second lan
guage learning, they have been widely reported and cited, and 
represent a fairly standard variety of research in applied 
linguistics. On the other hand,. direct, qualitative approaches 
to the setting of standards in language needs assessment have 
not been pursued even though the translation of values into 
standards for language use would seem to be well suited to 
hermeneutic (or, interpretive) forms of research - those which 
emphasize subjectivity and multiple, coexisting versions of 
reality (see Ochsner, 1979). 

The fact is, we have no model for doing research into lan
guage needs which places axiology - the study of values -
at the center of the activity. We have only the occasional hint 
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of a methodology for doing this axiology-centered research in 
a way which suits the essential subjectivity of the concept of 
need and which could be used in conjunction with more 
traditional forms of needs assessment, including statistical 
sampling and analysis. In the area of standards-setting in 
language needs assessment, for instance, we can return to 
Holmes' study (Holmes, 1977) which used Delphi method-
010gy2 to obtain the consensus of "experts" on specific 
desired functional competencies in ESL. The study is virtually 
unique as an attempt to explore the qualitative dimension of 

standards-setting in second language needs assessment. Un
fortunately, Holmes did not work within a definition of 
educational need, nor was the relationship of values to needs 
assessment a central part of the study. So, while the use of 
Delphi methodology seems a valid and reasonably economic
al way of studying values in language needs assessment, it 
cannot be considered a comprehensive needs assessment tool. 
More important than searching for a single way of doing 
all of the basic tasks in needs assessment is the recognition that 
the tasks are qualitatively distinct and require distinctive 
approaches. 

What I want to propose, then, is that we apply Ochsner's 
advice regarding second language acquisition research to needs 
assessment as a form of applied research: "What we should 
have for SLA [Second Language Acquisition] research is the 
means to alternate between two kinds of equal research; one 
for objective, physical data and one for subjective unobserv
able facts" (Ochsner, 1979, p. 60). There is no reason why 
we have to go on viewing language needs assessment as a single 
form of research. In fact, given the way I have idealized it 
(using the metaphor of a gap or discrepancy), at least two 
kinds of research and associated methodologies have to be 
undertaken. 

First, most needs assessments require that "objective data" 
- descriptions of how language is being used or is going to 
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be used by various categories of current or prospective learn
ers - be collected and placed at the disposal of syllabus 
planners. This kind of information can be used in fairly 
sophisticated ways, including hypothesis-testing, although 
the use I have in mind is primarily descriptive (as opposed to 
inferential): depiction of current conditions for target 
language use within a defined population or on behalf of 
individuals. This form of research seems especially applicable 
to "simple" facts and "simple" structures (Ebel, 1967; Och
sner, 1979) and could entail, for example, description of 
the ways in which a target language is currently used. I don't 
want to imply that this. kind of research - more precisely, a 
phase of the needs assessment process - is somehow more 
trivial than the interpretive phase of needs assessment. To 
the contrary, without a clear idea of current statuses, we 
have no formal way to document needs or follow the reason-
ing which eventually results in educational prescriptions. 
What I very much want to avoid, however, is crediting objec
tive studies with more power than they really have; by them
selves they have no power to tell us what ~ught to be and 
certainly none to tell us what is needed. 

Second,_ in order to learn what people think is educationally 
worthwhile, we need interpretive (often termed qualitative) 
studies - those which attempt to reconstruct for outsiders 
(readers, listeners) the meanings and understandings attached 
to events by those who experience them. Ochsner (1979) 
contrasts the character of the two research traditions, ". . . 
we can do experiments or write histories" (p. 63), and exem
plifies the "writing of histories" in such forms as case studies, 
ethnographies and diaries. I would add to the list Delphi 
studies and simulations as additional sources of qualitative 
data, even though these techniques entail some manipulation 
of the "natural" social environment. I am not especially 
concerned about this experimental quality of Delphi studies 
and simulations since the ultimate goal of the analyses would 
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be understanding of the local value system. Such typical 
goals of experimental research as causal explanation, predic
tion, generalization and control are not factors in the conduct 
of interpretive studies designed to help us understand and 
report the substance of local values. 

Forms of Interpretation in Needs Assessment 

This point brings me back to my contention that applied 
linguists generally ought not to be asked to decide which 
standards for language use are important in a particular setting. 
This is, in part, a question of content specialization which non
specialists such as teachers are not likely to possess, or, more 
fundamentally, a question of valuation which cannot ordinari
ly be resolved adequately by people who do not possess the 
values or the right to purvey them. But applied linguists in 
the guise of applied researchers - or indeed other researchers 
with an understanding of qualitative research methodologies 
- may have the competence to conduct interpretive enquiries 
into the subjective world of the value holders even though 
they do not happen to share the values. Applied linguists 
have both the competence and, it seems to me, the. respon-
sibility to interpret, eventually, the information produced by 
comparing desired and current uses of the target language in 
order to produce an instructional syllabus which has a claim 
to being needs-based. 

The term "interpretive", as I have used it so far, suggests 
both an identifying characteristic of needs assessment research 
and a responsibility of the people doing needs assessment. I 
want to spend a little more time examining this second sense 
of the term, since the interpretive functions of needs assess
ment are crucial and often unrecognized. Indeed, the more 
precision and complexity we add to the technology of lan
guage needs assessment the more likely we are to fool our
selves into believing that the responsibility to interpret has 
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been reduced accordingly. Regardless of complexity, however, 
interpretive functions are inescapable at several key points in 
the needs assessment process: in deciding to collect informa
tion in particular ways, to analyse certain forms of available 
information in preference to other forms, to recognize as 
important or otherwise noteworthy certain pieces of informa
tion and not others, to make conclusions and offer prescrip
tions on behalf of learners or prospective learners, and so on. 

It may seem ironic, then, that a tool for helping planners 
to be more precise about language needs is so steeped in the 
apparent imprecision of qualitative research and subjective 
judgement. But without the supplement of qualitative biases, 
needs assessment is simply not assessment. 

Conclusion 

I want to conclude by returning to my disclaimer and 
adding a cautionary note about the growing complexity of 
formal language needs assessment. Although I have not offered 
you a way to do needs assessment, I think I have outlined 
seyeral critical operations in the assessment process which 
will help us arrive at "valid specifications of the target com
municative competence". Among these operations are 
derming the concept of communicative language need in 
educational terms, that is, in terms which oppose what is 
worthwhile learning with what has already been learned. 
Language needs assessment must also entail the translation of 
authoritative educational values into standards of functional 
or communicative competence. In order to accomplish this 
translation, procedures for interpretive research should be 
applied to the needs assessment. Finally, the interpretive 
functions and responsibilities of people who undertake a 
formal· language needs assessment ought to be clarified and 
recognized as desirable rather than as the undesirable effects 
of imprecision. 
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I don't want to leave the impression that needs assessment 
ought to be transformed into a kind of "interpretive tech
nology", or that it become even more of a complex activity 
than it already is: Because needs assessment is fundamentally 
a form of applied research geared toward improving the 
quality of programming decisions (Pennington, 1981), it 
makes very little sense to undertake long and complicated 
studies which planners cannot use. So it is with some caution 
that I urge others to philosophize about the normative bases 
of needs assessment in applied linguistics. Instead, perhaps 
I should have talked more about doing valid needs assessment 
- validity being the conventional, tests-and-measurement 
term to indicate that somebody has thought about the mean
ing of their measurement work. Once we have thought about 
our work in this way, we have the further obligation to offer 
suggestions for obtaining useful and reliable results when we 
do communicative needs assessment. 

This is just the problem I want to explore next. 

Notes 

1 This is very much the way the theoretical sources of validity are 
discussed in the literature of testing and measurement. Face, content and 
construct validity are ultimately attributable to informed introspection, 
intuition, or experience. See Kerlinger, 1973; Popham, 1975. 

2Weatherman and Swenson (1974) describe Delphi as "a group of 
related procedures for eliciting and refining the opinions of a group of 
people" (p. 97). Holmes (1977) notes that "the basic idea of the Delphi 
Technique is to obtain information from a panel which never meets as 
a group" (p. 65). 
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English as a foreign language and to prepare and 
test new materials for the teaching of English. l 

Ultimately the influence of the research, the 
methodology, and the materials developed by 
Charles C. Fries and the staff of the English Lan
guage Institute was felt around the world. Fries 
was a key visionary in the development of theore
tical perspectives on second language learning and 
teaching. His work was a critical milestone in the 
development of our field. 

Charles C. Fries had a particularly strong impact 
on the teaching of English in Japan. In an article in 
ELEC Publications, March 1960, Tokyo, Fries 
noted, "The Japanese pupil must have ... a set of 
English materials especially adapted to his linguistic 
needs, if we want him to learn English well." A full. 
explanation of the basic materials developed for 
teaching English to Japanese speakers is found in 
Foundations of English Teaching (C.C. and A. 
Fries, 1961). 

In the near half-century between 1941 and 1984, 
perspectives on language learning and teaching have 
changed in significant ways. Nonetheless, whether 
one chooses to accept or to reject specific elements 
of the "Fries Legacy", one can neither ignore nor 
deny the importance of the impact of Charles C. 
Fries on ESL2 and on the applied linguistics re
search underlying it. 

In this presentation it is our purpose to do two 
things: (1) to review the development of Fries' 
work and its place in the history of ESL theory and 
practice; (2) to explore concepts of ESL theory 
today, specifically, a discussion of the principles 
according to which pedagogical decisions are made 
and the processes involved in the creation of these 
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principles. 
The paper is divided into four parts. Part One 

outlines the historical perspectives involved in the 
development of the English Language Institute -
international politics, linguistics, psychology. Part 
Two examines the theoretical foundations of the 
Oral Approach in two major dimensions - Fries' 
insights in framing clear statements of questions 
central to the second language learning/teaching 
process and Fries' unique attention to formulation 
of explicit statements of the principles which under
lay the pedagogy of the Oral Approach. Part Three 
describes a regrettably underpublicized aspect of 
the original Oral Approach, specifically, the explicit 
functionally-oriented language-as-communication 
environment provided for students at the ELI 
beyond the classroom and the books. Finally, with
in the framework of ESL theory, Part Four exam
ines the ways in which Fries attempted to bring 
about "harmony" among the various aspects of the 
learning/teaching process: the theoretical, the 
methodological, the interpersonal. 

