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we are delighted to have assembled a troupe of some of the best-known and most exciting up-and-coming names 
in english teaching* to explore 10 of the biggest and most talked about teaching methods and technological 
advances in the english language teaching (eLt) industry.
 
take the enduring fascination with the existence of learning styles, for example, or our endless obsession with 
the grammar syllabus. or even our insistence on teaching beginners the basics before anything else. to what 
extent are these shaping our profession, or are they just sideshows to the main event of helping english learners 
make the best progress? and as we move deeper into the digital age, the potential for grand claims becomes 
ever greater.

whilst we’ve all experienced the power of technology in our daily lives, to what extent can it deliver better 
learning outcomes? is there a “digital divide” between children and adults, and is online “chat” undermining 
the fabric of the english language as we know it? what about machines that can teach and assess better than 
humans, or software that might replace teachers altogether? 

in a recent study by pearson english of over 600 eLt professionals, 70% of teachers agreed that learning 
technology is much easier for young people, but check out ozge Karaoglu’s view on whether our children are 
really “digital natives.” in this same study, 70% disagreed with the notion that computers are as effective as 
humans in assessing learning ability in english, but read on to discover alistair Van Moere’s perspective on how 
effective at assessing the computer has already proved. and even though a majority of respondents agreed that 
learning styles must be catered to in digital materials, Russ Mayne questions the notion as to whether learning 
styles even exist at all!

we invite you to learn what experts david crystal, nicky hockly, ozge Karaoglu, Russ Mayne, Katharine 
nielson, david nunan, scott thornbury, alistair Van Moere, Laurie harrison, nick Robinson and diane schmitt 
think about these claims:
 
• technology has the power to transform english language learning and teaching
• Learning how to use technology is much easier for young people
• online learning will never be as effective as classroom learning
• technology can help low-level learners use authentic materials better
• computers are as effective as humans in assessing learners’ english proficiency
• there is such a thing as learning styles
• grammar is still the best basis for a language learning syllabus
• Mobile and social media, e.g., text-speak, are having a negative impact on the english language
• Real-time translation services signal the end of language teaching as we know it
• english measurement scales, e.g., cefR, accurately show how proficient learners are in english
 

*our authors contributed to this report in their own personal capacity. the views expressed here are their own and do not necessarily represent the views of pearson english.

2



with an estimated 2 billion people in the world who are learning or want to learn english, there’s a growing 
demand for clarity about what best supports teacher effectiveness and learner success, especially from a digital 
perspective. after reading our experts’ commentary, you might just question a few commonly held beliefs along 
the way!

of course, nothing is ever black and white. combine that with our hyperconnected world of rapid technological 
and social change, there is no definitive guide to what works well in every learning environment whether it be 
english as a foreign Language (efL), english as a second Language (esL) or english for specific purposes 
(esp). that’s why pearson, the world’s leading learning company, has partnered with eLtjam, thought leaders 
in the eLt industry, to bring together this incredible collection of experts to give their unique perspectives 
on our ever-changing industry. we also appreciate that the context, relevance and application of the themes 
discussed in this top ten of biggest “truths” in eLt may differ depending upon a range of factors such as the 
teaching and learning environment and whether specific learning purposes are at play.

we hope you enjoy, share and continue the discussion!
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what’s inside

5 the unBeLieVaBLe aBBReVatRon

david crystal—linguist, writer, lecturer and honorary 
professor of Linguistics at the university of wales, Bangor—
dials in on whether “text-speak” and the language of online 
communication is really undermining the english language.

10 the MiRacLe Language cuRe 

can educational technology really fix language learning? 
nicky hockly—director of pedagogy at the consultants-e, 
an online and training consultancy—weighs in.

14 the Bionic wundeRKind 

are all the children we teach really digital natives? 
ozge Karaoglu—english teacher, foreign Languages 
department K–12 technology integration specialist, author 
and freelance teacher trainer—explores the belief that 
implementing technology is easier with young people.

18 the Man who LeaRns 
thRough his nose

is it true that individual learning styles don’t matter?
Russ Mayne—teacher and tutor in eap at the 
university of Leicester—investigates.

23 the teRRific tasKMasteR

can we make english for specific purposes accessible for 
low-level learners? Katharine nielson—chief education 
officer at Voxy—discusses the idea that task-based learning 
and online resources can make authentic materials work for 
low-level learners in ways that weren’t possible before.

28 the MaRVeLLous 
MaKeoVeR MiRRoR

is online language learning really inferior to classroom 
learning? david nunan—applied linguist, educator and 
author—poses the question.

32 the gRaMMaR haMMeR

is grammar the best blueprint for language learning? 
scott thornbury—teacher, trainer, author and professor 
of english Language studies at the new school in new 
york—examines our obsession and fascination with the 
grammar syllabus.

37 the Magnificent 
MaRKing Machine

can a computer really evaluate language proficiency 
as well as a human? alistair Van Moere—head of 
assessment product solutions at pearson—explains.

42 the Machine of dooM

Might advances in natural language processing, artificial 
intelligence and automated real-time translation spell the 
end for english language teaching? Laurie harrison and 
nick Robinson from eLtjam discuss.

47 the scaLe of KnowLedge

can we really track progress in english with measurement 
scales? diane schmitt—senior english lecturer, consultant, 
co-author and chair of BaLeap—steps up to the scale of 
knowledge to find out.
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“contrary to critics’ claims, the research showed that there was a positive correlation between 
the ability to text using abbreviations and the ability to spell. the better you are at texting, 

the better you are at spelling!”

the Rise of the aBBReVatRon

once upon a time, before the great abbrevatron came among us, everything that we knew about language was 
much clearer. there was spoken language, there was written language, and everyone knew which was which. 
then along came the internet, and everything that we thought we knew about the way the english language 
worked in speech or in writing had to be reinterpreted. all of the old certainties about usage, frequency, 
context and style had to be rethought with the emergence of electronic communication. one big question that 
the internet brought with it was, “is this an acceptable evolution of language or a bastardisation of it?” Many 
people had a kneejerk reaction and assumed the latter. were they right? to really answer the question, we first 
need to consider how the language of online communication has evolved.

Back in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when people first started visiting chat rooms, texting and sending 
emails, they also started to abbreviate in ways that they hadn’t done before. essentially, they began to use a 
written medium as a way of expressing themselves in speech. the informal, loosely constructed sentences and 
the colloquial vocabulary common in speech suddenly appeared as writing on the screen, and this looked rather 
odd to some people. as with many new things, it was technology geeks who started this trend, breaking the 
rules by writing things such as “c u l8ter” and other shortened forms of language. 

Many new abbreviations were the result of practical constraints. originally, electronic messages had to be very 
short. with the rise of mobile phone–based messaging in particular, the screen size created a serious space 
constraint in terms of how much you could write. add to this a financial constraint (you often had to pay by 
the character), and the result was a system of communication where it made sense to abbreviate as much as 
possible. although some of these constraints have gone away, others remain. twitter, for example, still requires 
that you use no more than 140 characters in a tweet. 

a more general reason for the rise of abbreviations is that they showed that someone was an internet insider 
and “one of the gang.” as a general rule, whether it’s a group of journalists, doctors, lawyers, students or 
internet enthusiasts, people tend to develop a specific style of communication, a “slang” that is unique to that 
group. in fact, there are differences in internet slang across the various mediums— 
chat rooms, texting, blogs and social media—all have their own slang and unique  
(and constantly evolving) ways of framing communication. Blogs are particularly  
interesting in this regard because they actually have very few constraints and  
exhibit a more relaxed and “naked” use of language and personal style without  
much need for abbreviation of any kind.
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why the fuss?

change is difficult for some people, and because language is such a pervasive and integral part of our lives, 
people with a conservative mindset often show a great reluctance to accept changes in this area. despite the 
fact that some of the abbreviations used online have been in the language for centuries (the phrase “iou” 
has been around for 200 years!), some people found (and still find) their use difficult to swallow. given how 
rapidly technology has changed the linguistic landscape, this is probably not a surprising reaction. however, 
the negative reaction goes beyond taking exception to spelling and abbreviations. online communication 
seems to threaten all aspects of language, including vocabulary, punctuation, capitalisation and all of the other 
traditional and formal rules of grammar and diction. to listen to some of the prophets of doom, the very fabric 
of civilisation is at risk from the Most terrible abbrevatron!

a Response to the naysayeRs

Because of this alleged threat, in the early 2000s linguists like myself started analysing what was actually going 
on with regard to english online. in fact, it turned out that the innovations of the internet were not nearly as 
dramatic as the critics had expected or believed! people had noticed some anomalies and novelties, and then 
mistakenly assumed that the entire internet was like this. this turned out not to be the case at all, and the 
research debunked many of these myths about the use of english on the internet. Because these myths still 
persist today, it is worthwhile repeating some of the more significant findings:

• abbreviating in texts is exaggerated when people actually started to collect a corpus of abbreviations 
from the internet, they found that only about 10% of the words in text messages were being abbreviated. 

• abbreviations are nothing new the researchers also found that most of these abbreviations were not 
invented by the (mostly) young texters. a few were new, such as LoL (Laughing out Loud), but the use of “u” 
for you, “c” for see and the number 8 as a syllable in “later” had actually been in the language for a century or 
more. Lewis carroll, for example, often used these abbreviations in his letter writing, and even Queen Victoria 
used to play shortened-form word games with her children and grandchildren. 

