LANGUAGE AWARENESS: PRACTICES AND PROGRESS?

Philip Kerr
Introduction

October 1996 saw the introduction of a revamped syllabus for the RSA/UCLES
Certificate in the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language (CTEFLA), henceforth
known as the Cambridge / RSA Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults
(CELTA). This pre-service training scheme is important not only because of its size
(7.500 candidates in 1995-1996) but also because of its influence throughout the ELT
world. An increasing number of universities in the UK, US and Australia are offering
these courses, and major recruiters such as the British Council and International House
look for teachers with these qualifications. In the field of publishing, many ELT authors
(e.g. Soars & Soars, Naunton, Acklam) have been CTEFLA trainers and it is standard
practice for ELT editors to be CTEFLA qualified. Given the number of influential
opinion-shapers closely connected to the scheme, its significance is even greater than the
candidate numbers would suggest. Changes to the syllabus, therefore, are likely to be of
importance to the profession as a whole.

Backeround to the changes

The changes to CTEFLA were wide-ranging with changes to course format, external
validation and evaluation procedures, as well as to the syllabus. This paper is only
concerned with one area of the syllabus that was substantially revised: language
awareness. The CTEFLA (pre-1996) syllabus specifications contained two references to

language:

I -
| Practical awareness of:

‘languagc - Linguistic form, function and meaning including, eg a knowledge of]
|gramma: and its terminology, appreciation of structure and function; an understanding
|of the principles of selection and grading and an intro duction to how subject matter and

II context affects language, and the importance of phonology.
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Practical ability in: i
Presentation and Practice of New Language - The ability to select language ffems!i
appropriate 1o students’ needs and level, to divide the items into learnable umits, 10|

present the language clearly and efficiently to students, to devise and operalc)

appropriate activities for the controlled and free practice of the language presented and|
to check learning and understanding at all stages of the process. '
(my italics)

L
Table 1
[mplicit in the above is a synthetic ELT syllabus underpinnning the training syllabus. The
assumption is that the Jearning process in the classroom is best organised by dividing the
language up into discrete, sequenced units that can be presented to students, and
acquired through a sequence of practice activities. In a study of language awareness
practices in CTEFLA courses (Kerr, 1993a, 1993b, 1994), it was found that practice
closely matched the syllabus in terms of the promotion of the PPP (presentation -
practice-production) methodology and that the language focused on was almost
exclusively verb-phrase grammar. Such an approach has come under sustained attack in
recent years (e.g. Grundy, 1989; Kerr, 1993a; Lewis, 1993; willis & Willis, 1996) and
alternative approaches to language awareness work on training courses have been
suggested in publications (e.g. Hales, 1997; Kerr, 1996; Thornbury, 1997; Wright &
Bolitho, 1993) and at conferences intended for teacher trainers (¢.g. 1993 CTEFLA
Conference, 1997 IALS Symposium). The possibility of a revision to the syllabus was
generally welcomed.

The new syllabus

The publication of the new syllabus followed a consultation and trialling process that
was unparalleled in scope in British ELT. Language awareness is now covered in one 0 f

the six syllabus topics and the content is listed as follows:

1.1 Basic concepts and terminology used in ELT for describing form and mcmmxb; in
language and language use.

1.2 Basic concepts and terminology used for describing language skills and sub-skills.
1.3 Language description and syllabus design for the teaching of English to adults.

1.4 The practical significance of similarities and differences between languages.
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