PART ONE. HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF 
THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE INSTITUTE 

Domains of Influence 

The Inner Circle of Influence 

In June 1941, the University of Michigan formed an English 
Language Institute and inaugurated an intensive course in 
English as a Foreign Language, the first ever offered on a 
university campus in North America. Most of the "students" 
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enrolled in the first intensive course were professionals - in 
medicine, law, engineering, finance, and psychology - who 
wished to do advanced study in their fields. They were all 
from South and Central America - Argentina, Brazil, Costa 
Rica, Peru, and Venezuela. 

The experimental intensive course was a resounding success 
and the English Language Institute was established as a per
manent part of the university. By 1943, the ELI offered 
continuous eight-week intensive English courses throughout 
the entire calendar year. The first courses offered four hours 
of classroom instruction per day, with one hour of laboratory 
study soon added. From modest numbers of students during 
the first few years, enrollments rose steadily. During the 43 
years since the ELI was founded, students from nearly a 
hundred countries have studied English on the Ann Arbor 
campus. 

Also in the summer of 1941, the U.S. State Department 
provided a grant to the ELI for the development of an inten
sive Teacher Education Program. Since 1941, over 4,000 
teachers of English from the United States and from countries 
around the world have participated in this teacher training 
certificate program. 

In addition to the intensive course instruction and the 
teacher training programs, the ELI has had a continuing 
component of instructional research and materials devel
opment, both in language teaching and in language testing. 
Thirty-nine books on English teaching and testing have been 
published along with 17 sets of audio sound recordings and 
four video recordings. Since 1961, ELI has administered a 
world-wide testing and certification service which has pro
cessed as many as 12,000 tests in a single year. Forty-two 
individual tests, many with multiple. forms, have been con
structed and marketed. 

Over the 43 years from 1941 to 1984 more than 1,000 
people have been a part of the ELI staff and have contributed 
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to the following work: (1) teaching intensive English courses, 
(2) conducting research in language learning and teaching, (3) 
developing instructional materials, (4) training ESL teachers, 
(5) teaching linguistics and applied linguistic courses, (6) 
conducting research in language testing, (7) constructing and 
validating tests, and (8) editing professional journals. Today 
University of Michigan ELI staff "alumni" are located 
throughout the world, many in important and influential 
positions. 

These on-campus activities alone represent a significant 
contribution to the field of English language learning and 
teaching. This domain of direct on-campus activity, however, 
is only an inner circle of even larger spheres of influence. 

The Outer Circle of Influence 

A second domain is an outer circle of influence which 
ultimately touched the lives of far more ESL students and 
teachers than those involved in learning and teaching in Ann 
Arbor. This outer circle was made up of a network of English 
language programs developed in dozens of countries around 
the world, with ELI staff members working in cooperation 
with local language teaching personnel. The first program 
outside Ann Arbor was established in 1943 in Mexico City. 
With Albert Marckwardt as director, the United States gov
ernment provided Department of State funds to establish this 
first American language institute ever sponsored abroad. 

In the 1940's, 1950's and 1960's, the ELI was deeply 
involved in English language instruction on five continents. In 
total, during the years from 1941 to 1984, the ELI has con
ducted special programs in language teaching and/or teacher 
training in Ann Arobr and in over 30 host countries around 
the world. 

This extensive diffusion of Fries' insights into many parts of 
the world was not without its problems. It was unavoidable in 
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such a widespread process of dissemination that distortions of 
original intent occurred. The explicit principles of the Oral 
Approach of Charles C. Fries, as he wrote them in his classic 
I 945 text Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Lan-
guage, sometimes became blurred and misinterpreted. Some 
aspects were blended and incorporated - out of context and 
in an unprincipled fashion - into subsequent versions of 
audio-lingual, oral-direct, mim-mem, and other varieties of 
orally-oriented methods and techniques. 

In actuality, the "real" Fries program never left the Univer
sity of Michigan campus, as neither the aura of the charismic 
personality of Fries himself nor the milieu of the Ann Arbor 
environment was "exportable". Although some of the essen
tial aspects of the program were exported through books and. 
training programs, staff members who worked in the original 
programs indicate that some aspects were not exported and, 
indeed, probably were not exportable. 

The Powerful Influence of the 
Underlying Theory and Pedagogy 

A domain of influence more significant than either the 
inner circle or the outer circle lies in Fries' keen perception -
in the late 1930's and early 1940's - of critical issues involved 
in language learning and language teaching, especially: (1) his 
precise focus in asking the right questions; (2) his formulation 
of explicit answers in constructing both his theory of teach
ing English as a foreign language and his linguistically-oriented 
pedagogy. (See Part Two) . 

Historical Perspec~ives: 
International Politics, Linguistics, Psychology 

Many facets of the climate of the times 43 years ago exerted 
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strong influence on Fries and the development of the English 
Language Institute. Important among these were the prevailing 
intrigues of international politics, the prevailing attitudes in 
linguistics, and the prevailing concepts in the psychology of 
learning. 

Political Perspectives 

It was not by chance that the first intensive course was 
offered to students from Central and South America nor was 
it by chance that the original textbook series was developed as 
an intensive course in English for Latin American students. 
The ELI intensive English course was part of a much larger 
plan, one which was based not upon an altruistic nor even a 
scholarly motivation, but one which was based upon political 
need. The first ELI intensive course and the textbook materi
als were developed in direct response to United States govern
mental concerns for strengthening international relations with 
Latin America. These concerns were related directly to Presi
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt's "Good Neighbor Policy", a 
Pan-American corporation aimed at countering threats of 
European totalitarian influences which were moving into Latin 
America. The urgent need which resulted in the establishment 
of the University of Michigan ELI was the demand for English 
instruction in Latin American countries as a part of cultural 
exchange programs just before and during the time of the 
United States' involvement in World War II. In Albert Marck
ward t's words: 

This was a time when war clouds were gathering and our 
own entanglement in the struggle was not far off. The 
United States was becoming concerned over the cultural 
penetration by totalitarian powers into various Latin 
American countries. The teaching of Italian and German 
was an important element in this cultural effort. As a 
country, our response to this was the development of 

177 



JALT Journal, Volume 6, no." 2 (1984) 

English teaching in these same countries. We had to begin 
this by preparing materials for teaching. (Norris, 1968:2) 

Linguistic Perspectives 

It also was not by chance that Charles C. Fries was selected 
by the U.S. Department of State to develop this crucial inten
sive program in English as a foreign language. Marckwardt 
called it "inevitable" that Fries, whose reputation as a linguist 
and scholar was already well established, should be chosen 
to concentrate his expertise and his energy on meeting the 
government's demand for English instruction. 

By 1939, the concern of the U.S. Department of State for 
the teaching of English in Puerto Rico and Latin America had 
reached crisis proportions. The result was a crucial invitational 
conference held on the Ann Arbor campus of the University 
of Michigan in the fall of 1939. Harold Allen reported: 

The purpose of the conference was to decide upon the 
ideological basis for such teaching - as it turned out, to 
decide between the Basic English with pictures proposed 
by LA. Richards and a linguistically-based approach ad
vocated by Fries. The upshot of the conference was a grant 
to Fries to develop teaching materials for the intensive 
course in English that was experimentally offered in the 
trial summer program for Latin American students at 
Michigan in the summer of 1941. It was so successful an 
experiment that it led to the formal establishment of 
Michigan's famous English Language Institute with State 
Department support and helping funds from the Rockefeller 
Foundation. (Allen, 1978:2) 

With this mandate from the State Department, Fries and his 
chosen staff began preparing instructional materials for the 
experimental program of 1941 and the succeeding courses. 
A number of key people were involved during the early years, 
but from personal accounts and from a study of historical 
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documents, it became clear that much of the credit for the 
initial and continuing success of English Language Institute 
activities must be attributed to the intellect, the strength, 
and the charisma of one person - Charles C. Fries. 

In a dedication a few years later, Marckwardt made the 
following tribute: 

It has always seemed to me that Charles Fries stood head 
and shoulders above his colleagues simply because in the 
course of a fruitful academic life he had three or four 
fIrst-rate ideas, which is three or four more than fall to the 
lot of us. What is more", he had the vitality and persistence 
to see to it that these ideas have had a powerful impact 
upon the profession. This, in the barest outline, is the key 
to the extraordinary academic career of the man we seek 
to honor. (Marckwardt, 1965: 3) 
In the 1920's, when Fries began his career, there was a 

heated battle between the prescriptive dicta of traditional 
grammarians and a then "new breed" of structural linguists 
dedicated to descriptive analysis. Although Fries had allies in 
his efforts to demonstrate the unrealistic basis of the tradi
tional perspective, it was his voice which was both persistent 
and persuasive as a proponent of structural linguistics. 

When Fries turned his attention then to the development 
of English texts for non-native speakers, he characterized this 
work in the following way in the preface of Teaching and 
Learning English as a Foreign Language: 

... an attempt to interpret, in a practical way for teaching, 
the principles of modem linguistic science and to use the 
results of scientific linguistic research. (Fries, 1945 : Preface ) 

He deplored the fact that: 
. . .naive and conventional views of language have been so 
much in control that it has taken a world war, with its 
practical contacts with a dozen languages little heard before, 
to provide an opportunity even to try materials and me
thods based upon scientific knowledge and research. (Fries, 
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1945 : Preface, italics in the original) 
(See Part Two for a discussion of Fries' explicit application of 
linguistic principles to materials development and teaching 
methodology. ) 

Psychological Perspectives 

Fries defined language as "a set of habits for oral produc
tion and reception", thus embodying not only linguistic 
concepts but psychological concepts as welI3 (Fries, 1945 :6). 
Learning a language wa·s believed to 'involve making the basic 
patterns of arrangement of. the language - the grammatical 
forms - matters of autom~tic· habit (Fries, 1945: 3). In an 
earlier publication, Fries related the notion of automatic 
habit to "speaking without thinking of the forms of lan
guage": 

... If he (a speaker)is to speak effectively he ~ust give his 
entire attention to grasping clearly his ideas and to the 
choice and organization of the materials underlying these 
ideas in order to meet the needs of his hearers. Language 
forms, the grammatical apparatus of his expression, must 
come automatically. (Fries, 1927: 124; italics not in the 
original) . 
As a crucial component of his position, Fries argued strong

ly that a language was not "learned" unless the automatic 
habits built up were oral-aural at the outset. Fries under
scored the word "approach" - not method - in the following 
definition: 