• spelling skills aren’t declining contrary to critics’ claims, the research showed that there was a positive 
correlation between the ability to text using abbreviations and the ability to spell. the better you are at texting, 
the better you are at spelling. after all, in order to abbreviate a text message, you have to know which letters to 
abbreviate! so it turned out that text messaging is good for you after all. also, literacy is a matter of practice, 
and the ubiquity of text messaging and the internet means that young people are reading and writing more than 
they ever used to. in this sense, rather than dumbing down our children, the dreaded abbrevatron is actually 
helping them to learn! 
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• informal texting doesn’t affect classwork there’s simply no evidence to suggest that students are taking 
this informal style of text writing into their more formal work at school in any widespread or threatening way. 
on the contrary, students generally know the difference between formal and informal writing and are intelligent 
enough to be aware that they would be marked down for using abbreviations in their coursework. there’s also 
evidence to suggest that as they get older, young people actually start to use abbreviations less (perhaps partly 
because their parents have also started to use them, which makes it less cool!). 

we’Re aLL aBBReVatRons now

Because it has so much variety and is evolving all the time, it is dangerous to make generalisations about 
language on the internet, especially when it comes to assigning certain types of language to specific groups. 
individuals within different demographic groups may adopt new technology platforms at different times. adults 
were the original users of twitter, but it has gradually become more popular with younger people. conversely, 
facebook started off as a very young person’s platform, but then skewed older as time went by. the increasing 
age variation on the internet has translated into a greater diversity in styles, and this heterogeneity has made it 
even more difficult to stereotype a specific language style in any particular internet-based medium. however, it’s 
also important to point out that it’s not the case that anything goes on the internet. some of the rules governing 
usage in chat rooms and other forums are in fact just as strict as the rules we would traditionally teach; they 
just may not be standard english in the traditional sense.

the iMpLications foR teacheRs

the internet is here to stay, and for teachers of english as a second language, it is absolutely essential to build 
into syllabuses a strong element of internet activity, as this reflects the real world that students will grow up 
in and will need to navigate. for these students, the screen is going to be a central part of their lives, and if 
you can’t beat them, then you have to join them. there’s absolutely no point in a teacher trying to ignore the 
abbrevatron in the room!

in this context, teachers must keep in mind that it is futile to limit students’ awareness to the grammatical rules, 
types of vocabulary, spelling and punctuation they are familiar with in traditional standard english because 
students will spend a lot of time online and will always find people who are not following a particular rule. it’s 
important not to exaggerate: the vast majority of the language we see online is exactly the same as we saw in 
pre-internet days. But the minority variations are nonetheless there and are increasing. also, it won’t just be 
kids “breaking” these rules—students will find well-educated adults from different backgrounds who speak 
different (but still correct) “versions” of english using language that strays from the rules that have been taught 
in class. of course, students will still need to pay attention to the constraints of the examination system and 
everything else that they have to be aware of in order to get their qualifications, but at the same time it will be 
very beneficial for them to develop a sense of the variety of language out there.
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finally, for teachers, as a result of the internet, there’s also now a big difference between teaching language 
production and teaching language comprehension. as far as production is concerned, not much has changed—
a student who is taught British english in class will likely continue to speak and write that way. however, 
regarding listening comprehension and reading comprehension, everything has changed in terms of the diversity 
that one needs to understand in order to interact successfully with the modern world. 

the unBeLieVaBLe aBBReVatRon in BRief
the nefarious effects of the internet are not nearly as dramatic as the critics had expected or 
believed! Because it has so much variety and is evolving all the time, it is dangerous to make 

generalisations about language online. the internet is here to stay, and for teachers of english as 
a second language, it is absolutely essential to build into syllabuses a strong element of internet 

activity, as this reflects the real world that students will grow up in and will need to navigate.

9



10



“there’s great potential for tech to support learning, but there’s a difference between 
using it to support learning and thinking that technology by itself causes learning.”

why is this such an iMpoRtant issue now?

educational technology has been around in education generally, and language teaching in particular, for many years. 
however, there’s recently been a huge increase in the amount of technology being pushed into schools. for many, 
technology seems to be the miracle cure that will solve all language learners’ problems!

wheRe does “the push” coMe fRoM?

the push to more edtech is very much linked to politics and business. governments like the fact that they can spend 
a certain amount of money on things like laptops and interactive whiteboards (iwBs) and show people that they’ve 
made a tangible, quantifiable difference. this is what happened in the uK with iwBs in the early 2000s. it’s an easy 
sell politically and makes for a great sound bite. unfortunately, it’s also a great example of “technology as cure-all.” 
at the time, educationalists were asking, “where’s the research to show that this is actually going to help kids learn?” 
but this was generally ignored. in fact, there’s still no evidence to show that having an iwB in your classroom results 
in better learning outcomes for students. i would venture that this is because learning is not fundamentally about 
technology.

despite this lack of evidence and the high cost, many private language schools followed the mainstream schools’ 
example. however, many iwBs were left to gather dust because there wasn’t enough emphasis put on training 
teachers in how to use them. if schools were lucky, 80% of the budget went towards the boards and 20% towards 
teacher training. also, this training often just involved the rep from the manufacturer giving a ten-minute spiel, 
showing how it all worked, scaring everyone to death and then disappearing.

we can see a similar top-down approach with the “one to one” initiatives like the one Laptop per child programme, 
set up by nicholas negroponte around 10 years ago, aimed at developing countries. although this was a laudable 
social justice initiative aimed at improving access to education for the world’s poorest children, the problem was that 
once again technology was seen as the cure-all solution. the idea seemed to be to give the device to a child and let 
the technology work its magic. in fact, this approach has generally yielded patchy results and has failed altogether in 
quite a lot of cases.

the one Laptop per child initiative that’s had the most success is in uruguay, where 
there’s been strong governmental support, not just in terms of the infrastructure 
(electricity, wi-fi, etc.), but also in providing appropriate learning materials and 
teacher training. they also rolled out the initiative there in stages, beginning with 
pilot programmes which were evaluated, then slightly bigger programmes, and so on.

another example of an edtech solution comes from an elementary school chain called Rocketship. the kids at these 
blended learning schools are put through cycles of face-to-face classes, and then spend time in a computer lab where 
they work on adaptive learning materials.
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if you look at photos of a Rocketship school, you’ll inevitably see banks of computers and row upon row of kids with 
headphones, eyes glued to screens. studies looking into the Rocketship schools found that, in low-performing urban 
schools at least, the kids were doing much better on standardised tests. however, over a longer time period, the 
scores dipped, and when these kids moved into secondary schools, they were great at doing tests, but not so great at 
critical thinking or problem solving. 

this model of blended learning, based on adaptive learning software, is in need of more research to establish just how 
effective it is (or isn’t). what research does show is that when computers are used as tools for thinking, in a more 
project-based, problem-solving approach, rather than only as vehicles for the delivery of content, they do appear to 
support deeper learning (warschauer, 2011).1

one thing we do know from sLa (second language acquisition) research is that you need to memorise a certain 
number of words—you have to learn some vocabulary, there’s no way around that, and technology can help. 
some mobile apps, for instance, can be useful for doing the groundwork. the problem is the temptation to squeeze 
everything into pre-packaged chunks to be memorised, and we know that language learning is not about sequentially 
learning chunks of grammar. But a lot of language learning software pre-supposes a behaviourist view of language 
learning, with no real communication or interaction, but rather with students memorising bits of language.

of course it’s fine if some of these apps get people interested in languages. But if you look closer at free online apps 
their attrition rates tend to be incredibly high. sure, they may have 100 million users, but how many are active, and 
for how long do they actually use it? 

do we need to MaKe the technoLogy BetteR?

‘“if you use a computer as a tool to think with, that’s where effective learning takes place”
MaRK waRschaueR

in fact, it’s not really the tech that’s good or bad, but how you use it. there are many great project-based approaches 
that use technology to help learning: for example, learners can use blogs to develop their writing skills, even at the 
primary school level. warschauer and Zheng (2015)2 describe  describe research carried out with a class of fifth-
grade learners, where the teacher read chapters from a book aloud to learners for 20 minutes twice a week over 
an eight-month period. each student had access to a laptop computer during the class. the teacher would pause 
at regular intervals for students to live-blog comments and thoughts about the story and to react to each other’s 
comments, with everything being saved to the class blog. the children were being encouraged to engage with, reflect 
on and respond to the content they heard and were given a digital “backchannel” (the blog) in which to do so. all the 
students’ comments and responses were saved to the class blog and formed a useful record of their contributions over 
time, showing how each individual student’s writing—and thinking—skills developed over time. the results showed 
significant gains in their writing fluency and complexity over the eight-month period of the research. this is a clear 
example of how technology can facilitate and support learning within a communicative methodology that prioritises 
interaction and thinking skills.

1. Learning in the cloud: how (and why) to transform schools with digital media. new york, ny: teachers college press. 
2. Zheng, B., & warschauer, M. (2015). participation, interaction and academic achievement in an online discussion environment. computers & education, 84, 78–89.
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so technology can be used well. web 2.0 tools and the flipped classroom, for example, have something to say to them. 
But it’s also about the design of the tech intervention. Just as you can’t just say, “watch this video” and expect it to 
miraculously teach all by itself, so too your use of technology needs to be set within a robust pedagogical framework. 
as teachers, we’ve always been designers of learning experiences, and good educational design is about knowing how 
to use the technology as a tool within the learning experience, instead of getting hung up on the technology itself. we 
can be afraid of tech, or it can become something we can’t see past, when actually it should be just another tool that 
we can choose to integrate or not. the difficult bit is the teaching, not the technology. a good teacher can teach with a 
stick in the sand!

one study that demonstrates a lot of the issues surrounding edtech took place in the netherlands. in this study, three 
primary classes were given the same basic language lesson about zoo animals. class 1 was the control group, which 
had just a normal lesson. classes 2 and 3 had the normal lesson, but were also taken to a zoo and given smartphones 
with geo-tagging so they could go around to the different parts of the zoo. they would stand in front of the giraffes, 
and the tech would activate information about giraffes, and so on. at the end, class 2 handed in the phones, and class 
3 took them home for two weeks, where they had access to games, quizzes and videos.

interestingly enough, after the researchers tested the learning outcomes for the three different groups, they found 
that there was no difference between class 1, who had only the basic language lesson, and class 2, who’d had the 
lesson and gone to the zoo with the smartphones—just where people would have expected to see a difference. in 
fact, the best-performing group was class 3, which had taken the phones home. the conclusion was that it wasn’t 
about the devices per se, but rather the amount of time that students had been exposed to the language.  however, the 
researchers also noticed that in the group which took the devices home, the motivation to do the activities dropped 
over the two-week period, and they did progressively less and less. once again, it seems that basic factors like 
motivation and exposure are vital when it comes to learning a language.

the ideaL state

so, what is the ideal environment to allow educational technology to flourish? first of all, a good teacher is 
indispensable. good teachers can very quickly see how to make the best use of available resources. Basic pedagogy 
needs to be in place, and then the technology can form another layer on top of that. tech “solutions” also need to be 
effective and sustainable in a local context. 

another key to a successful learning outcome is the teacher’s and learner’s motivation and rapport, both of which are 
intangible constructs and extremely difficult to measure. one conflict here, of course, is that business and industry, 
and edtech in particular, like to be able to measure things. however, as it’s hard to measure what a good learner is 
and also difficult to measure good teaching, this is another area where edtech and the Miracle Language cure might 
just have to accept its limitations!

the MiRacLe Language cuRe in BRief
don’t give into the temptation to use technology as a “cure-all” for language teaching. in reality it’s just 
not that simple and its effectiveness depends hugely on how you use it. at the end of the day, teachers 
are the designers of learning experiences. good educational design is about knowing how to use the 

technology as a tool within the learning experience, instead of getting hung up on the technology itself.
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“i’ve discovered that it’s actually wrong to assume that our kids are more tech-savvy than we are just 
because they’ve grown up in an evolving high-tech world surrounded by digital gadgets.”

what is a digitaL natiVe?

the term “digital native” was coined at the beginning of this century. it reflected the idea that young people today 
have grown up in a digital, media-saturated world. according to the theory, these young digital prodigies should have 
a different way of looking at online technology and different expectations and comfort levels when it comes to the role 
of technology in their learning. they are connected multitaskers who are the native speakers of the new digital world, 
and their expertise extends to computers, video games, the internet, and all the latest social and mobile technologies. 
we assume that they must somehow have a naturally deeper knowledge and understanding of all of these technologies 
compared to so-called “digital immigrants,” people like their teachers who weren’t born into this technology and were 
forced to learn it.

