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Overall thesis
Historical research – and 'historical 
sense' – can contribute to a 
necessary decentring of English 
language education practices and 
theories away from UK- or US-based 
models, towards more appropriate, 
localized approaches

’



Plan
1. Why does ELT need 'decentring'?
2. Decentring ELT, in general
3. What is 'historiography'?
4. Potential contributions of 
historiography



1. Why does ELT need 
to be ‘decentred’?
- Autobiography
• Wider ELT discourse



Autobiography
- 1984–88 Japan: ‘CLT missionary’ in 
Japan

- 1990s Japan – a teacher seeking an 
alternative to ‘weak version’ CLT.

- 1990s Japan & 2000+ UK – a teacher 
educator seeking alternatives to 
(imposition of) CLT in ‘periphery’ 
contexts



Wider ELT discourse
Post-1990 ‘critical turn’ in ELT: e.g. 
Adrian Holliday (1994) Appropriate 
Methodology and Social Context

Inappropriateness of top–down / 
centre–periphery solutions  –>

Generally acknowledged needs for 
more context-sensitive approaches



Other key writers: 

! Phillipson 1992
! Pennycook 1994, 1998
! Canagarajah 1999
! Kumaravadivelu 2003, 2006



A guiding question

How can English teachers [in public education 
systems and in ‘difficult circumstances’] develop 
appropriate methodology?



2. Decentring ELT, in 
general





















‘Difficult circumstances’
Michael West’s (1960) Teaching English in 
Difficult Circumstances

“a class consisting of over 30 pupils 
(more usually 40 or even 50), 
congested on benches … 
accommodated in an unsuitably shaped 
room, ill-graded, with a [non-native 
speaker teacher], working in a hot 
climate. … The pupils in such schools 
are more subject to Elimination [i.e. 
drop-out] than those who are more 
favourably circumstanced”



‘Difficult circumstances’ 
are ‘normal’
! Most (English) teaching in the world 

has always occurred and still occurs in 
primary and secondary schools, in 
such circumstances

! In this sense, these are ‘normal’ 
circumstances – but are 
dysfunctionally neglected in ELT 
discourse and ELT research!





A research agenda for Teaching English in difficult 
circumstances (Smith 2008)

-Qualitative research
-Not assuming ‘problem situation’ vs. western norms
-Sharing success stories
-Teacher-research
-Devolved network











! Teacher-research
! Teacher association research
! University–school partnerships
! Researcher–teacher collaborations

as forms of bottom-up / decentred
! ‘ELT research’



A preliminary answer

How can English teachers [in public education 
systems and in ‘difficult circumstances’] develop 
appropriate methodology?

A guiding question

We need to identify / bring into being suitable 
foundations for language teaching, given what we 
know about the inappropriateness of top–down / 
centre–periphery propositions

Can historiography help?



3. What is  
historiography?



Preliminaries
‘Historiography’ – researching and 
writing history in a principled, 
rigorous manner

We need to establish:
!why historical research is needed 
(rationale) 
!what to focus on (scope)
!how to do research (methodology)



Why research ELT 
history? (1)
! A continuing ‘paucity of studies’ 

(Stern 1983)



History of ELT

Howatt (1984) A History of English Language 
Teaching; 2nd ed. 2004.

Since then:

Howatt and Smith (2000-2005) – 26 volumes of 
facsimile reprints (Routledge)

Warwick ELT Archive (2002 onwards)



The Warwick ELT Archive: 
www.warwick.ac.uk/elt_archive





History of ELT
English language education in Germany (in German)

Klippel, 1994; Lehberger, 1986, 1990; and Macht, 1986, 1987, 1990. 

Recent PhDs by Doff 2002, 2008; Franz, 2005; Kolb, 2013; Ruisz, 2014

English language education in Japan (in Japanese):

Nihon eigakushi gakkai (The Historical Society of English Studies in 
Japan)

Nihon eigokyoikushi gakkai (The Historical Society of English Teaching 
in Japan). 