'Oral Approach' is a name primarily for the end to be 
attained in the fIrst stage of language learning ... That end 
is the building up of a set of habits for the oral production 
of a language and for the receptive understanding of the 
language when it is spoken. (Fries, 1945: 8 ; italics in the 
original) 
This perspective on learning, as outlined by Fries, played a 
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pervasive role in the subsequent materials and procedures 
development at the ELI. Note these comments from the pre
face to Pattern Practice: 

This newest revision of our "Pattern Practice Materials" as 
we often call them, completes the series of thirty-four units 
from our Intensive Course in English. We offer them with 
confidence in their extraordinary effectiveness. They 
represent a new theory for language learning, the idea that 
to learn a new language one must establish orally the 
patterns of the language as subconscious habits. These oral 
practices are directed specifically to that end. 
In Pattern Practice as developed at the English Language 
Institute and as embodied in these lessons, the student is 
led to practice a pattern, changing some element of that 
patterns each time, so that normally he never repeats the 
same sentence twice. Furthermore, his attention is drawn to 
the changes, which are stimulated by pictures, oral substitu
tions, etc., and thus, the pattern itself, the significant frame
work of the sentence, rather than the particular sentence, is 
driven intensely into his habit reflexes. (Lado/Fries, 1953: 
xv) 

Final Comments 

Thus, political, linguistic, and psychological perspectives 
each played an important role in the development of the Fries 
Oral Approach to language learning and language teaching. 
Fries gathered a staff and provided leadership and the intel
lectual spark in shaping theory and practices which moved out 
from Michigan to make a world-wide impact. We feel that a 
study of Fries is an important prerequisite to understanding 
many of the current issues in the field of ESL and applied 
linguistics. 

The theoretical perspectives presented by Fries in Teachin~ 
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and Learning English as a Foreign Language are discussed in 
closer detail in the next part of this paper. 

PART TWO. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
TO THE ORAL APPROACH 

In terms of our view of ESL Theory, we consider Fries to 
be one of the most important figures of the century. It some
times seems that everything that has come after Fries and 
much of what we do today is, in some important way, either 
following Fries or reacting to him, i.e., synthesis/antithesis. 

In this section of the paper we describe two major dimen
sions of the Fries legacy to ESL Theory:4 

1) Fries' insights in formulating clear questions central to 
the second language learning/teaching process - the 
same questions which continue today to be key issues 
in scholarly research and debate. 

2) Fries' unique attention to the formulation of explicit 
statements of principles which underlie the pedagogy of 
the Oral Approach and support its pedagogical decisions 
- within the framework of the questions posed. 

Major Criticisms 

After 40 years it is easy to criticize this work in theoretical 
foundations of ESL. Therefore we discuss several areas of 
criticism at the outset. 

One set of criticisms concerns the lack of empirical founda
tions for theoretical claims. First, the tenor of the times did 
not require empirical investigations of the type which we have 
become accustomed to in recent work in applied linguistics. 
Given the psychological foundations referred to in Part One 
of this paper, it was felt that the major principles of learning 
were well understood: 
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The command of a language is a matter of practice. . . 
Language learning is over-learning; anything less is of no 
use. (Bloomfield, 1942: 12; italics in the original) 

Second, most of the tools we have become accustomed to -
tools developed for research in such fields as second language 
acquisition, classroom learning/teaching, reading, ethnography, 
ethnomethodology - have become available to us only rela
tively recently. Thus, criticizing Fries, even implicitly, for not 
using these tools is inappropriate. 

An additional set of criticisms concerns the general form 
of Fries' argumentation: 

Truism • Conclusion = Fact 
A detailed example of Fries' argumentation is in order here. 
In the following quotation, Fries presents a series of state
ments about children learning a first language. 

Very early as small children we master the sound system 
of our language. We learn to hear the significant sounds in 
sequences that become familiar, and then to produce these 
significant sounds and sound sequence with amazing 
accuracy. .. This mastery of the sound system of our 
native language has (for all of us without noticeable speech 
defects) become entirely unconscious and, like the ability 
to walk, we cannot remember the learning process. The 
same thing is true concerning our mastery of the use of the 
devices which our language uses structurally - the funda
mental matters of word-order and the patterns of form. 
These we learn to use automatically and they are not items 
of conscious choice. The ordinary adult speaker of English 
finds it extremely difficult to describe what he does in these 
matters, so thoroughly have they become unconscious 
habits in early childhood. But in matters of vocabulary the 
situation is entirely different. The "words" one knows 
depend upon the experience one has had. A child's experi
ence is much limited in its range. His vocabulary is therefore' 
greatly limited. But he continually grows in experience 
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and also in the vocabulary that necessarily accompanies 
new experiences ... 

Based on these observations, Fries then presents some con
clusions about adults learning a second language - stated in 
the form of "facts": 

In learning a new language, then, the chief problem is not 
at first that of learning vocabulary items. It is, first, the 
mastery of the sound system - to understand the stream 
of speech, to hear the distinctive sound features and to 
approximate their production. It is, second, the mastery of 
the features of arrangement that constitute the structure 
of the language. These are the matters that the native 
speaker as a child has early acquired as unconscious habits; 
they must become automatic habits of the adult learner of 
a new language. (Fries, 1945: 2 & 3) 

What appears to happen next in terms of argumentation is 
that there is a jump to what must occur in language teaching. 
In terms of teaching, for Fries, it follows that the explicit 
aim is to develop materials which would lead the adult learn
er toward making the sound system and the structural system 
automatic habits, using only enough vocabulary to make the 
systems work. Arguing for what must occur in language 
teaching based on analogies to what appears to happen in child 
language acquisition has been criticized in the literature (see, 
for example, Saporta, 1965, 1966). We feel that Fries' argu
mentation is vulnerable here. 

Another set of criticisms concerns Fries' view of the relation 
of theory to practical problem-solving. In his book (1945, 
passim), Fries talks about applying theory to the solution of 
practical problems. This approach seems to us to be a fun
damental error in the field. Fries was not alone in this funda
mental error, of course, but with Fries (1945, passim) it took 
the form of a crucial assumption which went something like: . 

One can build a technology of language teaching on a 
theory of language and on a theory of learning. 

184 



The Fries Legacy 

An alternative and potentially more fruitful approach to 
validation in the field is to clearly differentiate between 
"criteria for success" in a theory versus "criteria for success" 
in a practical problem; see Goguen (1979, passim) and Wiener 
(1979:2) for the source of this distinction. 

The Contrastive Notion and Materials Development 

One of Fries' long-term major contributions to ESL 
thought, in our view, was his explicitness to detail regarding 
the principles underlying his approach to language teaching. 
The Fries (1945) work has as its explicit aim: 

To interpret in a practical way for teaching, the principles 
of modern linguistic science and to use the results of scien
tific linguistic research. (Preface) 
Teachers of ESL, it was claimed, "in order to be effective", 

should "know English, its sound system, its structural system, 
and its vocabulary - from the point of view of a descriptive 
analysis in accord with modern linguistic science" (Fries, 
1945: Preface). Fries then framed an important truism, one 
which was to have substantive import in the development of 
the field: 

Foreign language teaching is always a matter of teaching a 
specific "foreign" language to students who have specific 
"native" language background. (Fries, 1945:Preface) 
He commented further: 
The most efficient materials are those that are based upon 
a scientific description of the language to be learned, care
fully compared with a parallel description of the native 
language of the learner. (Fries, 1945:9) 

This notion, quoted widely and used to justify literally hun
dreds of master's theses in the 1950's and 1960's was the 
direct antecedent of contrastive analysis. In the subsequent 
work of Lado (1957), the comparison of the leamer's native 
language to the language to be learned was explicitly hypo-
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thesized as a predictor of learners' errors.s (cf. Lado, 1957: 
2) 

Out of the subsequent attempts to validate Lado's hypo
thesis arose "error analysis", one of the immediate percursors 
to the field of "second language acquisition".6 We can easily 

. believe that, without Fries' insights, the field of second lan
guage acquisition would not have developed, at least in its 
current very rich and active form. 

Thus it appears that from the idea that the best materials 
arise out of a comparison between the native and the target 
language, we get the notion that such a comparison is able to 

'predict the errors which learners will make and the problems 
which they will encounter. Finally, we find the conclusion 
that before one can prepare the best teaching materials .one 
has to discover the learning difficulties through such a com
parison. 

The most important, new thing in the preparation. of teach
ing materials is the comparison of native and foreign lan
guage and culture in order to find hurdles that really have to 
be surmounted in the teaching. It will soon be considered 
quite out of date to begin writing a textbook without hav
ing previously compared the two systems involved. 
Other advances in techniques of presentation of language 
and culture should not be neglected, but the linguistic 
comparison is basic and really ines~apable if we wish to 
make progress and not merely reshuffle the same old 
materials. (Lado, 1957:2) 

The Oral Approach 

Fries was disturbed by the ESL teaching profession which 
he characterized as a field ripe with a "babel of conflicting 
assertions". He felt it was critical to raise serious, indeed 
profound, questions: 

"Just what does learning a language mean?" 
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"When can one be said to have mastered a foreign lan
guage?" (Fries, 1945: I; italics in the original) 

In addressing these questions, Fries first presents answers 
which were popular in his day; one such answer is that "learn
ing a language" is taken to mean "learning vocabulary". He 
easily demolishes this answer by referring to his research base 
in structural linguistics. Using this base, he then provides an 
operational definition of 'learning'. 