But aRe they ReaLLy … natiVe?

in fact, after integrating new technology into my lessons with young learners over the last years, i’ve discovered that 
it’s sometimes wrong to assume that our kids are more tech-savvy than we are just because they’ve grown up in an 
evolving high-tech world surrounded by digital gadgets.

of course it’s true that many children these days have a rich and varied digital life—they know how to use a lot of 
different devices and probably couldn’t imagine a world without them. in this context, it seems only rational that we 
should be integrating more and more technology into our lesson plans and curriculum. unfortunately, this doesn’t 
really work in practice. teachers are frequently disappointed when bringing new technology into the classroom. it 
doesn’t take them long to realise that the students aren’t as savvy as they thought and that the integration of the 
technology isn’t as simple as they had hoped. some stumbling blocks to the easy integration of technology in the 
classroom are:

• unrealistic student expectations when technology is brought into the classroom, students often assume that 
they’ll be doing the same things as they do outside of school, like playing games, checking their facebook page or 
listening to music. thus they’re often disappointed when they realise that they’ll still be doing schoolwork! 

• no email address Many students, especially younger ones, don’t have an email address or even know how 
to get one. as it’s nearly impossible to set up and use most apps without an email address, this is a real practical 
problem. 
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• poor password management Most students don’t know how to manage their account passwords. often they’ll 
forget them or write them down in a notebook, which isn’t very safe. they also don’t tend to know what constitutes a 
good password. 

• other logistical problems even though we call these students the “app generation,” they often don’t know 
what an “app” is or how one works. this can lead to an inability to log in (or even know what “log in” means or the 
difference between log in and sign up) or to use very basic features such as giving permission to an app to record 
your voice or even taking a screenshot of their screens. 

• poor digital hygiene young students often don’t understand privacy and staying safe online and may allow an 
application to access all their photos and videos without questioning what this means. they may also have problems 
grasping the idea of a “digital footprint” and appreciating the permanence of information posted online. 

• avoidance of critical thinking one thing they probably do know how to use is a search engine, and they will 
often just “google” the answer to a question and copy/paste what they found without considering whether everything 
google offers us is true or not. 
 
• cursory understanding of application features perhaps for the reason that many apps are deceptively easy to 
use, students often don’t go into much depth when using them, so they never really learn how these apps can assist 
their work.

so, it turns out that these digital natives aren’t really very tech-savvy at all! they may have 
certain skills that previous generations didn’t, but they certainly don’t magically know 
everything they need to know about technology. a more appropriate moniker for them 
might be “tech-comfy” because (unlike many adults) they aren’t afraid of new technology 
and welcome it as integral to their lives. in practice, what we tend to see is that students 
are savvy with very particular uses of technology, for example, listening to music, using 
snapchat, facebook or playing Minecraft. in and of itself, that does not make them tech-savvy, 
and their comfort is not a guarantee of success. 

the iMMigRants can heLp the natiVes

ironically, as “digital immigrants,” teachers are actually the ones responsible for teaching the “digital natives” to be 
powerful and savvy users of technology. the good news is that young people are usually quick learners, so there is 
a path to do this successfully; it just requires that we also become teachers of digital literacy in addition to our core 
subject(s). in this light, it is critical that teachers adapt their lesson plans to ensure that enough time and effort is 
devoted to navigating the technology, and these plans need to include learning outcomes specific to this effort. 
schools, and particularly it departments, need to support teachers who take this initiative, and teachers across the 
different subjects should discuss how to collaborate on digital literacy lessons. 
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as we integrate technology, effective classroom management becomes even more key for successful learning 
outcomes. when students bring their own devices into class, the atmosphere may become a little chaotic (students 
of my own have been known to play frisbee with their tablets!) and, as such, classroom rules need to be very clear 
to everyone. it is also important to spend time on little “tips and tricks” that will help students to be successful, such 
as password management, managing privacy and teaching them how many of these applications actually work. also, 
don’t ever ditch the pen and paper completely because traditional methods can often complement new technology. 

Most importantly, as teachers we must focus on making sure that our students become critical thinkers, collaborators 
and problem solvers so that they can leverage the mass of new information to further their goals. one thing they 
should not be expected to be is a bionic wunderkind with an inbuilt technology gene—children are children 
whatever age they are born into and will always need guidance from adults, even if those adults might sometimes feel 
at a disadvantage to the “natives” that they are teaching!

the Bionic wundeRKind in BRief
while digital natives have certain skills that previous generations didn’t, they certainly don’t 

magically know everything they need to know about technology. a more appropriate moniker for 
them might be “tech-comfy” because (unlike many adults) they aren’t afraid of new technology and 

welcome it as integral to their lives. Because their comfort with technology is not a guarantee of 
success, it is critical that teachers adapt their lesson plans to ensure that enough time and effort is 

devoted to navigating the technology itself.
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“Learning (as opposed to studying) is about new information being stored in the brain, with new neural 
pathways created in the process. Because the brain stores information in exactly the same way for all of us, 

everyone actually ‘learns’ in the same way.”

the MaKing of a Myth

one popular notion in educational circles is that all students have their own personal learning styles and that if we 
tailor our lessons to these, we’ll get better results. the most popular of the learning-styles systems is VaK, which 
stands for visual, auditory and kinaesthetic (gustatory and olfactory learners are generally ignored; it seems that you 
can’t actually learn through your nose after all).

the idea that students all have their own best way of learning is intuitive and attractive. every teacher has probably 
been in that situation where you’re explaining something and there’s one student who doesn’t quite get it. then, 
after you explain it in a different way, the student suddenly has an “a-ha!” moment. from that, we might assume that 
the student has a certain type of brain or a particular optimal way of learning. this is one reason that the notion of 
learning styles is so appealing.

the catalyst for the learning-styles movement seems to have been a reaction to traditional “one-size-fits-all” 
classrooms. authors like husband-and-wife team Rita and Kenneth dunn began promoting individualised learning 
methods in the ’70s, particularly for students with disabilities. these methods included such things as changing the 
class layout, classroom temperature or time of instruction. one change they proposed was the channel, or “modality,” 
in which the information was given. for reasons not always easy to ascertain, VaK was able to catch the public’s 
imagination and took on a life of its own.

since then, the idea of students having their own learning style has become almost universally accepted. from 
Japanese primary school students to British nursing students, nowadays almost everyone at every level is tested for 
their preferred learning style. this has served to cement the myth to the extent that some students may even attribute 
their lack of academic success to being given material in the wrong modality. 

perhaps one of the reasons the idea of learning styles became so popular is that it was seen as a credible retort to the 
growing use of iQ testing in schools, which seemed to some to suggest that a student’s potential could be boiled down 
to a single number. according to learning-style theorists, it isn’t that slower learners are less capable, but rather that 
they’re not being given information in the right way. this view certainly sits well with those who like to see everyone 
as being equally capable.
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obviously there have been some terrible historical examples of categorising people according to intelligence and 
discriminating accordingly (eugenics being a prime example), so it’s fair that people have been genuinely cautious 
about the notion of individual intelligence. however, the pendulum has swung too far in this case. despite their good 
intentions and popularity, learning styles are a myth that needs to be debunked. 

pRoBLeMs with the LeaRning-styLes Myth

one of the problems with the notion of learning styles is that the terminology is often not very well defined. for 
instance, the distinction between what could be called “study preferences” and “learning styles” is not always clear. 
some people prefer studying at night or with music on, but this is a study preference rather than a learning style. it’s 
not that a person needs to study in this way, it’s just that they like to. nonetheless, this is one area where the idea 
that “everyone learns in different ways” comes from, which is used to justify the notion that everyone has a dominant 
modality. 

this is a misleading idea because actual “learning” (as opposed to studying) is about new 
information being stored in the brain, with new neural pathways created in the process. 
Because the brain stores information in exactly the same way for all of us, everyone 
actually “learns” in the same way. graham nuthall gives a good analogy of this process 
in his book the hidden Lives of Learners, in which he notes that everybody has food 
preferences, but we all digest our food in exactly the same way. 

another problem with VaK is that it misrepresents the way the brain works. we don’t store information according to 
a “dominant style”; we do it by storing it in the way it is presented to us. so, if you’re asked to remember a face, you 
will get a mental image of that face, and if you’re asked to remember a voice, you will hear that voice in your head, 
and so on. a so-called visual learner thinking about their favourite song won’t somehow see a mental picture of the 
song. they’ll hear the song in their mind like everyone else!

one of the major challenges in debunking the notion of learning styles is that people can feel that they have personally 
experienced improved learning by using a different style and that they are a “visual person,” for example. pointing out 
that the research doesn’t back up their experience generally won’t make much difference. if somebody says, “i know 
that i’m a kinaesthetic learner,” it will be almost impossible to convince them otherwise.
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the BaRnuM effect

another reason the idea of learning styles is so popular stems from what is called the Barnum effect. this is the idea 
that when you give vague, generalised information to people, they will interpret it as having personal significance. 
take horoscopes, for example. a horoscope will usually give some general statement like “there are exciting times 
ahead” or “you will have some trouble in the future, but somebody will come to your aid” or something like that. if 
nothing happens, you’ll forget about the horoscope, but if it is accurate, you might think that horoscopes actually 
work. however, the problem with this is that you’ve looked only at your own horoscope! if you read out all of the 
horoscopes and then asked people to identify their own, they wouldn’t be able to because the information could apply 
to almost anyone.

