Problems and Difficulties in Applying Direct Method (DM) to Teaching Primary Students English

                    Outline

Since different teaching methods have their different strengths and weaknesses, I suggest an eclectic stance when applying DM to primary English teaching in order to benefit from the strengths and avoid the weaknesses.
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Ⅰ. Introduction

     As members of the global community, we all dedicate ourselves to the learning of Esperanto, which is English for the time being.  Chinese parents especially stick to their oath of cultivating their children with bilingual proficiency.  We can easily see that through large number of children language centers/schools standing on Taipei streets.  Even in primary schools, English teaching has been given to students since 1997.  

     These language centers/schools, including Hess language school and Sesame Street English center, proclaim that to learn English naturally, children need to immerse in an all English environment so that they may pick up a language just like the way they learn their mother tongue.  These centers/schools usually adopt Direct Method (DM) to train students and claim that they teach accent-less English by hiring native speakers as teachers.  “No Chinese, English Only.” is often the classroom top rule.       
Ⅱ. The history background and definition of DM

   A. The history background of DM

     DM was invented by Francois Gouin in the 1860’s.  Gouin wrote a book about DM in French and published it in 1880.  He observed a couple hundred students who learned French as their first language and came up with the hypothesis that the way to the second language acquisition should be similar to the way to the first language acquisition.  Later, he established many French schools in Europe and insisted that every teacher applied DM to teaching students in those schools.  

     B. The definition of DM

     The meaning of DM is quite self-explanatory by its name.  Basically, it means using English to teach English directly.  It emphasizes the communicative purpose of language and hence advocates the training of speaking ability, the correct pronunciation, no native language translation or teaching, and no explanation of grammar structure. 

Ⅲ. The government policy on primary English teaching and the current English-teaching environment

     Prior to being able to do the feasibility analysis of applying DM to teaching primary students English, it is necessary to take a look at the government policy on primary English teaching and the current English teaching environment.

G. The government policy 

     The goals of primary English teaching made public by the Education Bureau, New Taipei City Government are as follow.

1. To cultivate listening and speaking abilities to daily life communication 

2. To cultivate students’ interest and confidence in using English

   B. The current English teaching environment

1. The implementing schedule: The government has launched English teaching from the 1st grade to the 6th grade gradually.

2. Teaching hours: 2-3 classes per week and 40 minutes per class

3. Number of students: about 20 students every class

4. The sources of teachers: The present teachers, specialists on English teaching, and teachers of private language centers/schools 

Ⅳ. The strengths of DM when applying to primary English teaching
     For reasons hereafter, DM should be applied to primary English teaching.

H. To build up an all English environment in order to form the habit of using English 

     Children enjoy the “golden age of memory” during primary school time period.  They are brave enough to learn through the trial and error process and do not feel embarrassed.  To catch this opportunity to help them form the habit of using English, especially listening and speaking, is essential.  Sometimes, whether a person can speak English depends more on the habit than on the ability.  It is very impressive that most taxi drivers in Singapore can speak some simple daily dialogues in English because they have the habit of using English.  To realize the idea that get children to speak and to like to speak in English, the classrooms of primary English teaching should be all English ones.

   B.To avoid grammar teaching based on the failure experiences of nine years’ compulsory education

     The nine years’ compulsory education has been implemented for over 40 years.  It is difficult to find someone who has never learned English but not many people are really able to use English as a second language.  The test orientation directs Taiwan’s English teaching to grammar structure analysis.  We have to avoid grammar teaching and emphasize listening comprehension and speaking ability so as to correct the weaknesses of traditional English teaching. 

     Moreover, most grammar rules are very abstract to primary students.  Somehow, primary English is very simple concerning its sentence patterns.  Analyzing word by word causes time-wasting and confuses the students. 

   C. The key points of primary English teaching: to cultivate the correct pronunciation and oral language ability

     The crucial point is to get children to open their mouths and to speak, not to ask them to make all correct sentences.  Naturally they will learn how to think in English day after day.  What children really need to learn is the language, not grammar rules and through listening and speaking repeatedly, they will build up good language habits even without spending time on learning grammar rules. 

   D. Based on the hypothesis that the way to the second language acquisition similar to the way to the first language acquisition

     A baby is immersed in the environment of his/her mother tongue many months before he/she can emerge out his/her native language.  To learn a second language, children need to be immersed in an English environment likewise and pick up enough input and internalize it.  Then, they will present language output right on time one day.

Ⅴ. The weaknesses of DM when applying to primary English teaching

     The following three reasons are the intrinsic weaknesses whenever and wherever DM is applied.  