A person has "learned" a foreign language when he has ... 
first, within a limited vocabulary, mastered the sound sys
tem ... and has, second, made the structural devices ... 
matters of automatic habit. (Fries, 1945: 3; italics in the 
original) 
This definition of learning, Fries is careful to point out, is 

relevant only to the first stage of language learning. He speci
fies that "The practice which the student contributes must 
be oral practice" (1945:6; italics in the original). The clainl 
is made by Fries that this must be the case, even if the final 
goal is to read. Without this oral practice, it is claimed that 
the reader cannot "enter into the precise particular way the 
foreign language grasps experience" (1945: 6). In a later 
publication, Fries (1960: 1-4) summarizes the two basic 
features of the Oral Approach as follows: 

Two important features characterize thp. heart and sub
stance of the "Oral Approach" as the name is used here. 
These two features make our "Oral Approach" much more 
than any of the older "methods" and make it, indeed, 
A New Approach to language teaching and language learn
ing. 
These two features are: 
I) A much more clearly defined goal for the first stage of 

language learning. 
2) A much more complete understanding of what is 

essential in the materials to be studied in order to attain 
that goal. (Fries, 1960: 1; italics in the original) 
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With regard to the first feature, Fries state: 
The goal for the fIrst stage is such complete and thorough 
learning of the basic materials that they can be produced 
orally by the pupils. The word oral in the name Oral Ap
proach is used to describe what the pupil must be able to 
do with each lesson that he learns. (1960:2; italics in the 
original) 

With regard to the second feature, Fries states: 
But to be successful the Oral Approach must have the 
proper materials for the pupils to practice and learn. . . 
Fortunately, the modern scientific study of language has 
within recent years provided a breakthrough in descriptive 
structural analysis which we have learned to apply with 
great success to the problems of building effective materials 
to be learned. (1960: 2-3; italics in the original) 
It was the choice, arrangement, and sequencing of items 

to be learned that Fries made highly specific practical use of 
the "linguistic scientist's technique of language description" 
(1945 :7). Students who were educated in the tenets of struc
tural linguistics can understand the immense attention to de
scriptive detail which is intended here. In the Oral Approach, 
the results of this careful descriptive work are presented in 
detail in the Lado/Fries series (1953, 1957). A point, seem
inglyunnotedin the literature, is that for Fries, "the principles 
of method" also grow out of these materials (Fries, 1945:7). 
"Method" for Fries is clearly on a lower level of organization 
than "approach". Fries is very careful to emphasize that 
the principles of his Oral Approach do not preclude a whole 
range of practices, including the use of written symbols. 
(Fries, 1945:8) 

Pa ttern Practice 

Turning to the important concept of "pattern practice", 
Fries states that: "Pattern practice forms the most important 
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activity of learning a foreign language" (Fries in Lado/Fries, 
1953, I 957: Preface). Fries claimed (personal communication) 
that some of those who followed him made the fundamental 
error of conflating two very separate notions into their con
cept of pattern practice. 7 Fries' argument is a bit involved 
here; it may help if we remember that in the "rainbow series", 
there is a green book and a red book. Let us equate one of 
Fries' notions with the green book (Lado/Fries, 1953, 1957, 
1958, and Krohn, 1968) and the other with the red book 
(Lado/Fries, 1953, 1957, 1958). What we are calling "the 
green book notion '\ Fries entitles "production with conscious 
choice"; what we are calling "the red book notion", he en
titles "production as automatic habit". (Fries, 1945 :9) 

The procedure used goes as follows: the structural linguist 
describes the basic patterns of the target language which the 
learner of a particular native language needs to learn. He 
orders these basic patterns according to difficulty of learning 
as determined by contrastive analysis. These patterns of the 
target language are then practiced in two ways, first through 
conscious choice (the "green book way") - that is, with the 
learner's attention on the structural point being taught. 
Fries then made the simple, but penetrating observation that 
this type of practice is not enough, that this will not lead to 
freedom in the new language (1945: 6). A second type of 
practice is necessary (Fries, 1945:6, 8, 9, 34, 36). That is, 
after a particular pattern has been learned through conscious 
choice using green book practice, the students need red book 
practice to achieve automatic use. Once again Fries is very 
precise: 

... the same patterns must become matters of habit produc
tively and receptively. They must function automatically 
when the attention is centered wholly upon meaning and 
not at all upon the mechanics of the language. (Fries, 1945: 
36) 

If one can forget the apparent dogma, one removes much of 
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the controversy and sees the elegance of the system. The green 
book materials focus on the learning of form while the red 
book materials focus on the automatic use of these patterns 
while the learner's attention is on the meaning. The type of 
meaning involved with the red book materials is lexical and 
referential and is portrayed to the learner through pUll-out 
pictures in the back of his textbook (see Chart 2). The pre
dicted result for the learner is that, in Fries' words: 

... the pattern, the arrangement, and the appropriate forms 
of the words in that arrangement, . . .has become auto
matic and he freely uses it with all sorts of diverse content. 
(Fries, 1945: 34) 
Thus to summarize: the green book notion, tl?-e notion of 

structural patterns, involves exercises in which the leamer's 
attention is centered upon conscious manipulation of gram
matical patterns, whereas, the red book notion, the notion of 
pattern practice, involves exercises in which the learner's 
attention is centered upon a variety of meanings substituted 
in the previously learned grammatical pattern. We have tried 
to discover when and how these two notions were conflated, 
how in some cases, at any rate, the only notion of "pattern 
practice" taken over by others after Fries, seems to have 
been its opposite, the one Fries called "structural patterns", 
i.e., with no reference to meaning. That these two notions 
were conflated is evident from textbooks and courses which 
are still with us in which there is no clear distinction made 
between the conscious learning of forms and the practice to 
make the forms matters of automatic habit. 

What is important to note is that many thousands of people 
learned to communicate in English (and other languages) 
through initial exposure to materials and teaching which 
grew out of Fries' Oral Approach. Why this is so would take 
cultural, neurological, and psychological speculation which is 
beyond the scope of this paper. Part of the answer, however, 
lies in going "beyond the books" to the realities and experi-
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ences of the time and this we discuss in Part Three. 

PART THREE: THE ELI: A TOTAL FUNCTIONAL 
LANGUAGE ENVIRONMENTs 

The facet of the Fries Legacy that comprises this section is 
a description of the underpublicized aspects of the Oral 
Approach practiced at the English Language Institute that 
Fries founded. He created "a total functional language en
vironment" which was basic to his theory of language learning. 
The desired end result was the master of the oral use of lan
guage, hence the Oral Approach. The practices described here 
were developed as a result of Fries' search for answers to 
critical questions, the same questions still being raised today 
in language learning and teaching. 

(1) How can we best help people learn a language? 
(2) What kind of environment will produce the best lan

guage learning? 
It was clear to Fries that learning a language was not just 

something that happened in the classroom; the learning pro
cess had to go beyond the classroom into the use of language 
in real-life communicative situations. What are described here 
are practices which are stated explicitly or implied in Fries' 
classic text, Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign 
Language (1945). In the chapter entitled "Contextual Orienta
tion" (Chapter 5), Fries describes the use of "vivid imaginative 
realization" in teaching the language through use; he em
phasizes the need to relate cultural values to the language in 
which they are being expressed. 

The belief that language learning had to be reinforced and 
complemented by experiences beyond the classroom resulted 
in the establishment, by Fries, of a very special functional 
language environment at the English Language Institute. This 
total program was never revealed in the textbooks so widely 
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distributed throughout the world. It was a program impossible 
to export with the textbooks - and yet it was a vital part of 
the success achieved at the Institute. 

The aspects of the ELI program that are not revealed by 
the textbooks are those that are discussed in this section. 
The textbooks could not show, for example, the personalized 
nature of the program; classes were very small, usually no 
more than 12 students. Instructors thus knew their students 
very well and were able to tailor the class work to the special 
needs and interests of the students. Classroom atmosphere 
played an important part in the success of the program. The 
harmony evident in the classroom and in the other activities 
outside the classroom was an important motivating factor 
in the learning environment. 

What exactly went on outside the classroom at the ELI? 
The program activities described below were an integral 
part of the ELI program during the years of the 1940's and 
1950's. Instructors spent many hours with the students out
side the classroom; indeed a number of staff members were 
housed in the dormitories with the students. In addition, most 
ELI instructors ate lunch and dinner in the dormitory with 
the students each day. (Although this might be seen to be 
a heavy responsibility by today's standards, at the time it 
was looked upon as an excellent experience for the staff; 
furthermore, it also constituted a fringe benefit as the meals 
were provided without cost to the staff!) The dining rooms 
were set up so that each table seated six to eight persons; 
each table included at least one instructor. The conversations 
were, of course, carried on in English. Sometimes they re
volved around daily shared experiences but often they ranged 
far and wide. A significant cross-cultural exchange of informa
tion took place during those meal times. 

After dinner each day there was a short social period 
during which the staff interacted with the students informal
ly. This included a variety of activities: conversations, games 
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(Chinese checkers was popular at that time), help with home
work that had been assigned, etc. 

The "after dinner hour" was also used to plan the weekly 
Friday evening program. These programs were specifically 
instituted to allow for and to encourage the use of English in 
a social setting. Each of these weekly programs included a 
formal and informal aspect. The formal portion, which usually 
lasted about an hour, was organized around some central 
theme. These varied greatly and reflected the individual 
talents of the students in the Institute at a particular time. 
Sometimes, the students presented short two- or three-minute 
talks about a famous person in their country or about a 
celebrated historical event. The students prepared their pre
sentations and practiced them with help from t.he instructors 
during the week. At other times a musical program would 
be presented, capitalizing on the talents available among the 
students. These programs, too, would involve language prac
tice such as describing the music or talking about the compos
er. Sometimes a film on a somewhat controversial topic might 
be shown, followed by a discussion of the content. Staff 
members have fond memories of some of the skits prepared 
by the students for programs near the end of each course. 
These often depicted the foibles of individual instructors. 
They were all in good fun and eminently creative - all in 
English, of course. 

The informal aspects of the Friday night program, which 
comprised the remainder of the evening, included singing 
(songs in English and other languages) and dancing. The 
dancing was also the combination of American and non
American ballroom and folk dancing. Sometimes before the 
dancing commenced, there would be group games. 9 These 
games were deliberately chosen to exploit the language used 
in playing them. 

Typical American celebrations of holidays was another 
important activity. The Fourth of July picnic during the 
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Summer Intensive Program each year is a good example. 
This celebration included a baseball game (with Fries as 
pitcher) and the usual hot dogs cooked over a charcoal rue. 
This all-day affair, like the other social activities, built a 
rapport between instructors and students that made for a 
very effective learning environment. 

"Only English" was the watchword during the Friday 
evening programs, the holiday celebrations, and the meals and 
social hour after meals. Certainly the communicative use of 
English came alive to students at these times. 