there is a famous experiment that demonstrates this principle.3 a classroom of students was told they would take a 
computerised personality test. after the test, each student was given a card with the results on it. the cards for each 
student were all identical and stated things like “you have a need for people to like you” or “you have a tendency to 
be critical of yourself” and other very general phrases. students were asked to rate the personality test, and, almost 
universally, they thought that the results accurately described themselves.

this is exactly what is happening with learning styles—someone will tend to think of themselves as an auditory or 
a visual person and look for evidence of the same. however, the truth is that it’s much more likely to be the case that 
it is the type of information you’re trying to learn which dictates how best you will learn it. for example, if you’re 
learning how a car engine works, the information is much better presented as a drawing than as straight text or an 
audio recording. this is true irrespective of your perceived “learning style.”

in the sense that there are different ways that people like to get information, study preferences are real. however, 
these preferences don’t reflect a fundamentally different way of learning. ultimately, the only real benefit that study 
preferences will have is in ensuring that a person is in the right frame of mind to learn. this may be important, but it 
doesn’t lend weight to the claim that people learn in different ways. the fact is that there’s no evidence that a person 
will intrinsically learn any better or any more by learning in a certain style.

teaching in a woRLd without LeaRning styLes

if learning styles don’t actually exist, what does this mean for teaching? the good news is that it’s one less thing for 
teachers to worry about. you can save time by not conducting pointless VaK questionnaires and worrying about 

3. forer, B.R. (1949). “the fallacy of personal validation: a classroom demonstration of gullibility”. Journal of abnormal and social psychology (american psychological association) 44 (1): 
118–123. doi:10.1037/h0059240. 

21



whether you have enough activities for kinaesthetic learners. this isn’t, however, a licence to teach without visuals 
or activities—those things generally make the lesson more engaging anyway, so you can carry on as you were, just 
without all the pseudo-scientific justifications. 

as already mentioned, however, it may well be the case that your students have an unshakeable belief that they are 
visual or kinaesthetic learners and you’ll be unable to convince them otherwise. worse still, you might not be able to 
convince your teacher trainer or manager either. old myths can die very hard—just look at the popularity of things 
like horoscopes or homeopathy, for example, both of which have seen hundreds of years of debunking and are still 
going strong. it can often be a long battle trying to defeat a myth, but the truth will eventually come out!

the Man who LeaRns thRough his nose in BRief
there is no evidence that a person will intrinsically learn any better or any more by learning in a 

certain style. while study preferences certainly exist, those preferences don’t reflect a fundamentally 
different way of learning. at the end of the day, our brains don’t store information according to a 

“dominant style”; we store information in the way it is presented to us. this isn’t, however, a licence to 
teach without visuals or activities—those things generally make the lesson more engaging anyway, so 

teachers can carry on as they were, just without all the pseudo-scientific justifications.
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“the most efficient way to teach new adult learners is by giving them the appropriate words, phrases and 
materials that will help them accomplish the specific things they want to do in the new language.”

But we aLways teach the Basics fiRst!

you probably won’t be shocked or amazed to hear that when faced with a beginner-level learner, english language 
teachers almost always choose to start with the basics. the first chapter of almost every student course book teaches 
the most basic words and concepts—numbers, colours, the days of the week, the months of the year, etc. this time-
honoured approach is consistent with the widely accepted belief that this is where all new learners should start—and 
certainly this is true of children when they are learning new concepts for the first time. Most people still believe that 
learners need to get these basics down before diving into what they really want to do with a language. we’ve been 
taking this basics-first approach for hundreds of years, and its simplicity gives teachers a handy place to start.

another reason for this focus on the basics is that language learning (and teaching!) is tricky, so we tend to try 
to create structures to make it easier. that’s why many people like to think about learning a language in terms of 
learning grammar. grammar gives us rules and clear, teachable structures and allows us to explain the way language 
works as a concept first, rather than jumping right into teaching people how to use language, which is ultimately the 
goal. nobody can deny that grammar is important, but it’s also important to understand that adults don’t learn in the 
same way as children.

the adVantages of a tasK-Based appRoach

when children are learning words in their first language, they’re also acquiring them as concepts. adults don’t need 
to learn those concepts—they already know it’s tuesday and don’t need to say “today is tuesday” unless there’s 
a specific reason for doing so. the most efficient way to teach new adult learners is to give them the appropriate 
words, phrases and materials that will help them accomplish the specific things they want to do in the new language. 
Learning a language is like learning any other skill, in that you need lots of practice, particularly in the specific 
areas relevant to you. the best way to provide this practice is through giving learners practical, concrete tasks to 
accomplish right from the start.

the central methodological principle of task-based language teaching is to give learners real-world tasks that reflect 
their actual language-learning needs, rather than set classes based on some preconceived notion of the best way 
to teach a language learner. this means, of course, that a learner isn’t likely to be faced with the same materials 
you’d find in chapter one of a standard textbook. this can often provoke a reaction from learners (and language 
professionals) who say that it’s best to teach the basics first. however, research suggests that people probably don’t 
really need to learn those things first and that they are not actually the right place to start. with adults especially, 
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it can be much more effective to provide them with the language that they actually need and want to use right away. 
teaching them things that they don’t really need to know just sets up extra barriers and increases the potential for 
failure. 

this notion of task-based language learning has significant implications for english language teaching as a practice. 
for a start, it means organising classes in a much more practical way. of course, there will always be a market for the 
kind of traditional academic programmes that we have so many of now—students will always need to be able to write 
well, read complex texts and understand how to take notes during lectures. But we need to think a little differently 
when it comes to those learners who have more practical, concrete tasks that they want to be able to accomplish:

• organising students task-based language teaching doesn’t subscribe to the premise that we need to group 
learners into classes according to test-based proficiency levels that may or may not be very accurate. instead, we 
prefer to have groups of learners of mixed levels learning together. Lower-level students benefit from having more 
advanced learners in the same group to push them, and more advanced students can also benefit from explaining 
things to lower-level learners. 

• the role of language levels and testing task-based learning is based on a more granular scale of language 
levels, with testing that is focused on the acquisition of specific skills—for example, completing a job interview in 
english. if the student is able to complete this task, then what does it matter what “level” they are? the focus should 
be on what learners need to accomplish in english, rather than on building batteries of tests to determine their level. 

• the opportunity for eLt publishers one-size-fits-all language teaching doesn’t really serve any student very 
well. this is why good classroom teachers sit down with their learners, try to figure out exactly what they need to 
know and then provide real-world materials to help them accomplish their goals. publishers have an opportunity to 
start providing more of these kinds of materials, particularly at introductory levels, for english for specific purposes 
(esp). Language learning works best when it’s tailored to a learner’s specific needs, so materials and tools should 
all be made much more modular, more specific and more relevant in order to help students navigate real-world 
situations.  

• Leverage technology one thing not in dispute is that learners need lots of input and practice, regardless of 
what they’re studying. new technology and a plethora of online resources have made the lives of real beginners much 
easier in this regard, with a ton of resources (including translation tools) that meet their specific needs, along with 
the opportunity for repeated practice. students can research items that they don’t understand, watch and rewatch 
videos multiple times, and listen to speakers over and over again. technology also allows students to customise their 
learning to their interests and proficiency needs.  
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• think of grammar differently in the task-based model, grammar and structure should be reactive rather 
than a prerequisite of learning. teachers should give learners help with grammar when they notice a need for it, for 
example, when students ask a question about grammar or when they’re struggling with a particular grammatical item. 
this is when students will benefit most, because they are developmentally ready to acquire that structure. Learning 
grammar in a structured fashion, although helpful in the long run, probably won’t be very useful or engaging in the 
moment it is taught. as the acquisition of grammar is very personalised, students tend to figure it out at their own 
pace anyway.

the tasK-Based appRoach in pRactice

none of this is just theory—there are many examples of how it works in practice. i remember designing a spanish 
immersion course for u.s. border patrol agents, many of whom were absolute beginners and couldn’t speak a word 
of spanish. they were in a mixed class with fluent spanish speakers and all the materials were 100% authentic. we 
actually gave them nothing that was designed for low-level people learning spanish. in fact, they dove straight in by 
watching a high-speed vehicle chase, as that was the first thing they had to be able to do! those beginners ended up 
learning spanish just as well as somebody sitting in a class learning the words for “banana” and “desk” and “pencil.” 
and, more importantly, what they learned was relevant to their actual communication needs!

of course there will always be some general truths that apply to all learners (for example, students will learn basic 
grammar before more complex grammar), but the learning process doesn’t need to, and indeed shouldn’t, happen in 
exactly the same way for every person. the bottom line here is that it doesn’t really matter what specific content you 
use—the important thing is that the content is motivating, interesting and relevant to the learners.
 
what this Means foR teacheRs

so, how does a teacher go about actualising this task-based language learning approach and granting learners 
the knowledge that they desire? certainly one of the big problems with throwing students into authentic language 
and starting with real content is that they are often overwhelmed. But that step still has to happen. a big part of 
teaching people using authentic materials (rather than starting with a prescribed linguistic syllabus) is getting them 
comfortable with the idea that they won’t know everything right away. they’re going to have to hear things they don’t 
know, but ultimately that’s the best way for them to learn.

the first step in this approach is to find out what the students want to be able to accomplish. in a mixed-level class, 
there will normally be a fair bit of overlap. there will be people in professional jobs, people in service jobs, people 
preparing for standardised tests and so on, and the teacher can focus on identifying and practising tasks that have the 
most overlap. this might mean focusing on situations like greeting people, going shopping, asking for directions or 
any type of task that could come up for multiple people in a group of students. then, when students are outside of the 
classroom, they can use specific tailored materials to help them further their own goals.

