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FLUENCY, CONFORMITY AND ACCURACY: A THREE WAY
DISTINCTION.

Dave Willis

In this article, Dave Willis challenges teachers to reconsider the familiar fluency —
accuracy dichotomy, and offers an alternative, three-way classification for classroom
activities that more accurately describes current post-behaviourist approaches 1o
language teaching. He goes on (o illustrate his model with materials and activities that
aim to promote both fluency and accuracy within a meaning-focussed approach.

1 Distinguishing fluency. conformity and accuracy.

It is common in ELT nowadays to recognise a distinction between fluency on the one
hand. and accuracy on the other. These terms were highlighted by Brumfit (1984), who
saw fluency activities as those in which learners are concerned primarily with meaning,
and activities which focus on accuracy as those in which learners are concerned primarily
with form. It seems to me that this is very much an oversimplification. This is not to say
that it is not a useful distinction. We should remember, however, that when Brumfit was
doing this research in the late seventies and early eighties the ELT profession was still
based very much on behaviourist theories of learning. Control and grading were much
more strictly applied than they are now. The three stage presentation > practice 2
production methodology was strictly applied as a methodological base. At the same time
some SLA researchers, in particular Krashen (1981), were issuing a serious challenge to
this established approach and suggesting that any focus on form or, in Brumfit’s terms,

accuracy, was quite unnecessary

It was in this context that Brumfit called for a re-examination of current practice. His
view was that we should take account of research findings but, at the same time, we
should protect those elements of the established methodology which seemed to be of
value:

Many language leamers have testified to the usefulness of (such traditional

learning activities as EXErcises and drills), and an authoritative rejection of such

procedures needs 10 be based on firmer evidence than has been forthcoming. Much

more useful would be to explore the role that such traditional practices have had
for learners who have found them helpful. (Brumfit 1984 p320)
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