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The Concept of the Audio-lingual Method

Though the audio-lingual method has achieved great success in the history of language teaching, it is certainly not
a perfect method for language teaching in every detail. It is not a teaching method which can cover all areas of
language teaching. The main goal of the audio-lingual method is simply to teach English speech patterns to
students through continual practice until the speech patterns become habitual.

The audio-lingual method is based on the theory of those structural linguists in the 1920’s and 1930’s who worked
on unwritten American Indian languages. Generally, such structural linguists had the common view that spoken
language is primary and that written language is at best a pale reflection of spoken language. They felt spoken
language alone should be the legitimate object of study of linguistics. Thus, one of the most renowned structural
linguists, Leonard Bloomfield, stated:

Writing is not language, but merely a way of recording language by means of visible marks.?
The art of writing is not part of language, but rather a comparatively modern invention for recording and

broadcasting what is spoken.?

The main theme of the audio-lingual method, “Pattern Practices”, introduced by Robert Lado and Charles Fries
(two of the most competent and renowned linguists of the Bloomfieldian school), is based on the above basic theory
and consists of mass drill to build up English (or other languages’) speech patterns as a matter of habit formation.
That is, the audio-lingual method itself is not intended for teaching reading or writing skills, but for teaching
communicative skills. Teaching reading and writing skills is still a complicated and difficult task for language
teachers, even though the audio-lingual method has been very innovative in the area of teaching communicative
skills. We have had a good deal of analysis of reading and writing skills, yet there is little synthesis. The way in
which people handle written language, whether receptively in reading or productively in writing, is extremely
complex and as yet little understood.¥ Thus we need to continue to work to create better teaching methods,
especially for the teaching of reading and writing skills. We also should try to understand the theoretical
background of the audio-lingual method and should apply the method correctly to each language program,
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considering what the most necessary language skills are for students in the future.

Unfortunately some people tend to misunderstand the concept of the audio-lingual method and try to apply the
method to all language teaching programs. Recent remarkable changes in EFL programs in public schools policy
for foreign language teaching by the Ministry of Education of Japan, might be one of such examples, as was pointed
out by some American scholars, like Curtis W. Hayes.?

The Case of Japanese EFL Programs

Since the end of World War II and through the Occupation (1945-1952), the study of English as a foreign
language (EFL) has become one of the major subjects in the Japanese school curriculum. Until recently, such EFL
programs were dominated by the strong influence of the grammar-translation method, which had been used until
the audio-lingual method was introduced. Japanese students were mainly taught grammatical points of English and
the translation method. It was just as Robert Lado said about the grammar-translation method, it being “grammar

recitation and dictionary thumbing.”

It is still common to encounter English classes in the public schools where
the teacher calls upon the student to translate, sentence by sentence, line by line, phrase by phrase, word by word,
from texts on which the instructor has become an expert of sorts.?

However, traditional EFL programs which were mainly based on the theory of the grammar-translation method
have not been able to achieve the goals decreed by the national educational policy of the Ministry of Education of

Japan, which are:

1) All students at the beginning of their middle school years shall be familiarized with the phonology of a
“foreign language: the basic language skills to be téught are hearing'and speaking.
2) Students should also learn the “basic usage” of the language being taught, and should be able to read and
write, o ' _ '
3) . Through the knowledge of a foreign language, students should increase their awareness and come to
' understand a culture other than their own.”

‘When people in the Ministry of Education discovered that EFL programs based on thee grammar-translation
method were incapable of teaching the communication skills which were listed first in their educational policy
above, they decided to apply the audio-lingual method as a primary teaching strategy to EFL programs in Japan.
Though there had been several attempts to replace the old programs with new programs which applied the audio-
lingual method, such a recent change in the EFL programs was a dramatic one in the history of foreign language
teaching in Japan, because they had never accepted the audio-lingual method as a primary teaching method in EFL
programs until then. , '

In spite of people’s expectation, that is this recent change in EFL programs will dramatically help to achieve the
goals which they set, it could be another failure in the history of foreign language teaching in Japan. It is usual,

8)

especially in Japan, to fault either the method or the teacher for inability to produce language users.” It seems

9 That is, although Japan has strong

wise, however, for Japanese to re-think and reexamine the goals of instruction.
relationships with English-speaking countries, most Japanese have almost no opportunities to talk with native
speakers of English because of the geographical distance between them. Consequently, almost all Japanese have
to learn the matters of those English-speaking nations mainly through the written portion of the language (i.e.
reading), but not the spoken one. This fact leads us to be skeptical about the success of EFL programs in Japan

which largely depend. on the audio-lingual method. - Thus Hayes describes:

Some societies, especially those which are isolated geographically from foreign speaking areas, must realize
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that bilingualism is not an educational goal to be realized by every student, that even the ability to read with flu-

ency may be more important in those areas where there is little, if no, opportunity to use the spoken language,

that there is an aptitude for language learning, suggesting that some students will learn faster than others, and

that grammar and translation are not requisites for learning a language.'®

Therefore, the problem of Japanese students in EFL programs — that they are not achieving the goals set out by
the Ministry of Education of Japan — will not be solved simply by substituting the grammar-translation method for
the audio-lingual method (which is not focused on the teaching of written language). It would be more important
for Japanese to pay more attention to the fact that there is not a direct relationship between written and spoken
language in English, although the written language is directly related to the spoken one by the use of the syllabic

writing system (“kana”) in Japanese.
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