26



one thing never to do is to start with a big wall of intimidating text. it’s always best to take the text and break it down 
into small, meaningful chunks that a learner can contend with. teach them how to read individual words and phrases, 
make sure they understand what they mean, and then gradually make the text longer. you can apply this same 
approach to spoken materials, including video and audio recordings. this can all be done with materials on a wide 
range of subjects: mining, hospitality, medicine, the law and so on. in fact, with a task-based learning approach, the 
possibilities can be endless!

the teRRific tasK MasteR in BRief
the most efficient way to teach new adult learners is to leverage task-based learning by giving them 
the appropriate words, phrases and materials that will help them accomplish the specific things they 

want to do. Learning a language is like learning any other skill, in that you need lots of practice, 
particularly in the specific areas relevant to you. Rather than teaching the basics, the best way to 

provide this practice is through giving beginner-level learners practical, concrete tasks to accomplish 
right from the start.
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“we have learned that there are three basic requirements for effective language learning: input, practice 
and authentic interaction. in fact, the internet meets these requirements remarkably well.”

not in My cLassRooM!

at a conference more than a decade ago, i presented a speech about language learning being transformed by the 
internet. somewhat predictably, the audience’s reaction was one of alarm and horror. “how can you possibly learn 
a language through the internet?” asked one of the shocked audience members. to them, language learning was, 
historically and understandably, an intimate and rich experience that can happen only among humans.

even at that time, it seemed evident that the internet was transforming every industry on the planet, so why would 
english language learning be exempt? yet to this day, and despite all of the continued technological advances, many 
still hold to the notion that language learning is somehow different from other human endeavours and less affected by 
the ubiquity of the internet.

the inteRnet and the pRocess of LeaRning

is this really a fair notion, however? is it true that the classroom is a fundamentally better place to learn than online? 
to test our hypothesis that language learning can actually be transformed by the internet, let’s look at the basic 
building blocks of the learning process and see if they match well with the features of the online world. in my many 
years of research, we have learned that there are three basic requirements for effective language learning: input, 
practice and authentic interaction. in fact, the internet meets these requirements remarkably well.

• input fundamentally, one has to see and hear a language in order to learn it—this is how children learn from 
their parents and why movies and tV shows are popular ways for students to learn english. in order to learn, students 
need to be exposed to content that they can read and hear. this is where the internet really shines, as its resources 
are endless! online there is an incalculable storehouse of authentic listening and reading opportunities as well as 
materials for both students and teachers, immeasurably more than could be presented in a classroom setting.  

• practice especially in the early stages of language learning, guided practice and repetition are absolutely 
essential to mastering the basic features of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary. Just as there are vast stores of 
content online, the volume of practice materials online, repetition allowed and feedback given would be impossible 
to duplicate in a classroom-based environment. in addition, the internet can personalise the experience with the 
skilfulness of a personal tutor—both in terms of learning time as well as content. the ever-patient computer can go 
at the pace of the student and, in turn, students can practise until they master a skill to their satisfaction. also, based 
on a student’s interest and ability, the path to learning can be customised and contextualised to focus on what works 
best for that student individually.  
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• authentic interaction as language is more than just vocabulary and grammar, learners must also be 
given the opportunity to use that language in realistic situations to develop the confidence, processing speed and 
social cues that allow them to fully understand and participate in a conversation. however, particularly for english 
language learners in foreign contexts, opportunities for authentic interaction can be a big challenge, and before the 
internet these opportunities were inherently limited (for example, it would have been difficult for a Korean to have 
many in-context conversations with native english speakers). however, thanks to the internet and social media, 
opportunities to engage in authentic communication with other users, either native speakers or second-language 
speakers, are almost infinite. additionally, modern technology allows peer-to-peer connections otherwise impossible 
(including connecting classrooms themselves across the globe). it’s these connections that help learners succeed by 
encouraging genuine conversations in context and with peer feedback.
    
a gLoBaLised onLine LeaRning enViRonMent

although online-based learning and classroom-based instruction are absolutely complementary, with the best 
approach being a blended one, there are two additional trends that support the imperative for english language 
educators to lead with online programmes. 

firstly, the world will continue to get “flatter” with more individuals online, more content published and more social 
forums created. all of this will just increase the internet’s ability to supply the content, practice opportunities and 
authentic interaction needed for learning. in particular, our increasing global interconnectedness will continue to 
create opportunities for language learners to have greater authentic social interactions and to build connections in 
less formal settings. 

secondly, the internet also has the advantage of being scalable—learners can be given different online homework 
assignments according to their needs, making online learning personal to each student. this is especially important 
as world demand for english language learning continues to increase and the english language consolidates its 
position as the de facto language of business. the scalability required to serve this growing number of learners can be 
delivered only through leveraging online programmes and resources. 

teacheRs stiLL needed!

what is the role of the teacher in online learning vs classroom learning? online learning doesn’t eliminate the need 
for a great teacher, but it does change his/her role and requires a few new skills. classroom management is different 
online. More technical skills are certainly needed, and your role as teacher is more of a combination of resource 
coordinator and motivational coach. 

the good news is that online learning brings another advantage—the ability to leverage a learning management 
system. these systems allow teachers to keep detailed records of students’ progress; give immediate feedback to 
learners on test results; analyse learners’ strengths and weaknesses; and provide feedback to teachers, learners, 
parents and other stakeholders in the learning process. 
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My advice to a teacher getting started in online learning would be to co-teach first with someone experienced. in this 
way, you’ll be able to see your new role in action and learn first-hand how to leverage the vast store of resources and 
tools online to maximise your effectiveness as a language teacher. to make the best use of these new resources, great 
teachers will be needed more than ever!

the MaRVeLLous MaKeoVeR MiRRoR  in BRief
we know that there are three basic requirements for effective language learning: input, practice and 

authentic interaction. despite preconceptions, the internet meets these requirements remarkably well. 
online-based learning and classroom-based instruction are absolutely complementary, with the best 
approach being a blended one. online learning is valuable because 1) the world will continue to get 

“flatter” with more individuals online, more content published and more social forums created; and 2) 
the internet has the advantage of being scalable—learners can be given different online homework 

assignments according to their needs, making online learning personal to each student.
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“the grammar syllabus drives everything. ... it sits like a great toad on top of everything we do.”

why aRe we oBsessed with gRaMMaR?

after about six months of teaching, any teacher with a modicum of self-awareness 
will realise that there’s something fundamentally wrong with a grammatical syllabus. 
they will have spent their days hammering away at the various structures to no 
perceivable end, mainly because their students simply can’t remember what they
 were taught from one day to the next. grammar in the morning, grammar in the 
evening … but nothing to show for it. as a result, many teachers will start to 
question why we’re all so hung up on making grammar such a central focus of learning.

to address this, we first need to journey back into the mists of time. in the 1970s, as the communicative approach 
dawned, teachers and language professionals dared to hope that a whole new way of organising a syllabus was 
emerging. this new syllabus would be based around meaning—it would be a semantic syllabus, or a functional 
syllabus or whatever you wanted to call it. in this brave new world, there would be another, better way to map how 
people learn and predict their learning needs, insofar as that’s ever possible. in this world, the grammar hammer 
would be a relic of the past.

this was fantastic news, of course, and it did have a knock-on effect on methodology, because to teach functions like 
requesting or inviting or complaining, you had to set up a situation to practise it. to teach a real-life task like selling 
your company’s product, you had to devise a classroom task to simulate it. as a result of the new focus, learners 
were introduced to the joys of role-plays, discussions, tasks and conversations, and there was a general opening up 
towards communicative activities, whose effect has persisted to this day. this should have been one of the great, 
lasting legacies of the communicative approach, but unfortunately, it didn’t last long in terms of syllabus design.

in fact, in the mid-’80s there was a huge reversion to type, which continues to plague us today. open almost any 
course book and you’ll see the same grammatical syllabus, even if it’s disguised and packaged into other syllabus 
threads, like topics, skills, vocabulary and so on. at the heart of it all can still be found the golden grammar hammer, 
sitting smugly like it had never been away.

so, although the grammar syllabus was effectively buried for a decade or so, it rose from its grave with a vengeance 
and continues to haunt us to this day. the communicative revolution might as well never have happened.
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BacK to the futuRe

as far back as 1967, the great, but now somewhat neglected, linguist pit corder came up with the idea that as 
learners we might have an in-built syllabus—what was subsequently called “interlanguage”: the idea that the 
learner’s language, at any point, is systematic, even if not target-like, and largely unaffected either by their first 
language or by any formal instruction. 

soon thereafter, the morpheme studies of the mid-’70s confirmed the existence of a predictable “acquisition order” 
that learners pass through, irrespective of their first language. attempts to tamper with this developmental order—
e.g., by imposing the traditional grammar syllabus—are at best short-lived. what determines the exact order that 
learners go through is difficult to say—frequency of exposure is one factor, as is salience, which may explain why the 
-ing verb ending, for example, is picked up more quickly than the third-person “s.”

couLdn’t we tRy to RepLicate this natuRaL oRdeR?

then why not simply replace one grammatical syllabus, the unsatisfactory one we have inherited, with another one 
based on the natural order of acquisition? that would actually be counterproductive. instead, what we need to do is to 
get rid of the grammatical syllabus altogether and replace it with a rehabilitated semantic syllabus based on meanings 
and tasks—the kinds of meanings that learners actually want to express and the tasks they might actually want to 
perform.

why? Because trying to replicate the natural order in a teaching syllabus misses the point. when a child is learning 
its first language, although its output may be limited, what it is exposed to is not. it is not fed grammar in the same 
way that it is fed food, i.e., in bite-sized chunks. Rather, it is exposed to a rich diet of meanings and forms from day 
one. so by extension, we need to expose learners to a similar rich diet, trusting to the fact that their natural learning 
capacities will extract its nutrients in the most natural way and in their own time, especially if the teacher is on hand 
to “scaffold” the process. one thing we can perhaps take from the natural order is a more relaxed attitude towards 
the kind of errors that learners make. instead of getting uptight, we could say, “that’s late acquired. i’m not going to 
go overboard about that at the moment. i’ll focus on these.”

of course, it isn’t that existing grammatical syllabuses are completely arbitrary; they’re tweaked constantly, not least 
by the influence of the findings of corpus linguistics. nevertheless, these syllabuses are still driven by the concerns of 
linguists, not of learners. a corpus is a reflection of what native speakers have been able to do with the language, but 
it doesn’t tell us how they got there. the territory is not the map. 