At the end of each eight-week session there was a banquet 
to honor those who had completed the course. In the early' 
years of the Institute Fries always acted as host on these 
occasions. One or two of the students would be asked to talk 
and here again there was the opportunity to experience the 
use of English in a social setting of a more formal type. 

Fries set the scene for the learning environment in his 
introductory talk at the beginning of each eight-week session. 
In the early days these talks were translated into Spanish for 
the convenience of beginning students, most of whom were 
from Latin America. One of the major points he made, in addi
tion to his admonition to "practice constantly" (opportunities 
for which as we have seen were built into the program), was 
that there is no such thing as word-for-word translation. He 
stressed the importance of the relation of language to the 
culture of its users and to the situation in which it is used. 
Learning the language meant understanding the context in 
which the language was being used. Those who say that Fries 
was not interested in meaning clearly have not understood his 
work in English as a foreign language. 

Fries' Oral Approach was descriptive of the goal to be 
. reached: the oral use of language. Fries was adamant that 
it not be referred to as a method. His approach allowed for 
alternatives in how one 'approached' the material in the class
room. Instructors were able to use their own individual styles 
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as they wished to guide students to use the language. This 
approach allowed for teacher flexibility in the classroom. 
As discussed above, instructors were well acquainted with their 
students, and experiences shared in activities such as those 
described above often became useful language examples in the 
classroom. Many specific grammatical or phonological exam
ples used in the classroom were drawn from such shared 
experiences. 

This combination of classroom work and opportunity for 
practice in the use of the language with native speakers ou tside 
the classroom in social situations was essential to the highly 
successful program at the English Language Institute. Many 
of Fries' students have, at least in some measure, been able to 
export this kind of functional learning environment to their 
own institutions. To the extent that one is able to provide 
such an environment, one can enhance the language learning 
experience for students. 

Over the years many colleagues who were not privileged to 
participate in what has been called the "Michigan experience" 
have been envious of that experience. Former ELI staff 
members count ourselves fortunate indeed to have played 
a part in the Fries Legacy. 

PART FOUR: THE FRIES LEGACY AND ESL THEORY 

Overview 

An important feature of Fries' work was his concern with 
explicit answers to precise questions about learning and teach
ing a second language, answers covering a broad range of 
pedagogical issues - from theory - to curriculum - to cla~s
room - and beyond the classroom. It is with regard to this 
concern that we feel Fries' work has particuJar relevance to 
many current issues in the fields of ESL and applied linguis-
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tics. In this section we look at Fries' work as it relates to 
what we are calling the study of ESL Theory - study of the 
principles according to which pedagogical decisions are made 
and the processes involved in 'the creation of these principles. 
It is through the study of ESL l)1eory that we are attempting 
to make explicit the factors involved in pedagogical decision
making. 

By pedagogical decisions, we are referring to the range 
of decisions which determine the choice of language data that 
learners are exposed to in the learning/teaching, and the 
choice of activities through which they interact with this 
language data. Input toward such decisions can potentially 
come from many sources: theorists and researchers - program 
organizers and directors - curriculum developers and textbook 
writers - teacher trainers and supervisors - teachers and 
tutors - and ultimately, learners. In discussing the principles 
and processes of pedagogical decision-making then, it is indeed 
necessary to include explicitly three things: 

(1) theoretical perspectives, 
(2) perspectives of those engaged to organize and carry out 

the teaching, 
(3) perspectives of those involved in the learning, that is, 

the students. 

Investigating Learning/Teaching Perspectives 

An examination of the literature in ESL and applied linguis
tics over the past 40 years reveals a history of debate among 
language learning/teaching theorists about "the best way" 
to learn and teach a languag~. Yet we fmd that the details of 
these controversies are unfamiliar to many engaged in the sec
ond language learning/teaching process. This lack of familiar
ity is a serious concern since what happens in the learning/ 
teaching is often significantly affected by the outcome of 
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such controversies as reflected in the materials used, and in
structions and advice provided for teachers and learners. 

However, controversies about the best ways to learn and to 
teach a second language are not limited to theorists. Among 
teachers there is also a continual debate about what kind of 
teaching works best in the classroom and about what kind of 
teaching strategies produce classes which are conducive to 
learning. We find that the details of these debates among 
teachers are largely unfamiliar to many theorists; for the most 
part, teachers' techniques have been considered idiosyncratic 
by theorists and outside the scope of the theoretical debates 
at issue. This is also a concern as what happens in the learning/ 
teaching is significantly affected by different teacher per
spectives - even when the same materials and method are 
used. 

We further discover, when we truly involve learners, that 
they often have specific ideas about what learning a second 
language involves, and about the best ways for them to accomp
lish this learning. We find that learners' perceptions of what 
occurs or should occur in a second language classroom or 
program may not correspond to the plan envisioned by the 
theorist or by the teacher. The leamer, nonetheless, plays a 
crucial role in how the target language data is perceived and 
treated and how language learning activities are responded to. 
The following example is an illustration of this. 

In theoretical terms, an inductive approach is one in which 
the learners draw a generalization from a number of examples 
which are provided. In contrast to this, a deductive approach 
provides a generalization which is illustrated or tested through 
the examples. Neglected in this distinction, however, is the 
learner's perspective. Learners who have already been given 
an explanation (or developed a personal one) may treat the 
examples which initiate an inductive approach as illustrations 
of their explanation or tests of their hypothesis. On the other 
hand, learners may prefer not to develop an interpretation 
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when the rule is initially stated (or they might not be listening 
at all), so that the ensuing examples are not illustrations of the 
rule, but rather the "raw data" which they treat "inductively". 
Under practical conditions then, it may be the case that this 
conceptual distinction disappears. Thus, an approach, in 
practice cannot validly be considered independent of the 
learner's perspective - the leamer's perceptions of the learn
ing/teaching, and the leamer's response to the way in which 
language data is provided and learning activities are carried 
out. 

We find that in the perspectives noted above - those of 
the theorist, the teacher, and the learner - a strong conviction 
exists that how the teaching and learning is carried out affects 
whether the outcome is successful or unsuccessful. However, 
there are many questions underlying these convictions. First 
of all, what does each of the groups judge as constituting 
"success"? To what extent do conceptual distinctions pro
posed by the theorists play a role in their view of success? 
To what extent do factors discussed by teachers playa role in 
their view of success? Frequently attempts have been made in 
the literature to attribute a "success" or "failure" of teaching 
to a particular theoretical perspective, or "approach': 10. In 
our view, an essential prerequisite to clear statements about 
the success of lessons, programs, or methods is a deeper under
standing of the interrelationships among the perspectives of 
the theorist, the teacher and the learner. 

The Study of ESL Theory 

It has become a prime objective of our view of ESL Theory 
to provide a framework for systematic investigation of the 
processes of interaction among those involved in second 
language learning/teaching processes, out of which pedagogical 
decisions are made, and out of which pedagogical principles 
evolve. 
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In order to meet the above objective, it is necessary, in our 
view, to bring into the same arena of analysis the range of 
diverse decisions which determine what learners face in the 
learning/teaching process as potential data for the study of 
ESL Theory. This includes three elements: 

(1) the range of decisions leading up to the choice of 
language content and/or language data which learners 
are exposed to, 

(2) the "range of decisions determining the activities and 
interactions learners will carry out with language sam
ples and, 

(3) the range of decisions reflecting attitudes, beliefs and 
expectations about language learning and teaching 
which learners face, and which they themselves bring 
to the task. 

Such an analysis might investigate, for example, decisions 
related to some of the following areas: 

(I) organizing a program around a particular theoretical 
or philosophical approach; 

(2) developing materials for learning/teaching; 
(3) sequencing language content or learning activities; 
(4) determining criteria for grouping learners into levels 

and/or classes; 
(5) grouping learners within a class period for a particular 

activity; 
(6) carrying out particular learning activities inside (or 

outside) the classroom; 
(7) engaging in a particular exchange during such a learning 

activity. 
A primary underlying concept of this paper, and of the 

study of ESL Theory as we have defined it, is this: the actual 
carrying out, in daily practice, of activities for learning is the 
culmination of an extremely broad range of decisions, some 
carefully thought out, some spontaneous, but all relatable in 
important ways to previous experiences. An awareness of 
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the patterning of this range of decisions and the factors under
lying them would give us insights into why we consider some 
approaches, programs, methods, courses, lessons and tech
niq ues successful, and others unsuccessful. It may also help 
us to better understand the ways in which some courses seem 
coherent and harmonious - courses in which the students, 
teachers, and materials seem to be in enthusiastic agreement 
about where they are going and how they are getting there -
while other courses seem to be pitted with conflicts and 
disharmonies. 

The use of such terms as harmony, coherence and unity 
for referring to language learning/teaching situations is not 
new. These tenns have been used often in the literature 
over the years, by Fries (1945), Anthony (1963), Stevick 
(1980), alnong others. The notions represented by such terms 
are difficult to define, and perhaps impossible to control for 
and measure empirically. Yet, there is good reason to suspect 
that when learners, teachers, and materials are united about 
the learning objectives and about the means to achieve these 
objectives - with respect to the interpersonal, methodological, 
and theoretical or philosophical aspects of their shared effort 
- this harmony or coherence or unity plays an important part 
in the success of a program. In the case under consideration 
in this paper, we find among our colleagues divergences in 
opinion about the reasons for which the approach developed 
by Fries and used during that period was considered so suc
cessful. There is also divergence of opinion as to the factors 
involved in that success. However, amid the theoretical con
troversies regarding whether or not pattern practice should 
work (see, for example: Saporta, 1966; Brown, 1971; Diller, 
1971; Lamendella, 1978), is the realization that students 
taught in the Fries tradition did get target language data, and 
were inspired to do something with it. Perhaps for these 
students, and their teachers, there was never any doubt that 
it would work. 
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The fact that harmony is largely unquantifiable and dif
ficult to define does not mean that it is impossible for us to 
investigate the factors which seem to foster it or to hinder it. 
Nor does it mean that it is impossible for learners, teachers, 
and theorists to become more aware of such factors. It may 
be that the very process of investigating the notion of har
mony, along with an attempt to make explicit our understand
ing of theoretical notions (such as pattern practice, for exam
pie) will increase our awareness of potential conflicts in the 
learning/teaching process and their sources. It is in attempt
ing to develop this awareness that we feel that the study of 
ESL Theory is related to concerns of harmony and success in 
ESL learning/teaching. 