   A. The eligibility of English teachers to apply DM appropriately

     The effective application of DM is especially demanding on the quality of teachers.  Teachers who adopt DM on English teaching must be very good on the oral language ability and know the concepts of DM very well so that they do not mislead students.   
B. The emphasis of no grammar teaching

     The application of DM insists that through repeated practice, children will build up good language habits without spending time on learning grammar rules.  However, the most prominent difference between the second language acquisition and the first language acquisition is the language input received by students.  If students do not get sufficient input, how can they correct themselves automatically and build up good language habits?  It is not difficult to find examples of students (sometimes even college students) with good oral ability who speak fluent “broken” English.  They do not add s/es to the end of the third-person-sigular verbs, mix up tenses and so on. 

   C. The “No Chinese, English Only” policy, the biggest weakness of DM 

     More than 90% vocabulary in a dictionary cannot be taught successfully by the illustration of teaching props, pictures and body motions, especially abstract terminology—easy, difficult, guess, for example.  To explain vocabulary in English not only wastes the valuable classroom time but even misleads students sometimes.   Furthermore, one conspicuous fact is that students still make Chinese footnotes beside the English vocabulary.  Why not just explain in Chinese?  It is clear and precise.  In addition, the prohibition against using Chinese in class prevents students with poor English proficiency from raising questions and thus from being satisfied with answers from the teacher.

     To reinforce the author’s argument, the following is cited in a personal talk with an experienced English teacher, Astrid Thompson.

       Using some Chinese will help kids to use English, as long as the Chinese is kept to a minimum.  It is more efficient to spend one minute explaining something in Chinese, than to spend ten minutes trying to explain it in English, which wastes class time, and still does not guarantee that the children will understand what you are trying to tell them.  Simply explaining something quickly in Chinese also reduces frustration for both the teacher and the kids.  Sometimes, if I am not sure that the children understand the lesson, I will ask them to translate the sentence/words into Chinese.  If they cannot, or if they translate it wrong, then I know that they do not understand the lesson, and that further explanation is needed.1
Ⅵ. The author’s argument and concerns with the application of DM

   A. The fallacy of Francois Gouin’s hypothesis

     Whether the learning experiences and process of English-speaking countries could be transferred completely over to Taiwan, which is a EFL (not ESL) area, is a problem that needs to be concerned.  Basically, there is a fallacy of DM’s progenitor, Francois Gouin’s hypothesis that is “the way to the second language acquisition should be similar to the way to the first language acquisition.”  Although different language acquisitions share many similarities on the basis of language acquisition essence, for some facts they go through somewhat different learning process because the learning of the second language often begins after that of the first language.  These facts are the way language materials are instilled into kids, the learning environment, and the interference from the first language. 

     To be able to use, not master a language grants lots of sweat.  Even kids of English-speaking countries take great efforts during their school years to be able to become proficient in English, which is their mother tongue.  Besides that, learning a foreign language is quite different to learning a native language.  Learning a native language is quite natural, but learning a foreign language could not be very natural. 

     The following statement made by Miss Thompson in a personal talk as the author mentioned early in this paper also coincides with the argument mentioned above.

        Elementary students do not pick up a language as naturally as younger (eg. pre-school) students do, so sometimes need an explanation in Chinese.  Most elementary school students only study English for a couple of hours a week.  This is not long enough for them to pick up English naturally.  It is impossible to create an all English environment with just a few hours of English teaching a week.  

     A good teaching method could not be right and true all the time and be suitable in all cases.  As the common sense goes: “Adapt, but not adopt.”2
   B. Students’ learning pressure and interest 

     Approaches and interest are two critical points in deciding the success or failure to children English teaching.  To be able to understand is very important for a person to control a language.  If he/she can understand, he/she feels comfortable and vice versa.  For students coming from a worse social and financial background and having no opportunity to learn English in advance, to abruptly put them into an all English classroom, how much the pressure is onto them when they fail to understand the teacher.  Even advanced adult students feel very uncomfortable sitting in an all English class when studying abroad.

     In addition, some teachers even set the rule of penalty by deducting some scores of the whole group if anyone in this group speaks Chinese.  The pressure from students with better English, the fear of coming up with incomplete or wrong sentences and the blame from other group members all have stress on students with few previous English experiences.  Can we be so optimistic that these students are mature enough to turn pressure into stimuli and will struggle to overcome the difficulties?  Perhaps they will just give up at the very beginning.  
During the time period of doing research on DM’s application, the author has sat in different children’ English classes in primary schools and private language schools to observe the process of interactions between the teacher and students.  Mentioned hereafter are the author’s opinions according to her personal observation.

1. In a classroom where a Chinese teacher used and allowed both English and Chinese—The atmosphere was easy and free.  Students enjoyed teaching activities and games.  They played and learned and also made noises at the same time.