Moreover, even the findings of corpus linguistics have done little to nothing to unseat the verb phrase from its toad-
like position in the grammar syllabus—a position it holds at the expense of the noun phrase, for example, as well as 
of other features of syntax and phraseology. the obsession with verbs and their so-called conjugations is a legacy of 
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the teaching of the classics, which really does need to be consigned to the dustbin of language teaching history. 

the corpora that might have something relevant to tell us are learner corpora, because they offer a window into the 
learners’ interlanguage and the problems that they really have, which tend not to be the things that get taught in a 
traditional grammar syllabus.

what aBout students who asK foR gRaMMaR?

the grammar hammer has a global reach, and it’s true that many students come from traditions that have been 
heavily influenced by it. Many education systems teach grammar, even in the first language. grammar is also 
associated with “properness” and employability. if you want a job, you’d better get your accent and your grammar 
right! so there’s all this prescriptive baggage … “grammar is like cod liver oil. it tastes dreadful, but it’s terribly 
good for you.”

in this context, we need to educate learners (and their parents and their teachers) as to what language learning is all 
about. we should ask them gently how it is that the learners have been learning english for eight years and still can’t 
really communicate. we should let them come to their own conclusions that maybe they aren’t getting enough practice 
or aren’t hearing the language enough or are too scared of making mistakes. in this way they’ll realise that something 
is missing, and then it’ll be our job to supply it. that will also signal the opportunity to activate the vast store of 
learned grammar that they’ve accumulated and never been able to use.

of course, none of this is to say there aren’t learners out there who are so driven that they will work their way 
through a student grammar syllabus and come out actually quite fluent. however, these types of students are few and 
far between!

what effect is technoLogy haVing on the gRaMMaR syLLaBus?

“we may learn the tokens of language formally, but we learn the system  
by using it through reading or writing or conversing.” chRis BRuMfit

users of free online language apps number in the hundreds of millions and are a powerful testament to an ongoing 
interest in learning languages. sadly, this type of learning fits into the grammar hammer’s mindset: i.e., that it’s all 
about rehearsing learned rules. admittedly, there’s an element of rehearsal and mindless repetition in learning any 
skill, and there’s no harm in doing that sort of thing when you have a few spare minutes on the bus. however, it isn’t 
the most effective way to learn how to communicate.
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what would be so much better for these duolingo learners would be to combine it (or replace it) with access to 
opportunities for real language use. and they do exist! you can spend hours a day chatting with people in any given 
language, and they will chat back in english. it’s called live interaction and people do it all the time, especially now 
that there are online agencies that facilitate one-to-one interaction in a whole host of languages.

theRe is hope!

fortunately, the true communicative approach hasn’t completely gone away. there are task-based, project-based, 
activity-based classrooms flourishing all the world over. the communicative approach can also be seen to be working 
in content-based teaching [cLiL] and various kinds of immersion teaching, with impressive results. it’s also long been 
the most logical way to approach the teaching of esp. these types of classes are actually much easier to plan and run 
than the grammar hammer’s stale old fare. and they work because they offer a curriculum that’s based on an analysis 
of the learners’ needs, their real communicative needs, rather than a predetermined set of atomistic grammar rules.

the gRaMMaR haMMeR in BRief
there are task-based, project-based, activity-based classrooms flourishing all the world over. we 

need to educate learners (and their parents and teachers) that this is what language learning is all 
about. we should ask why it is that someone can follow a grammar-based syllabus for eight years 
and still not really be able to communicate. we should let learners come to their own conclusions 

that they aren’t getting enough practice or aren’t hearing the language enough or are too scared of 
making mistakes. in this way they’ll realise that something is missing, and then it’ll be our job to 
supply it. that will also signal the opportunity to activate the vast store of learned grammar that 

they’ve accumulated and never been able to use.
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““not only do computers score at least as accurately as humans, they have significant advantages 
that allow them to score even more accurately.”

the Machine is heRe (and it woRKs)!

it would surprise most people that computers have been marking students’ writing for the last 20 years and that 
speech recognition software has been used in language tests for the last 15 years. computerised assessment of 
speaking and writing has become widespread and is routinely used in large-scale high-stakes contexts, such as 
university entrance exams or job applications, as well as for allowing students to practise and get feedback on their 
writing. Millions of tests every year are marked by computers, but many people remain sceptical that computers are 
capable of evaluating language as well as humans can. this is mainly because the computers themselves (and the 
technology that drives them) are a bit of a mystery!

Many studies (Landauer et al., 1998, 2003; Bernstein et al., 2010)4 have shown that computerised scoring is equally 
as accurate, or more accurate, than human scoring. how is this possible? simply put, computer software has been 
created to teach machines how to evaluate key features of language, much like a human would. the software learns 
to mark by being fed lots of data—including samples of student writing as well as data on how experts would score 
the samples. statistical models are then created to predict the expert ratings. the models can be validated by applying 
them against different student submissions and comparing the expert and software ratings. the algorithms can then 
be refined to ensure that the software marking matches well with the experts’ marking. this is a complex process and 
leverages some of the most advanced artificial intelligence technologies to process and evaluate features of language.

in fact, not only can computers mark at least as accurately as humans, they have significant advantages over humans. 
humans can get tired, make mistakes and have individual biases. the Magnificent Marking Machine is obviously 
not subject to these types of human frailties and can be more consistent as a result! importantly, computerised 
assessment is still based on human judgment (it is informed by a pool of expert raters, all feeding their data into a 
model of how each response should be marked), but the effects of individual bias are eliminated.

is the Machine peRfect?

no, the Machine is not perfect. neither are human scorers. But there are some areas where machines and humans 
differ in their performance and areas where machines can still improve.

4. Bernstein, J., Van Moere, a., & cheng, J. (2010). Validating automated speaking tests. Language testing, 27(3), 355–377.
Landauer, t. K., foltz, p. w., & Laham, d. (1998). introduction to Latent semantic analysis. discourse processes, 25, 259–284.
Landauer, t. K., Laham, d., & foltz, p. w. (2003). automated scoring and annotation of essays with the intelligent essay assessor. automated essay scoring:  a cross-disciplinary perspective, 
87–112.
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• form and content Machines can evaluate the form of expression (e.g., how it is said) as well as the content 
(what is said). for form, a computer can understand how sentences progress from other sentences and how one 
paragraph should have a different focus from another paragraph. it can combine that with information about errors in 
spelling, grammar and language use to give scores for skills like topic development, overall organisation, progression 
of ideas, and clarity of writing and speaking. however, machines can’t always give the level of direct feedback that 
teachers do. for example, a computer might be able to point to a particular paragraph and say that it doesn’t flow well 
with the previous paragraph, while a teacher may be able to suggest how to specifically reorganise the contents of 
the paragraphs to fix the flow. for marking content, machines use artificial intelligence techniques to understand the 
meaning of words and sentences. for example, a computer would understand that, despite using completely different 
words, the phrase “surgery is often performed by a team of doctors” has the same meaning as “on many occasions, 
several physicians are involved in an operation.” it can use this approach to measure whether a student understands 
the content and is writing about the correct ideas. 

• spontaneous vs constrained speech computerised systems can evaluate your competency in spoken 
expression on traits such as grammar, vocabulary, fluency, pronunciation and intonation. how can this be possible, 
when applications such as siri on your smartphone cannot always understand you? the reason is that when we test 
students, we usually ask them questions where we already know what the answer is or, at least, what a good answer 
consists of. for example, we ask “describe this picture” or “tell me what happened in the story” or “summarise 
what you heard.” the application on your smartphone, on the other hand, has little or no context for knowing what 
you might ask it. Because students’ speech in tests is constrained by the test question or topic, this gives machine 
marking a major advantage versus completely spontaneous speech. 

• irony, sarcasm and nuance computers are not nearly as good as humans at appreciating shades of meanings 
in communication. imagine saying to your friend, “well, you’re full of good news this morning, aren’t you?” Based 
on the context, you probably mean the exact opposite. a computer would have to be “trained” to recognise cases 
where we mean something other than what we say. it’s possible that artificial intelligence might solve this problem 
computationally, with massive computing power and vast corpora of running texts from the internet. But recognition 
of spontaneous irony or sarcasm, which even humans sometimes miss, is going to be a significant challenge for 
computers. 

• sociolinguistic competence there’s no doubt that it’s difficult for a computer to evaluate sociolinguistic 
competence or pragmatic awareness—that is, the proper use of language in a given social situation. however, many 
people fail to realise that this is a very difficult thing to assess in a standardised way, even for humans. Just think 
of all of the variables that might affect an interview test—your personality, the behaviour of your interviewer, your 
performance on that particular day, the topic chosen, as well as any number of human biases.  
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• gaming the system some people believe that students, knowing that their work will be assessed by a 
computer, will be more likely to attempt to “game the system” to improve their scores. however, there is no evidence 
of any systematic attempts by students to do this. although journalists and researchers have attempted to game the 
system to find limitations in the scoring, it is unlikely that real students taking a high-stakes test would risk doing 
this. additionally, the models are built with checks and balances to ensure that students can’t easily game or cheat the 
system.

why aRen’t MoRe peopLe eMBRacing it?

there are various reasons why artificial intelligence marking has been slow to spread more widely. the largest 
barriers are technology, costs and infrastructure. for example, although many gcse papers in english, history or 
geography could be marked by machine, this would require students to take the tests on a computer and type their 
answers instead of submitting handwritten papers. the same is true of french or german oral exams, for example, 
which would have to be administered by computer so that students’ responses could be captured digitally.

another obstacle to the implementation of computerised marking is a refusal to believe in the technology. some 
people accept computerised marking much more readily than others. typically, companies and corporations tend to 
embrace new technologies faster, while educational systems and institutions are more cautious. for instance, the call 
centre industry in india and the philippines was quick to adopt computerised marking, as it helps them quickly screen 
tens of thousands of job applicants and evaluate their level of english language proficiency.

similarly, many experts in educational measurement (particularly in the united states) are convinced by evidence that 
computer assessments can be as accurate as human assessments. on the other hand, many teachers intuitively feel 
that “computers cannot mark an essay test as well as i can.” this is a very normal, human reaction … but remember, 
we live in an era where cars can drive themselves, computers beat world champion chess and go players, and even 
win against human contestants on the quiz game show Jeopardy! and artificial intelligence applications are really only 
just getting started!

what’s the futuRe foR coMputeRised scoRing?