Fries and ESL Theory 

Let us consider then, the ways in which an examination of 
Fries' work is relevant to the study of ESL Theory today, and 
to the notion of harmony in ESL learning/teaching. It is not 
only that some of the principles of the Oral Approach - and 
the processes involved in their creation - may be relevant to 
current pedagogical decision-making that is of interest to us 
here. It is also that Fries' work provides us with an excellent 
model for explicitly taking into account a full range of peda
gogical considerations in the learning/teaching process, includ
ing those of a theoretical nature and those of an implementa
tional nature. In our view, it is important for all of us as ESL 
professionals to have background knowledge for, and experi
ence in, examining pedagogical decisions at a variety of levels, 
and ultimately in making decisions. It is important for us to 
develop an awareness of and appreciation for the complex 
network of factors which connect the carrying out of learning/ 
teaching to the various theories and beliefs held about learning 
and teaching second language. For this reason, we wish to 
attempt to avoid the traditional tendency to separate theore-
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tical background, on the one hand, and methodology, on the 
other. Such a split suggests that the validity or lack of validity 
of a particular classroom activity or technique is unrelated to 
theories or philosophies of language, learning, and teaching. 

In this light, we wish to consider two aspects of Fries' work: 
(l) his completeness, and (2) his explicitness. Fries' work in 
ESL can be characterized by the term completeness in that it 
offers a careful tying together of diverse threads - theoretical 
factors, material-related factors, teacher-related factors, learn
er-related factors - into what clearly seems to have been a 
coherent and harmonious whole. Departing from the "special 
techniques of descriptive analysis of the modern scientific 
study of language by which a trained linguist can efficiently 
and accurately arrive at the fundamentally significant matters 
of structure and sound system", Fries moved to the "applica
tion of these techniques to the development of satisfactory 
materials for learning and teaching" (1945: 5). 

The role of the learner in the process was clearly laid out. 
"Even with such materials the desired -result does not fOllow 
inevitably without the thorough- cooperation of the student. 
The student must be willing to give himself wholeheartedly 
to the strenuous business of learning the new language". 
(1945:5) Fries elaborated in some detail what this whole
hearted cooperation entails - the type of attitude necessary, 
the type of practice required, the kind of difficulties which 
must be overcome - for the scientifically selected and se
quenced items of language to be learned. 

Although in retrospect, Fries can be criticized for his 
excessively strict application of theoretical linguistic princi
ples to questions of pedagogical nature, he was nonetheless 
explicit in this application. As noted in Part Two above, he 
began his Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Lan
guage by explicitly framing the often implicit questions which 
must necessarily be part of any attempt to learn or teach 
another language: "What do we mean by 'learn' or 'master' 

202 



The Fries Legacy 

a language?" and "By what process can we best arrive at this 
'mastery'?" He then provided answers to these questions by 
explicit reference to principles of structural linguistics and to 
anecdotal information. It is Fries' explicitness which helps us 
to understand how he came to the conclusions he did, and 
what the factors were that he considered most important. It 
is also his explicitness which allows us to be explicit in our 
criticism of his conclusions. 

Fries stated that the mastery of the basic sound and struc
tural arrangement was only the first stage (1945: 3). He then 
clearly linked this first stage to what he considered the ul
timate task of "attaining as complete a realization as possible 
of the common situations in which the language operates for 
the native speaker" (1945: 58). The subsequent stages of 
language learning - after mastery of the sound system and the 
basic structural devices - involve presentation of vocabulary 
for "general areas of experience", and then for '"special areas 
of experience" related to "the special fields in which he (the 
learner) will be active." (1945:51). Ultimately, Fries stated 
the learner must "try to enter into the whole range of experi-

. ences that the native speakers of the foreign language have 
grown up with". "Only in so far as such contextual orientation 
is achieved is the foreign language really 'mastered' " (1945: 
61). Fries has a deep concern for culture, not simply as a . 
handy way of providing a teaching context for linguistic items, 
but as a prerequisite to gaining the ability to put language to 
communicative use. Thus, the importance of the aspects 
discussed in Part Three of this paper is again underscored. 

A careful reading of Fries reveals that theoretical aspects did 
not exist independently, but rather had to be operating hand 
in hand with methodological aspects and with interpersonal or 
humanistic aspects. At one point, Fries qU9ted a philosophical 
statement of DeWitt Parker: "Scientific truth is the fidelity 
of a description to the external objects of experience; artistic 
truth is a sympathetic vision - the organization into clearness 
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of experience itself', and then added: "the goal of language as 
a communicative art is akin to that of all artistic effort ... vivid 
imaginative realization" (Fries, 1945:57). From that state
ment, it is difficult to interpret Fries' view of language learning 
and language teaching as being "mechanistic", an unfair charge 
too often applied to his work. 

A careful study of Fries' work both in terms of its content 
and its argumentation, is vital to ESL professionals today as a 
background for understanding contemporary issues in our 
field. To fail to take the Fries Legacy into serious account in 
one's own formulation of theories and practices is to fail to 
recognize an important milestone in the development of our 
field. Fries was a key visionary in the development of theore
tical perspectives to second language learning and teaching. 

Footnotes 

1 Proceedings of the University of Michigan Board of Regents, March 26 
and October 15, 1941. 

2The abbreviation ESL will be used throughout the paper to denote 
both English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL). 

3We do not wish to enter into a debate of whether or not Fries was a 
"behaviorist". We feel that assigning such labels is counterproductive 
to our attempt to understand Fries in his own terms. Such categorical 
labels may give the reader a false impression of grasping Fries' position 
by equating it with what one knows of behaviorism, and may keep the 
reader from going to the original sources. It is clear, from a close read
ing of Fries, that he did not hold what we characterize today as the 
extreme "strawman behaviorist position". It is equally clear though, 
that he did accept the dominant psychology of the day, one greatly 
influenced by a broader behaviorist perspective. We should like to 
acknowledge our appreciation to Peter Fries for the extensive in
formation he provided us concerning Fries' statements regarding 
psychology . 

4Sources for this section of the paper are portions of Fries' classic text, 
Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Language, and personal 
communications from Fries to Selinker in which Fries expressed deep 
concern about having been seriously misunderstood in his writings on 
the theoretical foundations of the Oral Approach. Our concern for 
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his concern is part of the motivation for this paper. 
5The history of this development (see Lado, 1957) is, of course, more 

complex, especially in that the influence of structuralist bilingual 
studies (e.g. Haugen, 1951, and Weinreich, 1953) was strongly felt. 

60nce again this may appear to be an overstatement of the facts in that 
another immediate precursor to the study of second-language acquisi
tion was the development of the study of first-language acquisition. 
Discussion of this aspect would pull us too far afield. 

7We can see this problem even in more re.cent discussions. For example, 
in Lamendella (1978) and Klosek versus Lamendella (1978), this 
distinction is not noted. 

8This section was written by Betty Wallace Robinett who worked as an 
assistant to Fries for several years. 

9Dorry's book, Games for Second Language Learning (1966), reflects 
her experience at the ELI where she often directed the games during 
these programs. 

lOIn using the terms 'approach', 'method' and 'technique', we are refer
ing to Anthony's distinctions (1963 :64). We have used these distinc
tions as a basis for developing a framework fo'r analysis of the learn
ing/teaching process. (forthcoming) 
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UNDERSTANDING REFUGEE 
SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNlNG* 

Howard H. Kleinmann 

Abstract 

This paper discusses the trauma associated with 
involuntary or forced migration, and the resulting 
effect on the learner's ability to concentrate on 
second language learning. Drawing on the Indo
chinese refugee experience, the author discusses 
how and why social service and linguistic needs of 
refugees must be addressed simultaneously if the 
ESL program is to be successful. The paper also 
suggests ways in which the refugee's second lan
guage acquisition potential can be fed both within 
and outside the classroom to facilitate resettlement. 

We are all aware of the massive body of literature that has 
accumulated over the last 30 years in the field of second 
language learning and teaching. In this period we have become 
increasingly sensitive to the complexities of the second lan
guage learning and teaching processes as our sophistication 

* This is a revised version of a paper presented at the seventeenth annual 
rESOL convention, March 16, 1983. 

Howard H. Kleinmann is Director of the Academic Skills Center and 
College ESL Program at Queens College, City University of New York. 
His articles have appeared in TESOL Quarterly, Language Learning, 
Foreign Language Annals, English Language Teaching Journal and 
various other periodicals. 
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with such disciplines as linguistics, psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, education, and other fields has. developed. 
We have been able to integrate insights from aU of these dis
ciplines to contribute to our knowledge, learning in the 
process, if nothing else, that the number of variables affect
ing the learning and teaching of a second language is almost 
endless. 

Yet, if one looks through the tables of contents of the 
professional journals in our field, one cannot help noticing 
the overwhelming emphasis on studies of educated, university
enrolled ESL students. To be sure, we have learned a great 
deal about second language learning and teaching from these 
university-based studies. What is striking, however, is the 
relative lack of research attention paid to another very sizable 
group of ESL learners and the incomplete picture of the 
second language learning and teaching process that we may be 
left with as a result. I am speaking of the Indochinese refugees, 
three-quarters of a million of whom have come to the United 
States since 1975. 

What is especially noteworthy about the Indochinese re
fugees is the circumstances under which they have relocated. 
The Indochinese refugees were, in effect, pushed out of their 
native countries, forced to migrate to strange lands, frequently 
leaving loved ones behind. The trauma and psychological 
stress experienced by these involuntary migrants have been 
overwhelming. Any migration, even a voluntary one, is a 
traumatic experience. It represents an interruption and frustra
tion of natural life expectations. It is one of the most obvious 
instances of the complete disorganization of the individual's 
role system and the partial disturbance of social identity. 
It is cognitively stressful, forcing the immigrant to change 
familiar images and build a new cognitive map. For the in
voluntary migrant, the psychological risks can be even greater. 

The intensity of stress as a result of involuntary migration 
has been pointed out in Cohon (1981), who reviewed refugee 
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symptomatology and treatment methods. Among the symp
toms he noted were delusions of persecution, disturbing 
dreams, poor sleep, states of confusion, somatic complaints, 
feelings of insecurity, isolation, resentment, guilt, inadequacy, 
bereavement, tension, fatigue, restlessness, and detachment. 
Cohon and others (Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare 
1979) pointed out that these problems may be chronic or 
delayed. Frequently they remain dormant until after an 
initial period of resettlement has passed and the refugee is 
able to reflect upon his life situation (Robinson 1980: 33). 