2. In a classroom where an American teacher used and allowed English only—Students spent twelve to fifteen hours per week with their American teacher.  After attending English classes for about one to two months, students learned lots of vocabulary including the teacher’s instructions and discipline, a fact which really impressed the author.  The whole teaching proceeded at a somewhat slow pace.  The students were so well-behaved, another fact which equally impressed the author, that it is hard to believe they were all such quiet, good kids by nature.  It is suspected that kids were “quiet” because they could speak only some English or sometimes could not express themselves in English.  Besides that, this kind of “immersion program” charges more than ten thousand per month per student. 

3. In a classroom where a Chinese teacher used and allowed English only— the atmosphere is tight and heated.  Both the teacher and students worked hard.  Most students paid attention to what the teacher said in order to get involved in the games.  The teacher revealed to the author after class that she really got exhausted after finishing a whole day’s English classes.  When the author sat in the class, she could feel the tense atmosphere.   

     The way an English teaching class proceeds is affected by many factors beside the nationality of the teacher and the language used.  Although no specific conclusion could be drawn based on the author’s (admittedly limited) observation, the author came up with the opinion that the atmosphere in the classroom where the teacher allows some Chinese is the most easy-going one.

   C. The tendency of the elite education

     To apply DM to primary English teaching may create the crisis of the elite education.  The government has been launching educational reforms to create an education environment of the whole nation.  To apply DM to primary English teaching may make students with very few previous English experiences lose interest and finally just give up, as other students have been learning English for a period of time.  We should avoid the happening of this kind learning evolution, which is that the fittest survive.  Basically, primary education should provide students with general, elementary education for the whole students.

Ⅶ. The adoption of an ecletic stance

     Although DM has some weaknesses, it has its strengths in cultivating students’ abilities to listen, speak and think in English.  The adoption of direct approach also helps memorization.  In addition, DM is especially suitable for beginners.  Since different teaching methods have their different strengths and weaknesses and could be combined to compensate each other’s weaknesses, the author suggests an eclectic stance when applying DM to primary English teaching in order to benefit from the strengths and avoid the weaknesses.  The ruling principle is to cope with various learning processes of different students so as to satisfy their needs.  In other words, primary English teaching should be student-oriented.  Students’ learning attitude, motivation and interest should be considered as top priorities so that the students can enjoy learning English as a subject. 
     For instance, to solve the problem of teachers with inferior oral ability, we may adapt DM to the oral method that is similar to DM but allows students to use their mother tongue in a flexible way.  The teacher should know precisely in his/her mind about when to use Chinese as long as it is kept to a minimum.  In order to give students more opportunities to practice, basically English is recommended over all the class.  However, when lecturing on vocabulary and English grammar, Chinese (even Taiwanese) is preferred as a way to translate.  Also, for children to raise their questions and express themselves as the class proceeds, Chinese may be allowed so that primary English class will not become a silent one.

     In terms of grammar teaching, the audio-lingual method may be used to correct the weakness of DM on grammar teaching.  Children cannot learn grammar rules inductively as native English speakers did during their childhood.  English grammar education of the second language learning should concisely be taught deductively.

     To reduce students’ pressure and arouse their interest, the natural method should be put into practice in combination with DM.  The teaching content should be live and vivid.  The way to learning should be interesting, practical, physical and full of games so that boring repeating practice may turn out to be very attractive.  Students learn and the teacher evaluates how well the students have learned at the same time in the process of games and activities.
Ⅷ. Conclusion
     Language learning acquires long-term insistence and interest is the basis for a life-long pursuit.  How to maintain a long-term interest is the most important issue on language learning.  Many people say that they have totally forgotten any English they learned after leaving school and completing their examinations.  If children cannot stick to the goal of learning English to cope with the demands of an international society, all our efforts are in vain.

     Any teaching activities, as long as that they can provide students with relaxed, happy and successful feelings, are worthy of encouragement.  To build up an attitude of “live-and-learn,” we need to cultivate children’s interest and feelings about English so that they can use English and enjoy using it; continue to learn and grow.  And perhaps some day in Taiwan even taxi drivers can speak some English.

Notes

1 Miss Astrid Thompson, a native English speaker, has been teaching English in Taiwan for three years.  She usually teaches both children and adults in private language schools.

2 In EFL teacher training program II, sponsored by Ministry of Education, the author first heard the idea “Adapt, but not adopt” from Professor I-shin Kai in an English Pattern class in Chinese Culture University.

3Because I have no ways to sit in various English classes in elementary schools (apart from one opportunity to observe an English class at Kuang-fu primary school) , I have to seek private language schools for my observations.
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