don’t worry. the Magnificent Marking Machine isn’t bent on world domination. however, computerised evaluation 
tools will likely become more and more important and, if anything, will facilitate the move to a portfolio of different 
assessments over time (and in different situations and contexts) for any given student to demonstrate their growth 
and proficiency. 

in general, there is growing acceptance of the notion of computerised evaluations. this reflects a general movement in 
society towards interacting with technology—just look at how much more comfortable we are becoming with speech 
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recognition on phones. and, of course, computerised-scoring technology will only get better as breakthroughs are 
made in modelling techniques.   

a teacheR’s Best fRiend!

computerised assessment can be a great tool for teachers. it can free up their time and provide them with accurate 
feedback about their students. pearson education, for example, has a writing practice tool for use in the classroom 
called writetoLearn™. with this tool, a student can sit down at an online interface, select an essay or be assigned 
one by a teacher, write a response and get immediate feedback. this feedback includes information about on-topic 
development, ideas, word choice, grammar and organisation. after receiving the feedback, students can then rewrite 
and resubmit the essay, and within seconds get yet more feedback showing how the dial has moved in each of those 
areas. in fact, they can carry on resubmitting until their essay is the best it can be! this both provides the student 
with a lot of writing practice and gives the teacher some great data on the student.

even better, because the teacher doesn’t have to monitor and score each draft, the time saved frees up the teacher 
to focus on personalised instruction for the students who need the greatest help. to appreciate the potential value 
of computerised feedback, a teacher in a busy school district in the united states who had 117 students used the 
software over the course of a year. he assigned 22 essays to each student, for which each student had to submit 
six drafts. that gave him a total of 15,444 essay drafts to mark, which if done by hand would probably have taken 
thousands of hours! By using the Magnificent Marking Machine instead, he was able to spend much more time with 
students examining and discussing their writing and giving feedback in person. in other words, he has time to actually 
teach. once you accept that computerised assessment provides valuable feedback to students and supports teachers, 
it’s hard to argue with that kind of benefit!

the Magnificent MaRKing Machine in BRief
there is a growing acceptance of computerised evaluation. this reflects a general movement in 
society towards interacting with technology—just look at how much more comfortable we are 
becoming with speech recognition on phones. computerised-scoring technology will only get 

better as more breakthroughs are made in modelling techniques. By using the Magnificent Marking 
Machine, teachers can spend much more time with their students, discussing and giving feedback in 

person. in other words, they’ll be able to actually teach!

41



42



“we suspect that the Machine is actually a sleeping giant, and that new technology is bubbling away under 
the surface that could, if not sweep away all language-learning, certainly change it forever.” eLtjam

it’s coMing! shouLd we Be afRaid?

since the turn of the millennium, many traditional industries have been 
shaken up by the emergence of new technology. despite this, the consensus 
in eLt has sometimes felt like language teaching will somehow remain 
immune. people will always need to learn languages, goes the logic, so 
they will always need language teachers. thus, the idea that language 
teaching might soon be threatened by devices capable of translating 
accurately in real time tends to be dismissed. 

the belief is that the technology will struggle to provide accurate live translation and won’t ever be capable of any 
real facsimile of human interaction. in this scenario, instant translation devices are just a story that eLt bloggers tell 
people to scare them at night, and there is no truth to the myth of the Machine of doom!

at eLtjam, we think a little differently. we suspect that the Machine is actually a sleeping giant and that new 
technology is bubbling away under the surface that could, if not sweep away all language-learning, certainly change 
it forever. Before we tackle that possibility, though, let’s take a closer look at the Machine as it is now and consider 
some of its strengths and weaknesses.

who is the Machine’s cReatoR?

one obvious strength of the Machine is that it is backed by a number of large, powerful stakeholders in the form 
of global tech companies willing to invest considerable sums of money in its success. these cash-rich giants aren’t 
interested in disrupting the model of language teaching; if they had their way, they’d obliterate the need to learn 
languages altogether. a testament to the transformational capabilities of these behemoths is the fact that the type of 
communication we now engage in using services like whatsapp and facebook Messenger would only recently have 
seemed very odd. the fact that it has become normalised so quickly shows that the technology is functional and 
serves a real and enduring need.

two important stakeholders in the Machine’s success are google and skype. people already use google translate to 
help with very basic transactional needs over 200 million times a day. it’s a very useful for tool for people who are 
on holiday in a foreign country and need to buy something in a shop, for example, and it can also translate emails 
from one language to another without too much loss of meaning. in the area of speech and voice recognition, skype 
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translate is another promising device for instantly translating voice and video calls. it is still in development but is 
expected to have impressive speech recognition capabilities on par with apple’s siri.

it taLKs Just LiKe we do!

on the subject of siri, there is a connection between the technology behind real-time translation devices and that used 
to power virtual assistants like siri or hound. underpinning both is software that is capable of accurately processing 
and reproducing natural language at very high speeds. siri can already take a stream of spoken language and turn 
it into written language with impressive accuracy. importantly, this accuracy only gets better the more you train the 
device. furthermore, some of these apps and services already have capabilities beyond simple speech recognition and 
are capable of natural language processing including interpretation of meaning and context. 

a good example of this is the google Voice search device for android. if you pick up your android phone and ask 
it to search for the recipe for a “screwdriver,” the software will know that you mean the cocktail and not the tool. 
this demonstrates quite a powerful level of nuance (and means you won’t end up in the local hardware store by 
mistake!). the hound virtual assistant app can also interpret meaning and context in this way. in one demonstration, 
a man asked hound to show him asian restaurants in the area, but not Japanese restaurants. the system processed 
the request and took it one step further by coming back with a list of asian restaurants not including Japanese 
restaurants oR sushi bars. although the man hadn’t specifically asked about sushi bars, the system could make that 
interpretation by itself.

given the speed at which the technology is developing, it isn’t a huge leap to imagine a future where most basic 
transactional human interactions can be handled by these types of services, well beyond what’s already happening 
now with google translate. in fact, it’s not hard to envisage that within the next five years or so, 90% of basic 
transactions like ordering meals, travel, hotel check-ins and so on could all be handled with the help of an app on 
your smartphone.

essentially, then, we already have the technology in place that can understand words and interpret context to some 
extent, and people are showing a willingness to use it in situations where it is useful. where do we go from here? 
what, if any, are the limits to the new technology, and what are the implications for language-learning?

aRe its poweRs LiMitLess?

one main criticism of the Machine has to do with the accuracy of its translation. one example of this that we at 
eLtjam show to people is a recording of a skype translate demo. in this clip, a german speaker and an english 
speaker are trying to have a chat and the system is obviously far from perfect. we showed this at one training session 
with a german speaker present, and as we watched we could see her shaking her head in disbelief. it turned out that 
the quality of the german translation was terrible and riddled with basic mistakes. 

44



however, although the machine’s translation was bad, the german speaker also said that it was at a high a2 or low 
B1 level, which happens to be the level that most english-language learners reach before plateauing, when they find 
it “harder and harder to take in new language data” (yi, 2007)5. in this sense, although its translation was far from 
ideal, skype translate was no more perfect or imperfect than the average language learner and, unlike the ability of 
the average language learner, its technology will only improve. this is also where the idea of machine learning comes 
in.

Machine learning, which is also related to the idea of artificial intelligence, tells us that computer systems can self-
learn from the input they are given and get better by themselves without explicitly needing to be programmed. this 
has enormous implications for a translation programme like skype translate, which receives huge volumes of data. it 
could eventually reach a stage where its improvement becomes exponential, at which point the sky could be the limit!
however, there are a couple of areas where it is difficult to imagine the Machine not behaving like a … machine. it’s 
most serious and possibly insurmountable limitation might be an inability to interpret things like sarcasm, humour or 
irony or to even begin to express traits such as empathy. even non-native speakers of english who have studied for 
20 years and reached c2 level can struggle with sarcasm, simply because when someone is being sarcastic, you can’t 
rely on the meaning of their words.
 
similarly, it is hard to imagine sitting in a restaurant in the south of france and chatting with the locals through your 
smartphone. the phone might be useful for buying a pastis first, but after that you will probably want to speak like a 
human. Learning and speaking a language will probably always be the best way to connect with people on any level 
deeper than the purely transactional.

is the end ReaLLy nigh?

where does all this leave english language teaching? should language teachers all quit their jobs and learn how to 
code the Machine instead? the answer is clearly no.

while it’s true that instant translation apps will allow travellers and leisure-seekers to carry out basic transactions in 
english-speaking environments without much need to take lessons first, this is not a particularly significant group of 
language learners anyway. people tend to learn english for reasons other than leisure, and english language teachers 
will still be in demand from other types of students who are learning english because they have to, for example, to get 
into university, to get a job or to progress a career. there are also clearly advantages to being able to communicate, 
persuade, negotiate and collaborate in english, skills that humans excel at compared to machines. for now, at least, 
students need teachers to help them master these skills in english.

5. Quoted in Richards, J. (2008) Moving Beyond the plateau from intermediate to advanced Levels in Language Learning. new york: cambridge university press.

45



there is always the possibility—however remote—that the technology could eventually work so well that 
universities, governments and employers would no longer see the need for english-language qualifications. 

“we always overestimate the change that will occur in the next two years and 
underestimate the change that will occur in the next ten.” 

