                                             BEHIND THE PAINTED VEIL

                                                                           S.Popov, St.Petersburg, Russia

The problem under discussion is the state of affairs in teaching English in general and in Russia in particular at different levels but primarily at secondary schools.

In recent years we have been observing a growing interest to foreign languages  in general  on the one hand and to English in particular  on the other hand. Now all this has become a reality. The shelves of the bookstores are piled with text books, audio-visual courses and reference publications. The  Russian education authorities report to the general public  the results of the Unified State Exam. There is no need to doubt these facts.  But at the same time it might be a good time to stop for a second  and  think.  What we really see is just the top of an iceberg and if we remain on the surface we’ll never see the problems hidden beneath.  Surprisingly the very first problem to be considered is: the English language itself.  In other words, : What English do we really teach?

Let’s leave aside the everlasting discussion   about the status of American English ( whether it is a separate language or variant of British English) and accept as a fact that like any other  spoken language English develops and spreads all over the world.

Once we have admitted the fact of extreme popularity of English and that it is widely spoken all over the world, especially as a result of the population migration, we can’t help but agree that there is another side of the coin, namely that there are people, whom we would tend to call “native speakers”, but they are of this kind  only in the first generation. This fact, eventually, leads us to the assumption that in their speech ( even in the speech of the most educated ones) we might find and register (occasionally, of course) traces of their own mother tongue. This wouldn’t be a big problem, let’s say, with French, for example, as in France there is Academe Franciase, which makes rules of the language and, to a certain extent, tries to regulate French. However, when we deal with English the situation is completely different. The British scholars believe that their task is just to register and record what people say, to allow the language to develop as it does. Any side observer might guess that people at large do not always speak according to the rules and the structural patterns of English. This creates a big problem for teachers of English and the authors of textbooks when they find themselves in situations of having to choose “ authentic’ texts as they may come across violations of grammar rules in the stories written even by highly respected English speaking authors. The members of The Society for the Preservation of  English Subjunctive (SPES) can supply us with numerous examples of such…let’s call them the slips of the tongue.

  Another problem we are confronted with is the method of   teaching. As a matter of fact,  very often we  simply ignore or forget  that there is a clear cut distinction between  a Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and a Foreign Language Acquisition (FLA). The names speak for themselves and SLA is understood as a process in which a student is doing a foreign language which is supposed or intended to become his or her second mother tongue   and if  a student is already or going to be in  the nearest future  in a country where this language is spoken. In such situation methods based on  Communicative  Approach are quite acceptable.  All those currently involved in teaching English are in the know that actually all British and American course books are based on this approach. Nobody can deny that communicative approach methods have advantages, especially when we teach little ones  or if we are at the initial stages of the language acquisition or we want to break psychological barrier which might exist. On the other hand, when we deal with FLA, (the situation most of us are actually in ) structural, grammatical and translation methods ( most of them are almost forgotten) allow us to make… yes, a slower progression  but to perfection because a student understands  

English as a system, not just phrases to be memorized. At this point it might be appropriate to quote and to refer to a well known sentence coined by a prominent scholar L.V.Scherba: “Глокая куздра штеко бокнула бокра и куздрячит бокренка” as an excellent example of superiority of grammar and structure. If a student is taught English as system, grammatical and structural approach will allow them not only to speak good language but also to play on words making it possible for the student to generate phrases like: “ It was 5 wives ago” which will sound fresh even from a native speaker or to combine two expressions like in the following example” The freedom fighters surrounded the dancing hall where the enemy officers were having a good time and no idea of the danger”.  Even more, the students won’t be surprised  if they come across “Bringing water from the town pump had always been hateful work for Tom’s eyes, before, but now it did not strike him so” ( M.Twain)  while an average student honestly believes  that “always” is a kind of signal to use Past Simple and “now” is an indication to use a Present Tense. 

  The third aspect which requires mentioning is reading. Today when we say “reading” we do not mean reading but comprehension ,fact finding process, to be exact. Thus, we ignore or have forgotten the acoustic aspect of speech. In any text or test book we might come across section marked as Reading with the second component Comprehension  being omitted. Now we can only speculate if it is done by chance or on purpose. But not so long ago quite the reverse happened in the USSR where in 1960 V.A. Zvegintsev started publishing   series of  books  under the title “New in Linguistics”. The books contained translations into Russian articles of foreign scholars. ( It took about 15 years, when 7 volumes had already been published, when highly qualified linguists realized that the title of the publication and its content implied an  idea that if there was anything new in the field of  linguistic studies it was taking place only beyond the boarders of the USSR. So, the 8-th volume and the 17 that followed came out under the title “New in Foreign Linguistics”[1 ]  

Coming back to the acoustic aspect of speech, we have to state that many texts are not suitable to practice intonation and rhythm patterns  for several reasons: either we deal with short dialogues or narration which is good only in written form due  to the structure, choice of words and the length of the sentences. There is no wonder that many learners find it difficult to make a speech or public talk in English. The idea is as simple as it is: students should read aloud as much as possible, and they really MUST be taught to use the correct intonation patterns ( that is extremely important as the  rising tone is the prevailing one in Russian, while falling tone with sudden rises is more characteristic of English) and the rhythm of the English language. No matter how challenging or provoking this may sound but the quality of the English sounds can be sacrificed for the sake of rhythm and intonation which are far more important. 

To prove this point we can make the following experiment.  An excellent local phonetician ( a kind of local professor Higgings)  and a native speaker who has defects of the organs of speech are asked to speak English. It is clear that in the case of the native speaker  we should forget any idea of the quality of the sounds. A target group of English native speakers are asked to find out who is who. After awhile the target group will tell us the verdict with 100% accuracy. This will clearly show us that rhythm and intonation are of paramount importance when we teach English.

  And last but not least. The text books  and  courses we are offered by our British and American scholars are based on the assumption that  in the language there are so called registers, while Russian linguists tend to use the term “ functional styles”, developed by M.M Bakhtin, V.V.Vinogradov, I.N.Kozhina, I.V.Arnold ,  I.R Galperin [3 ]The notion “functional style”  is more general, while the term “register”, according to a prominent linguist G.Leech, is not clearly defined[ 4] and the number of these registers, as A.V. Isakova marks[ 2]is much bigger than the number of functional styles. In other words there might be “post-office register” or “husband-wife conversation register”. Actually  their number is endless depending the number of the situations we might be in, the social status of the participants and the tools they use to start, keep and to complete the act of communication.

  Summing up, if we think that our goal to allow the learners of English only to communicate in a limited number of familiar situations there is no need to worry but if we intend to equip the learners with linguistic tools which will make it possible for them to express exactly what they really feel and want to say, the whole process of teaching English should be revised and thought over again and again.  
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