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1. Development and current 
state of research into 
(English) language teaching
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A question: How 
relevant is 
research to 

English teachers?



Applied Linguistics as a source of insight – or otherwise

• Bloomfield’s (1942) Outline Guide; the ASTP (Army Method); Fries’s (e.g. 
1945) Oral Approach
• Language Learning: A Quarterly Journal of Applied Linguistics (1946+)
• post-WWII, top-down ‘Linguistics applied’ (supporting Oral Approach, 

Audiolingual Method)
• ELEC in Japan (see Henrichsen 1989; Smith with Imura 2004)
• attacks on audiolingualism / attacks on linguistics applied to language 

teaching (1970s) 
• rise of communicative language teaching (1980s onwards) 
• a critical turn (e.g. Pennycook 1989, Phillipson 1992, Holliday 1994)
• There’s more and more reseach but also a general questioning of the 

value of current academic research to teachers, especially those in 
school systems worldwide (e.g. Smith 2012, 2015)
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2. The late 19th-century Reform 
Movement and Harold E. Palmer 
(1877–1949) as precursors
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Howatt & Smith 2014



The Reform 
Movement (1880s +)



Henry Sweet (1845–1912)

Phonetics as the ‘indispensable
foundation’ of language teaching

The Practical Study of Languages
(1899)



Hermann Klinghardt (1847–1926) – a German 
secondary school teacher experimented with 
Sweet’s Primer of Spoken English

Ein Jahr Erfahrungen mit der neuen Methode [A 
Year's Experiences with the New Method]. 
Marburg: Elwert (1888)

A dogmatic/’linguistics applied’ view vs. an anti-
dogmatic/experimental view

Cf. Widdowson’s (2000) ‘Linguistics applied’ vs. 
applied linguistics distinction



Howatt & Smith 2014



Harold E. Palmer 
(1877–1949)

At his own language school, the 
‘Institut Palmer’ in Verviers, Belgium 
(1903–1914), he “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.” 
(Anderson 1969)



‘Post-method pedagogy’:

‘ce n’est pas la méthode qui nous manque; 
ce qui nous manque c’est la base même de 
la méthode’

[‘it is not ‘method’ that we lack; what we 
lack is a basis for method’] (my translation))  
(Palmer 1917)



‘Principled eclecticism’:

“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)



And an ‘action research’ approach:

‘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.



3. Harold Palmer’s practical research 
approach within IRET (the Institute for 
Research in English Teaching, Tokyo)
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1922 – goes to Japan and takes up post as 
‘Linguistic Adviser’ to the Department of 
Education



1923 – Establishment of the Institute for 
Research in English Teaching (IRET) and 
foundation of the Institute’s Bulletin



1924 – Memorandum on Problems of English 
Teaching in the Light of a New Theory





1924 – Begins development of 
the IRET ‘Standard Course’

• a course which would be assembled by teachers 
themselves, in the light of local needs and with the aid of 
whichever IRET resources seemed most appropriate to 
them 

• consistent with the Memorandum’s ‘multiple lines of 
approach’ and  with IRET’s originally formulated aim of 
encouraging existing reform efforts by individual teachers 
and providing an impetus to situated teacher-research

October 1924 – first IRET Convention (300 teachers)



1925 
publications

Grammar and Structure Line of Approach – Systematic 
Exercises in Sentence-building

Oral Ostensive Line of Approach – English through 
Actions

Pronunciation Line of Approach – Progressive 
Exercises

Reader Line of Approach – Standard English Reader

Writing Line of Approach – Graded Exercises in 
Composition



1926 – Begins 
development of the 
IRET ‘Reader System’

A Reader for each grade within 
controlled vocabulary, with …

- teachers’ book of questions 
and answers for oral work
- gramophone record
- workbook for (non-

translational) writing practice 
- [Later] side readers

- Cf. The ‘Fukushima Plan’ (Isoo & Shimizu, 1934)



1927 – Makes a start on 
intensive lexicological research

… motivated by and feeding back into writing of Readers and 
Side Readers

… and ultimately a new dictionary for learners of English



4. Palmer’s legacy –
claimed and 
un(der)claimed
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1) Palmer’s 
legacy to 
post-war ELT 
(UK)



A.S. Hornby

(1898-1978)



Hornby in Japan (1923–1943)









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







1967



1973+









1954



1959-66



1967



Structural
Oral
Situational

The ‘situational approach’



1977





2) Palmer’s unclaimed / underclaimed legacy

1) Anti-dogmatism (principled eclecticism – a ‘multiple line of 
approach’)

2) Encouraging practical experimentation (action research) in context



Anti-dogmatism – e.g. via ‘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.’  (Smith 
2013)



Smith 2016a, b



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







Practical experimentation: e.g. via ‘teacher-
research’







‘Research’: The organised, systematic search 
for answers to questions we ask [but whose
questions?]

‘Practical research’: Research which arises 
from and feeds back into issues of concern to 
practitioners [but who does the research?]

‘Teacher-research’ = research initiated and 
carried out by teachers themselves into issues 
of importance to them in their own work [but 
is it of wider value?]



From …



To …







Conclusion

Palmer’s overall anti-dogmatic, practical research 
approach led to multiple achievements

- globally (e.g. substitution drills, TPR, lexical 
approach, coursebook packages, graded readers, 
wordlists, learner dictionaries)

- vis-à-vis UK ELT (ELTJ, situational language 
teaching)

- In relation to English teaching in Japan (IRET/IRLT 
achievements)

However, the products rather than the research 
approach itself were taken forward after World 
War II. It may be time to return to his anti-
dogmatic, practical overall kind of research 
approach.



Questions / Comments / Further 
contact

Email: R.C.Smith@warwick.ac.uk
Home page: warwick.ac.uk/richardcsmith
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