BiLL gates

this would obviously have a huge effect in that the whole system of student assessment would become redundant. 
however, while we wouldn’t say that the technology couldn’t reach this point, there would probably be a decades-long 
lag before anyone decided to change the existing system. 

in fact, the biggest effect of the new technology could be on the way that people learn english. the same technology 
that’s facilitating real-time translation could be used to make some exciting and innovative digital learning products. 
also, having this technology at your fingertips could in some ways be like having a teacher (or perhaps, more 
accurately, a companion bot) to practise communicating with. 

ultimately, learning a language takes a huge amount of time and effort. you have to put in thousands of hours of 
concentrated effort to really be able to do it, and to do this properly you need a teacher to guide you. we also don’t 
envisage living in a post-language-learning world just yet. the day may come when language learning is seen as a 
quaint pastime akin to falconry, but even the diabolical Machine doesn’t have the power to make that happen anytime 
soon!

the Machine of dooM in BRief
should language teachers all quit their jobs and learn how to code automatic translation machines 

instead? the answer is no. while it’s true that instant translation apps can help travellers and 
leisure-seekers carry out basic transactions, people tend to learn english for reasons other than 
leisure. english-language teachers will still be in demand from other types of students who are 

learning english because they have to, for example to get into university, to get a job, or to progress 
a career. these learners need to be able to communicate, negotiate and collaborate with others 
in english in a nuanced way, all skills which machines cannot teach. for the foreseeable future, 

students will need teachers to help them master these skills.
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“for some learners, their position on a scale will be a relatively accurate representation of their ability in 
english and will be reflected on their test scores, but for many others, being a B1 according to the european 

cefR will be pretty meaningless.”

scaLes aRe eVeRywheRe!

the idea that we can use scales to measure people’s progress in learning goes back a long way. for english teachers, 
this may be in large part due to our early training where we are encouraged to set learning objectives and build 
a syllabus around them to enable our students to work towards measurable progress. this progress is normally 
crowned by success on an achievement test, which uses a scale for grading performance.

assessing english regularly can indeed help to both measure a 
learner’s progress and improve motivation as teachers and learners 
gain a shared understanding of what progress looks like. however, 
in order for assessment to be effective and help improve teaching and 
learning, we need to have a way of seeing how our learning objectives 
relate to one another in terms of overall development of proficiency. 
this requires scales that fully assess the four skills. 

probably the most well-known scale in existence at the moment is the common european framework of Reference 
for Languages (cefR). the cefR has supported standardisation of learning objectives across settings with its lists of 
“can do statements” for learners. however, while these “can dos” provide a myriad of potential learning objectives 
for speaking, the cefR offers a much more limited list of “can dos” for the skills of reading, writing and listening. 
this means that teachers and test developers have to work out progression in these skills for themselves. under-
definition of a scale is one obvious problem of scales and there are several others.

But they’Re too Vague ...

the value of a scale is the extent to which it can help us track real progress in general terms and measure whether 
or not students have met specific language learning targets, e.g., for getting into university or getting a job, or 
whatever other goals learners might have. when a student is awarded a score on a scale, it is important that everyone 
understands what it means for a student to be at a particular level, e.g., B1 on the cefR.  descriptors such as the 
cefR’s “can do” statements are intended to help scale users interpret letter and number grades; however, when 
a scale uses broad bands to report proficiency, there is still scope for differing interpretations. since the primary 
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purpose of a common scale is to enable users to compare students from one institution to another and from one 
country to another, this is a problem.  

the vagueness comes in part from the lack of clarity of what it means to be at a particular level. if we take B1, for 
example, it includes quite a wide range of potential learning outcomes. what we can’t be sure of, though, is whether 
a student labelled B1 is just starting out as a B1, midway through B1 or an advanced B1. how many of the proposed 
learning outcomes has this student already met? how many are they working towards? there doesn’t appear to be 
a shared understanding across materials or test developers of how many of the “can do” statements need to be met 
to label a student B1. this makes the label itself pretty unhelpful. the developers of the cefR recognised that broad 
bands may not be useful in many local contexts and offered suggestions on how they might be subdivided into narrower 
bands. however, it is rare to see this done in practice.  

in the u.s., the longstanding actfL scale, which was developed for teaching modern languages, offers more 
granularity in that it has four main levels (novice, intermediate, advanced and superior) with the lower three further 
divided into three sublevels. however, various attempts to align the actfL and the cefR indicate that some of these 
sub-levels may be as broad as the cefR levels. this means that it is still up to teachers to work out progression within 
levels in order to create curricula for courses where students may study for only a few hours a week or for a few 
weeks at a time and to create assessments that provide a finer-grained picture of a student’s progress. 

when language learning progress is measured only with scales like these, which have very broad bands, learners could 
feasibly stay at the same level for many years and apparently never improve their english at all! in this way and many 
others, scales can be a real challenge for students and teachers alike.

… and too LineaR.
 
another problem with many scales is that they are linear, but learning progress is not. Language learning may 
sometimes look more like two steps upward and one step back than a straightforward march up the ladder of 
proficiency. in addition, as students move up the ladder, the rungs get wider and wider to reflect that language learning 
is not simply a matter of learning more language and using it more accurately and fluently. greater proficiency also 
implies greater flexibility with language, in other words, the ability to use language across a variety of registers and 
domains. a c1 student, for example, needs to move beyond “general english” to be able to use english appropriately 
in settings such as university and the workplace, as well as a range of social encounters. teachers and materials need 
to provide students with the resources to be flexible, and assessments need to clearly indicate whether or not they are 
reporting on learners’ ability to operate in one domain or across several. scale users need to be aware that learners at 
a certain level who are comfortable communicating in some domains may not be comfortable in others.

49



how can we MaKe scaLes BetteR?
 
this rather loose interpretation of what it means to be at a particular level can be seen in how the cefR is used by 
language programmes, materials publishers and testing organisations. each can make their own interpretations of 
what constitutes a particular level, so there is less uniformity between courses, textbooks and tests than learners 
might expect. to move beyond the current situation where courses or tests designed for low B1, middle B1 and high 
B1 tourists and working professionals all bear the same broad B1 label requires more specific descriptors. these 
need to take into account the different learning goals of students and provide greater granular flexibility to make it 
possible for them to demonstrate progress over time.

Let’s go gRanuLaR!
 
these days there are many settings in which a more finely graduated scale to measure learning would be appreciated 
by teachers and learners alike. increasingly, more children in a variety of countries are learning english from a 
younger age. in countries like Japan and Korea, for example, students have gone from studying six years of english 
to nine years. contexts like these need a more detailed scale to show progress over a longer period of time. similarly, 
a foreign student taking an academic bridge year to improve their english in preparation for university would greatly 
benefit from a more granular scale to show specific, short-term progress. 

Learners taking short and/or intensive courses are also increasingly demanding a more visible measure of progress 
beyond the broad-brushed picture that scales can currently offer. the demand for finer granularity is out there and 
it’s up to us in the teaching and testing professions to supply it.

for scales to truly deliver on their promise, they need to go granular and define more precisely what it means to be at 
each point on the scale. enter stage right the global scale of english (gse). the gse is a standardised, granular scale 
that ranges from 10 to 90. hundreds of new learning objectives (“can do” statements) have been developed with 
the help of input from over 6,000 teachers from over 50 countries, extending and delivering on the original promise 
of the cefR. one great thing about the gse is that these new learning objectives have been added across the four 
skills—plugging gaps in the cefR for reading, writing and listening—and created for four specific audiences—
adult learners of general english, professional english and academic english, as well as young learners, which 
acknowledges the needs of different learners far more explicitly than previous scales. class objectives are at the heart 
of any english teaching programme and these additional objectives make it possible to plan more finely tuned courses.
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teaching with BetteR scaLes
 
a more granular scale like the gse has two clear advantages. firstly, teachers can better plan classes with more 
specific learning objectives and, secondly, learners can see more visible progress—albeit at a much smaller level. 
this is especially important to english learners who may lose motivation in the absence of any formal evidence of 
their progress. 

however, the gse is still new, so it is relatively unknown. in order to encourage its adoption, teachers and learners 
need to be made aware of how a granular approach with much deeper and broader learning objectives can make a 
positive impact on how lessons are planned, how materials are developed and how language is acquired.

to sum up, although english proficiency scales have undoubtedly made an important contribution in allowing teachers 
to plan and deliver lessons that help learners to progress, current scales have a number of weaknesses which limit 
their usefulness to teachers and learners around the world. a more granular, standardised and global approach 
to learning assessment is a major step forward in the planning of teaching and in measuring progress. if we can 
minimise the different interpretations of what it means to be at a particular level—and help learners measure their 
progress more precisely—we will be able to help more people achieve their language learning goals. 

diane schmitt is also a member of the Vocabulary technical advisory group for the global scale of english.

the scaLe of KnowLedge in BRief
when language learning progress is measured only by scales with very broad bands, learners could 
feasibly stay at the same level for many years and apparently never improve their english at all! in 
this way and many others, scales can be a real challenge for students and teachers alike. we need 
to take into account the different learning goals of students and provide greater granular flexibility 
to make it possible for them to demonstrate progress over time. for scales to truly deliver on their 
promise, they need to go granular and define more precisely what it means to be at each point on 

the scale. and remember, many scales are linear, but learning progress is not!
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to suM it aLL up!
 
on the surface, it is perhaps a little surprising that the rapid acceleration of technology, new methodologies and other 
cultural practices over the last few decades—that have already transformed so many industries—have not yet been 
fully embedded into english language teaching.

yet a combination of the sheer pace of change, old vs new rhetoric and a dash of edtech hyperbole are some of the 
reasons why so many teachers and institutions have been at least a little confused by what methods and technology 
will actually bring better results. By bringing together these 10 experts to challenge many universal “truths,” pearson 
english and eLtjam have aimed to start to bring some clarity and reassurance.

we’ve found that resting on established methods could be undermining our ability to improve language teaching. for 
example, Russ Mayne effectively questions the pervasive notion that catering to learning styles improves results.  
we’ve also found that we cannot assume our prejudices around technology are beneficial for learners. david crystal 
reminds us that text messaging is really not butchering the english language. ozge Karaoglu argues that it’s actually a 
misunderstanding to believe that our kids are more tech-savvy than we are. nicky hockly tells us that despite the notion 
that technology can “fix” learning, effective education has always been about good teachers, motivated learners and a 
strong rapport between them. 

for pearson english, this report is a timely reminder that affecting and measuring improved outcomes for teachers 
and learners is at the heart of everything we do. equally, we must also continue to ensure we work hand in hand with 
teachers and better help them to fully understand the real on-the-ground benefits of any change of practice. again, we 
also appreciate that the context, relevance and application of the themes discussed in this top ten of biggest ‘truths’ in 
eLt may differ depending upon a range of factors such as the teaching and learning environment (e.g., efL vs esL vs 
esp) and whether specific learning purposes are at play.

in the months ahead, pearson english will continue to address more prevailing beliefs along with impacts of using 
technology both in and out of the classroom. we will focus on some key themes that need more answers such as blended 
teaching and learning and what it means to make progress. we hope you will join us for the journey!

please get involved in the conversation by meeting us at global eLt events, reading our blog or connecting with us 
online. 

giles grant, sVp pearson eLt

LeaRn MoRe

gain insights, inspiration and information 

from english.com/blog

explore the future of eLt with eLtjam: eltjam.com

connect onLine

  @pearsonenglish

  @eLtjam

tweet about this report using the hashtag #eLtmyths
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