HoLLT (History of 
Language Learning and 
Teaching)

! SIHFLES (Société internationale pour l'histoire 
du français langue étrangère ou seconde) – 25-
year history

! CIRSIL (Centro Interuniversitario di Ricerca sulla 
Storia degli Insegnamenti Linguistici)

! APHELLE (Associação Portuguesa para a 
História do Ensino das Línguas e Literaturas 
Extranjeras)

! PHG (Peeter Heynsgenootschap)
! SEHEL (Sociedad Española para la Historia de 

las Enseñanzas Lingüísticas)

http://fle.asso.free.fr/sihfles/
http://www2.lingue.unibo.it/cirsil
http://www.aphelle.pt/
http://www.peeterheynsgenootschap.nl/
http://www.ugr.es/~sehel/


What to research?
Fill the many gaps: 
‘studies of particular aspects’ (Stern 
1983) 
… in different contexts
… practices, not just ideas
E.g.? 
!Individuals
!Particular institutions
!Particular methods or techniques
!Materials































Some basic ‘rules’ of 
historiography
! Use but be critical of existing 

secondary accounts 
! Refer to primary sources (do 

‘original’ research) 
! Attempt to make only evidence-

based assertions 
! Explicitly state sources of evidence



Where to start?
! What do you already ‘know’?
- what are your preconceptions?

! What secondary accounts are there?
- what contradictions do they reveal?
- what are their sources?
- what questions still need to be answered?
- what other sources can we imagine?

! Start to make a chronology,  bibliography and 
primary source list



Consult primary sources
‘Primary sources’ = 

‘Documents or artifacts closest to the topic of 
investigation. Often they are created during the 
time period which is being studied 
(correspondence, diaries, newspapers, 
government documents, art) but they can also be 
produced later by eyewitnesses or participants 
(memoirs, oral histories)’   Source: 
http://research.library.gsu.edu/primaryhistory 



Scope and ‘immerse 
yourself’ in sources
! Scope available sources / seek out 

further relevant sources
! Immerse yourself in primary 

sources, and secondary sources 
beyond applied linguistics

! Keep asking questions – what still 
needs to be answered? What 
further sources do I need? 
Proactively seek them out, but …

! Know when to stop!



Be critical of sources
! Triangulate (compare and contrast) 

different sources 
! Become aware of sources’  biases 

and limitations 
! Select in a principled way from 

available sources (e.g. for textbook 
analysis)

But …



Imaginatively 
reconstruct the past

!‘[immersing] myself in the past until I 
know it well enough for my judgment 
of what is or is not representative to 
seem acceptable without undue 
epistemological debate’ (Thomas 
2010)



4. Potential contributions of 
historiography



Why research ELT 
history? (2)
! A continuing ‘paucity of studies’ (Stern 

1983)
! Fill the many gaps (e.g. geographical)
! Help to build a relatively new field

! Correct wrong or over-simplistic 
accounts 

! Counter dominant myths / develop 
critical accounts

! Thereby bolster teacher autonomy



! Focus here on the potential
contribution of historiography and
historical sense to ‘decentring’ ELT

- Dispelling myths
- - Providing perspective
- - Developing teacher autonomy



In the absence of historiography we 
live by a set of interconnected myths 
about the past: ELT mythology

Historiography may lead to better 
‘historical sense’



‘Historical sense’
= ‘an appreciation of the past which 
enables new ideas to be evaluated in 
the light of former experience, past 
ideas to be made available as a 
continuing resource, and the 
limitations and strengths of present-
day paradigms of language teaching 
to be evaluated more wisely, to the 
benefit of teacher autonomy.’