To understand the implications of the refugee experience 
for second language learning and teaching, it is useful to look 
at the theoretical work on social-psychological stress done by 
Dohrenwend (1961). Dohrenwend proposed a model of stress 
based on a case of forced relation. In the model, stress brought 
on by forced relocation is affected by external and internal 
factors. External factors include objective oonditions of one's 
life situation based in part by comparing old and new life 
conditions. Internal factors include subjective aspiration which 
have been internalized and which affect the choice of life 
goals. The greater the relative deprivation experienced as the 
person makes comparisons between past and present life 
conditions, the greater is the effect of external factors on 
stress. The greater the threat to one's internalized status aspira
tions, the greater is the effect of internal factors on stress. In 
applying Dohrenwend's model to the Indochinese refugee 
population, externally induced stress would be a result of a 
negative comparison between life circumstances in the native 
country and the country of refuge. Internally induced stress 
would be a result of status aspirations for achievement in 
American society that conflict with existing life circumstances. 
It follows that refugees who have a positive evaluation of life 
circumstances, and aspirations which fit well with them, 
should experience less overall stress in functioning. Refugees 
who have a negative evaluation of life circumstances and un-
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realistic aspirations relative to their life circumstances should 
experience greater stress in life functioning. 

It is obvious that one cannot talk about ESL education 
for refugees without considering the circumsta~ces that have 
brought them to the classroom, and the life situation in which 
they find themselves. Linguists have long recognized that 
sociocultural adjustment (the resolution of internal and ex
ternal constraint) and host language acquisition are inter
related processes, but customarily the ESL educator did not 
encounter students with such severe social-psychological 
problems as the Indochinese refugees. This extreme situation 
has highlighted the need for integrating with the ESL program 
an effective, ongoing, social and support service system which 
can reduce levels of constraint and psychological stress. 

One model of such a system in the early stages of resettle
ment is the sponsorship arrangement, which may fairly be 
compared with the "halfway· house" facilities used to ease 
people with physical, social and psychological problems back 
into mainstream society after a period of institutionalization. 
Like a halfway house, a sponsorship provides a temporary 
sheltered environment which allows the refugee to move 
gradually, and in a planned way, out into the host society. 
If properly oriented, the sponsor is organized, sensitized and in 
many other ways prepared to receive, welcome and assist the 
refugee in putting his or her life back together again in the 
totally new and foreign environment. The sponsor is able to 
neutralize somewhat the effects of what has been labeled 
"nesting obsession" - concern over feeling comfortable where 
one is living after having relocated, and "transition anxiety" -
the anxiety brought about by concern over details of moving 
to a foreign culture (Schumann 1980; Schumann and Schu
mann 1977). Of course, to be fully effective the sponsorship 
arrangement should be tied into a network of professional 
social and psychological services. 

While the conjoining of TESL expertise with an effective 
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support services system is a necessary component of effective 
resettlement, ESL educators must exercise caution in apply
ing TESL research findings to refugee programs. Much second 
language learning theory and teaching practice develop from 
studies of carefully controlled environments where a fairly 
uniform level of basic aptitude and interest, plus a regulated 
schedule and semicommon student goals exist. Resettlement 
of Indochinese refugees has taught us that few of the custom
ary assumptions hold, especially in the case of undereducated 
refugees. This has been a source of frustration, and has 
spawned a growing uneasiness among refugee ESL educators 

who question the applicability of ESL research findings, teach
ing methods and techniques (Cain 1979). Barriers to success
ful second language learning such as overcrowded classrooms, 
multi-level classes, and varying educational backgrounds 
(Heaton 1979; Peck 1979), while definitely factors in refugee 
ESL programs, nevertheless do not account entirely for the in
ordinate difficulty many refugees experience in ESL classes. 
Observations about the undereducated Indochinese ESL 
learners seem to suggest that the adult refugee presents an 
exception to accepted theory and technique. As one ESL 
educator lamented, "There is very little in the way of texts, 
examinations, research and pUblication in the field of linguis
tics, applied linguistics and TESL that is relevant to the situa
tion of the Indochinese refugee" (Cain 1979). 

Fortunately, the situation has improved since those words 
were published in 1979. We must be ever mindful, however, 
that the ESL education of undereducated Indochinese refugee 
adults necessitates dealing with special difficulties not en
countered in working with other adult second language learn
ers. To understand their problems learning English, it is useful 
to examine a model of second language acquisition known as 
the Monitor (Krashen 1976). 
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The Monitor Model and Indochinese Refugees 

The Monitor Model is a theory of adl;llt second language 
development. An important feature of the theory is the 
distinction it makes between acquisition and learning. Acquisi
tion refers to the process of developing language competence 
in predictable stages without formal instruction but through 
active involvement with the target language. It is the process 
entailed by first language development in children and second 
language development in adults when they are involved in 
meaningful, communicative interaction in the target language. 

Mere exposure to English is insufficient for acquisition to 
take place. Active involvement with the target language is 
necessary for acquisition to occur (Krashen 1976: 166). 
Typically, actively involved learners are individuals who 
maximize practice opportunities in the target language by 
stimulating language output from their interlocutors during 
verbal interactions with them (Seliger 1977). This results in 
their receiving large doses of focused target language input, 
enabling them to formulate and test hypotheses about the 
target language, which contributes to their acquired second 
language competence. 

The lack of active involvement that Indochinese refugees, 
especially the undereducated, have with English is well known 
among resettlement professionals and may explain why some 
refugees are poor acquirers of English. These refugees may 
be characterized as "low input generators," retreating from 
second language interactions and reluctant to exploit practice 
opportunities (Seliger, 1977:265, 275). 

Learning, in Monitor Model terms, refers to the process· of 
consciously attending to linguistic form. It usually takes 
place in formal environments where rule isolation, error detec
tion and error correction take place. Language output is 
"monitored" by the learner who uses conscious linguistic 
knowledge to edit what he or she has learned. By monitoring, 
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the learner supplements knowledge of second language ma
terial that has already been acquired. The learner does this by 
using language knowledge that has consciously been learned 
by rule to adjust, prior to production, the proper form of the 
utterance. The notion of learning in Monitor Theory is related 
to the individual's ability to isolate rules and focus on errors 
and their correction, usually in formal environments such as 
ESL classrooms. Implicit in this concept is the learner's 
ability to analyze linguistic form based on a formal grammar 
he or she has stored and can consciously refer to for language 
production and repair. It is not unusual, therefore, that adults 
enrolled in intensive ESL programs at universities would out
perform nonacademically oriented foreign adults, and especial
ly those with little or no formal education. Second language 
learners with limited formal education in their first language 
simply do not have the experience or skills necessary to 
formalize language data into rules to which they can refer. 
In this connection there is little difference between under
educated Indochinese refugees and other undereducated for
eign adults. Both groups are unable to develop a sophisticated 
enough Monitor in formal second language learning environ
ments. In contrast, experience with Soviet refugees attending 
non-university ESL programs has been that they are excellent 
learners in the Monitor Model sense. One important reason 
for this is that most of them are better equipped to deal with 
formal ESL instruction, having completed a high school 
education in the Soviet Union. 

To summarize, the difficulty undereducated refugees have 
in developing competence in English can be attributed in part 
to the following: 

1. They are unable to take advantage of traditional formal 
ESL learning environments where language rules are 
presented and explained. 

2. They do not involve themselves actively in the target 
language through second language interaction with other 
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students in the same classroom. 
3. They avoid second language contact with native speakers 

outside the ESL classroom. 

In Monitor Model terms, we may say they are poor learners 
and poor acquirers of a second language. What this suggests, 
of course, is that we must re-examine what we are doing inside 
the classroom to help Indochinese refugees develop English 
language proficiency, and we must think of ways to increase 
their likelihood to approach second language contact oppor
tunities outside the classroom. 

Key features of an ESL classroom which would increase the 
likelihood of active involvement on the part of Indochinese 
refugees include the following: . 

1. Topic selection relevant to the refugees' lives and in 
language which would be immediately usable. Topics 
and language related to everyday coping skills, prevoca
tional skills, and employment needs of the student 
would rank high in this category. 

2. De-emphasis on formal rules. 
3. Small group interaction activities to make the learners 

feel more comfortable using English. 
4. The teaching of "attending skills" (Cope and Acton 1976 

for use by students during group interaction activities. 
These are appropriate listening behaviors which will 
generate further language output from the speaker and 
greater input into the listener's mental language acquisi
mechanism. 

In short, the classroom needs to de-emphasize learning and em
phasize acquisition in the Monitor Model sense of the terms. 

Outside the Qassroom 

Because second language acquisition and sociocultural ad
justment . are interdependent, the emphasis upon acquisition 
activities within the classroom is inadequate by itself. The 
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classroom situation is inherently artificial and for someone 
without a formal education it can be quite tedious and un
productive. 

The refugee must be afforded the opportunity for genuine 
crosscultural encounter outside the classroom. This, however, 
entails knotty problems. The newly arrived, undereducated, 
non-English speaking refugee is not equipped to find housing, 
employment or social interaction opportunities for himself or 
herself (Dean 1977; Montero 1979). Without guidance, en
couragement and outside help, the refugee is likely to fall into 
a pattern of avoidance of and isolation from the target culture, 
and remain there. This points again to the need for an effec
tive support service system. With such a network, refugees· 
can be sensitized to American culture, institutions, and sys
tems, and be exposed to meaningful out-of-class intake en
vironments which complement in-class language acquisition 
activities. Such exposure would enhance the refugee's second 
language acquisition potential as well as overall adjustment. 

In closing let me reiterate. that the special circumstances 
of the involuntary migration of Indochinese refugees require 
us to consider external factors in second language acquisition 
in designing and operating ESL programs. Support services 
must be available to alleviate various stresses and facilitate 
sociocultural adjustment. In addition, the refugee's acquisi
tion potential must be fed within and outside the classroom, 
and the ESL curriculum should address the needs of refugees 
in survival, prevocational, and occupational areas. These are 
just some recommendations. We need more reports and 
formal studies of refugees and their adjustment experiences. 
Through them we will have a more complete picture of what 
determines successful (and unsuccessful) second language 
acquisition, sociocultural adjustment, and overall resettlement. 
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FORUM 

Richard Mezo has written a response. to Kathryn Taylor 
Mizuno's article, "Micro-analysis: A technique for helping 
Japanese students of English" (Vol. 5, Oct., 1983). Mr Mezo's 
response is followed by a reply from Ms Mizuno. 