ELT mythology
Myth # 1: ELT is a matter of methods

Myth #2: ELT depends on science

Myth #3: ELT is imperialistic

Myth #4: ELT has a single story



Deconstruct allegiance to methods, 
(misapplied) science, commercial 
interests, published materials and 
testing systems, recipes / quick-fix 
‘solutions’, celebrity-centred 
entertainment, externally imposed 
teaching competency frameworks

Can historiography help? How did 
the myths arise?

How to displace ELT 
foundations?



Myth #1: ELT is a matter 
of methods



‘There is no best method – why?’ (Prabhu)  One 
size cannot fit all – and teachers have always been 
eclectic in practice

Methods serve the interests of their promoters, not 
necessarily of teachers or learners (Pennycook)

Methods are associated with UK / US linguistic / 
cultural imperialism (Phillipson) / ‘native 
speakerism’ (Holliday). 



We are supposed to live in a ‘post-method 
era’ (Kumaravadivelu), but …

!the concept of ‘method’ still predominates 
as a way of conceptualizing teaching
!‘methods-in-materials’ are dominant in 
practice
!in-service teacher events impart ‘recipes’ / 
quick-fix ‘solutions’
!competency frameworks are increasingly 
imposed



There is a myth of progress – the 
past has seen a successive, 
progressive development of 
methods:
GTM -> DM -> ALM -> CLT -> TBLT
[-> post-method?]

‘Packaging up’ the past to move on



ELT EFL       TEFL EIL ELF     

ESL ESP

TESL         EOP    

ESOL           EAP

EAL TESOL

A more historiographical 
approach to the origins,  
development and spread of 
methods



UK ELT
Examining the development of ‘UK ELT’

I define ELT here as: 
‘’Post-World War II, UK-based enterprise 

in the field of English teaching to 
speakers of other languages’



When did ELT begin and how did its 
influence spread? 



1946







1967



1973+





1946-50
Founder and 
editor: A.S. 
Hornby



A.S. Hornby
(1898-1978)



BBC

Institute of
Education

London

OUP, 
Longmans 

British Council

English
Language 
Teaching





E.V. Gatenby





1954



1959-66



1967



Structural
Oral
Situational

(In India, nicknamed the 
‘Independence Method’)

The ‘situational approach’



1977







! ‘structural’ ->   structural 
and functional

! ‘oral’ -> oral and written
! ‘situational’ -> situational 

and ‘communicative’
! using ‘drills’ -> drills and 

tasks
! largely inductive
! avoiding L1

Continuities with CLT?: 
an ELT ‘paradigm’



Myth #2: ELT depends 
on science
Applied linguistics -> ELT

(ELT = science applied to practice)

What are some liimitations of this 
way of characterizing language 
teaching?



Historiography of 
applied linguistics

There are more and less 
‘applicationist’ versions

Linguistics has dominated at the 
expense of other source disciplines



Precursors of post-method pedagogy: previous 
attempts to provide language teaching with a solid 
foundation – but limited in effect?

!H.H. Stern (1983) Fundamental Concepts of 
Language Teaching

!W.F. Mackey (1965) – ‘methodics’ (Language 
Teaching Analysis)
!Harold E. Palmer (1917) – The Scientific Study
and Teaching of Languages
!Henry Sweet (1899) – The Practical Study of 
Languages









Harold E. Palmer (1878–
1949)



According to Palmer (1917), why was there 
a need for a new ‘science of language 
teaching’?

“ce n'est pas la méthode qui nous manque; 
ce qui nous manque c'est la base même de 
la méthode” (Palmer 1917)

(“it is not 'method' that we lack; what we 
lack is a basis for method” (my translation))



“no one programme can possibly be 
ideally suitable for all classes of 
students; hence, in addition to the 
Standard Programme that we have 
… described, we must be prepared 
to draw up Special Programmes’
(Palmer 1917: 16)



Cf. ‘There is no best method – why?’ 
(N.S. Prabhu)



As a language teacher in Belgium, 
Palmer …
“explored the possibilities of one 
method after another, both as 
teacher and student. He would 
devise, adopt, modify or reject one 
plan after another as the result of 
further research and experience in 
connexion with many languages –
living and artificial.”



‘Scientific method’, according to Palmer (1917: 
20):

(a) To collect isolated facts and factors in such 
numbers as to cover the whole field of inquiry.
(b) To classify, examine, and correlate them.
(c) To draw from them certain conclusions upon 
which the fundamental principles may be 
established and stated in categoric terms.
(d) To confirm and justify these principles by 
putting them to the test of actual and continual 
practice.



The Institute for Research 
in English Teaching, Tokyo 
(founded 1923)
1922–1936 – Palmer in Japan



! Sweet – phonetics as the ‘indispensable 
foundation

! Palmer’s alternative applied linguistics
! Post-WWII ‘Linguistics applied’
! 1970s–80s ‘Applied linguistics’ (Widdowson)
! Has AL separated again from teachers’ 

concerns?

! Applicationism has tended to prevail; need now 
for ‘participatory ELT research’, involving more 
involvement and agency of teachers?



Myth #3 ELT is 
imperialistic



Where did UK ELT methodology 
‘come from’?



Hornby in 
Japan
(1923-1941)



1936-41
Editor: A.S. Hornby



1923-36

Founder and editor: 
Harold E. Palmer



Harold E. 
Palmer 
(1877-1949)





































Structural
Oral
Situational

(In India, nicknamed the 
‘Independence Method’)

The ‘situational approach’



! ‘structural’ ->   structural 
and functional

! ‘oral’ -> oral and written
! ‘situational’ -> situational 

and ‘communicative’
! using ‘drills’ -> drills and 

tasks
! largely inductive
! avoiding L1

Continuities with CLT?: 
an ELT ‘paradigm’



Development of a neocolonial
ELT ‘centre’

1920s/1930s/1940s: ‘Teaching of English as a 
Foreign Language’ (outside the UK)

1950s+: ‘English Language Teaching’  (-> ‘ELT’), 
including ....

1960s/1970s/1980s: ‘EFL/TEFL’ (increasingly, 
inside as well as outside the UK)  and ‘ESL/ 
TESL’ (increasingly, inside as well as outside the 
UK), then  ESP/EOP/EAP

1990s/2000s/2010s: ‘the centre cannot hold’?:  EIL 
/ ELF -> decentring ELT?



Myth #4 ELT has a single story



‘Periphery’ histories (examples)
Japan: Persistence of resistance to ‘ELT’ reforms 
(Smith & Imura 2005) / persistence of ‘yaku-doku-
hou’ (literally, ‘translation reading method’) 

India: many stories:  
!monitorial method 
!cascading
!procedural syllabus 
!bilingual / multilingual traditions 
!colonial / missionary influences on ELT, e.g. ESL?
!traditions of content-based instruction (literature 
and English-medium instruction)



How can historiography of English 
language education in India continue 
to develop?

A challenge: Recovering 
your own history / 
histories 



Finally, then … 
"ELT is a dynamic, forward-looking 

field (‘paradigm shifts’, ‘quantum 
leaps’ etc.)

"The past is undervalued / 
dismissed as outmoded / appealed 
to only propagandistically, in 
support of the latest ideas. 

" Instead of history, we have ‘myths’



" A discourse of rapid change. But 
reality of slow or no change in 
many contexts

" Teacher-dependence on top-down 
shifts in fashion (‘theory–practice 
divide’)



! Historiography can provide a useful 
basis for teacher education, to 
deconstruct dominant myths and 
foster teacher autonomy

! Historiography can help affirm the 
validity of localised ‘theory from 
practice’ approaches (vs centre to 
periphery applicationism)

… in the interests of decentring ELT



Further enquiries: 

R.C.Smith@warwick.ac.uk

www.warwick.ac.uk/elt_archive

mailto:R.C.Smith@warwick.ac.uk
http://www.warwick.ac.uk/go/elt_archive