JARGON, WEASEL WORDS, AND BARRIERS 
TO INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 

In a recent article in the JALT Journal (October 1983) con
cerning "macro-analysis techniques" in teaching oral English, 
Kathryn Taylor Mizuno speaks of what she calls "the new field 
of intercultural communication." From the author's comment 
about the field, I would indeed hesitate to call it new - the 
coinage of some new terms or the introduction of new jargon 
does not make a new field. I think that teachers of English to 
speakers of other languages have been concerned, for quite 
some time, with the cultural barriers to learning. However, I 
do not want to argue the point here; I am interested, rather, in 
jargon itself and in "weasel words" that may be used to cover 
up problems which need to be faced and solved. It seems that, 
with increasing frequency, ESL/EFL teachers are becoming 
fond of jargon and weasel words used to sidestep or avoid 
some of the unpleasant aspects of life. It is as though some 
teachers want to avoid the responsibility for noticing and 
speaking about such things as racial prejudice. Ms. Mizuno's 
article provides a good example of this problem in the use of 
jargon and weasel words. 

In her article, for example, Ms. Mizuno quotes at length 
from the work of a "cultural anthropologist" concerning the 
cultural barrier in communication. It is worth considering the 
statement in full: 

Nakane Chie ... points out one source of difficulty for 
Japanese in communicating with non-Japanese. She notes 
that a basic rule for social interaction for the Japanese is 
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that there are three basic groups of people; those within 
one's own group, those whose background is fairly well 
known and those whose background is unknown. Non
Japanese people fall in the third category. Nakane con
cludes: "If the Japanese had some general code of man
ners for dealing with people which did not differentiate 
[these three categories of people] they might have an 
easier time approaching or interacting with foreigners." 

The statement above is couched in social science jargon -
and it is cant of a dangerous and malicious sort. What is 
Nakane Chie actually saying here? The reality hidden behind 
this jargon may be stated thus: "The Japanese have trouble 
communicating with others because they have extreme racial 
prejudices. If they did not have racial prejudices, it would be 
easier for them to communicate with foreigners." Then why 
not come right out and say it? Well, because racism is not a 
pleasant subject and it may be avoided to some extent by the 
use of jargon. And how easy it is for a writer to evade his or 
her responsibility to be honest: 

There is one source of difficulty for American southern 
"rednecks" in communicating with non-white people. 
A basic rule for social interaction for the American south
ern rednecks is that there are three basic groups of 
people: those within one's own group, those whose back
ground is fairly well known and those whose background 
is unknown. Non-white people (especially blacks) fall 
into the third category. We should conclude that if the 
American southern redneck had some general code of 
manners for dealing with people which did not differen
tiate these three categories of people, they might have 
an easier time approaching or interacting with blacks and 
other non-white people. 

And thus we would explain away, in a fog of jargon, the KKK 
and neo-Nazi groups and other bigots who preach racial super
iority and continue to thrive upon racial hatred - and thus we 
contribute our small part to racial prejudice and discrimina
tion. We could not use terms such as "racial prejudice" for 
these terms have moral connotations and we are, after all, 
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"social scien tists." 
Closely related to the use of jargon is the use of weasel 

words, and again Ms. Mizuno's article provides a good example 
of this second problem. Dean Barnlund, who is described as 
"a leader in the field of intercultural communication", makes 
the following statement about the "culture gap" between 
Japan and the United States: 

If one were forced to choose a few words to capture the 
ethos. of these societies they might be these: homo
geneity, hierarchy, collectivity and harmony for Japan; 
heterogeneity, equality, individualism and change for the 
United States. 

But let us consider Mr. Barnlund's comparisons a little more 
carefully: 

Japan u.s. 
homogeneity heterogeneity 
hierarchy equality 
collectivity individualism 
harmony change 

When these words are taken from the context of the sentence 
and are displayed in paired groupings, it is easier to notice 
what is wrong here. The writer has not tried to match these 
words - he has substituted weasel words for more natural, 

more logical words in his contrast: 
Japan 

homogeneity 
au thori tarianism 
conformity 

u.s. 
heterogenei ty 
equality 
individ ualism 

stasis change 
I am not suggesting that these are truly the distinguishing char
acteristics of societies in Japan or in the United States; I am 
suggesting that they are more logical pairings than those of Mr. 
Barnlund. And I am saying that the former pairings represent 
a dishonest attempt to avoid problems rather than an attempt 
to recognize and deal with them. 
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I do agree, however, with the thrust of Ms. Mizuno's article 
to the effect that discussion and debate are essential features 
of democratic societies and that these are not well known in 
non-democratic societies. But effective discussion and debate 
depend upon clarity and honesty; jargon which attempts to 
cover up problems and weasel words only serve to impede the 
process of communication. Teachers of English must begin to 
recognize the problem of using jargon and weasel words before 
intercultural communication can be successful. 

Richard E. Mezo 
Dankook University 
Cheonan, Korea 

A RESPONSE TO RICHARD E. MEZO 

I welcome this opportunity to respond to the comments 
made by Richard E. Mezo about my article in the October, 
1983 JALT Journal. 

I agree with Mr. Mezo that clarity and honesty are essential 
for a meaningful discussion, and that the use of jargon and 
imprecise language prevents this. I would like to point out 
here, though, that I believe that in neither of the two in
stances he cites are the authors quoted guilty of dishonest use 
of language in order to, in Mr. Mezo's words, "sidestep or 
avoid some of the unpleasant aspects of life." I would like to 
suggest in addition that Mr. Mezo's use of language seems to 
me to reflect some of his own biases and misconceptions of 
what is being said by the two authors he quotes and by myself 
in my article. 

First, he condemns Nakane Chie. for her "dangerous and 
malicious" use of "social science jargon" to describe what he 
calls "racial prejudice". While the patterns of interpersonal 
communication in Japanese society described by Ms. Nakane 
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in the passage cited (Nakane, 1974), p. 131) may provide an 
explanation for racial prejudice as it may exist in Japan, 
Ms. Nakane's analysis is based on a study of the way Japanese 
interact with other Japanese. The "third category" of people 
includes other Japanese as well as non-Japanese, so that race is 
not the central issue. Mr. Mezo's use of the term "racial pre
judice" here is thus inappropriate. 

In citing Ms. Nakane I was trying to illustrate how differ
ences in basic cultural values can be a barrier to communica
tion among people of differing cultural backgrounds. Observ
ers of Japanese society - professional and non-professional, 
Japanese and non-Japanese alike - agree that the strong 
orientation to group is a dominant influence in interpersonal 
relations in the culture. People of the dominant culture in 
Japan tend to see others as either being members of one's 
group or not - as either insiders or outsiders. I intended to 
show in my article that there may be serious miscommunica
tion in an encounter between a typical Japanese and a typical 
American, where the Japanese views the American as an out
sider while the American views the Japanese as another indi
vidual with whom he can communicate on an equal basis. If 
a discussion of the sort that is common in the English speaking 
world is based on thesis and antithesis, the premises of which 
are "parity and confrontation on an equal footing" (Nakane, 
1970, p. 35), and the Japanese does not view the non-Japanese 
as an equal, there may be miscommunication unless both 
parties in the discussion are aware that there are those basic 
differences in their world views. 

I concur with Mr. Mezo in deploring the 'preaching of racial 
superiority and thriving on racial hatred' that are the result 
of severely ethnocentric attitudes. I also have a concern, how
ever, for a much more subtle form ,of ethnocentrism which 
Mr. Mezo's article itself seems to me to reflect: the assump
tion that one's own values are superior to those of others. 
This seems to be an, unconscious attitude at the base of Mr. 
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Mezo's criticism of what he calls the "weasel words" that Mr. 
Barnlund uses to describe Japanese society (Barnlund, 1975, 
p. 161). 

Mr. Mezo shows a clear cultural bias in his choice of "more 
logical" words to substitute for those used by Mr. Barnlund. 
He has changed Barnlund's neutral terms to words implying a 
negative value judgement on his part. To be consistent would 
it not be "more logical" to pair terms that both imply negative 
value judgements, such as the following? 

Japan U.S. 
homogeneity heterogeneity 
authoritarianism anarchy 
conformity egotism 
stasis restlessness 

To counterbalance his list of terms for Japanese society as it 
might be seen by a critical non-Japanese, this is a similar list of 
terms for the U.S. that might be used by a critic of that so
ciety. Or one could choose terms with more positive connota
tions for both societies: 

Japan U.S. 
homogeneity heterogeneity 
social order egalitarianism 
loyalty to group self-reliance 
traditionalism progress 

Barnlund has attempted to describe each society in as objec
tive terms as possible, but he recognises the "difficulty of mak
ing any comparative statement without implying, or having 
attributed to it, some sort of cosmic judgement. No matter 
how careful the research it must embody the assumptions of 
some culture; no matter how objective the conclusions, they 
must be stated and read from some cultural perspective. 
Although the effects of cultural biases can be resisted, they 
can never be totally eliminated" (Barnlund, 1975, p. ix). Thus, 
read from Mr. Mezo's apparent cultural bias, Barnlund's terms 
for U.S. society seem positive, and those for Japanese society 
seem to be dishonest, deceptive "weasel words". 
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What we must strive for in order to communicate more 
effectively with people whose values differ from our own is 
not to be value-free, but to be aware of the cultural relativity 
of our own values, so that we can seek to understand how they 
may differ from those of others. Barnlund states in his con
clusion, "The boundaries of our countries are no longer the 
borders of our minds. It is vitally important - perhaps even a 
matter of survival - that we come to comprehend and appre
ciate what other peoples feel and know. This kind of inter
personal empathy can enlarge human pespectives and multiply 
opportunities for personal and cultural growth" (Barn lund , 
1975, p. 173). 

As long as we teachers of English as a second language 
ignore this we will be imposing our cultural values on our 
students, rather than discovering through meaningful commu
nication with them how our ideas and attitudes may differ, 
thus developing better understanding between us. 
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