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In a number of Western countries where foreign language teaching is 
normally started at the secondary level, and where most or all students 
are expected to study a foreign language, there is increasing dissatisfac
tion with the results achieved. The failure rate is high, the ability of 
students to communicate in the foreign language at the end of their 
course is poor, the drop-out rate is worrying, and frustration among 
many or most students is the order of the day. I myself learned four 
languages before I was 10 years old, just by picking them up (my father 
was British, my mother Greek, but born and brought up in Germany, 
and my private tutor was a Russian emigre' of French extraction who 
talked French to me). My children learned successively Persian, In
donesian and Hindi, in addition to their native English, again with no 
formal tuition of any kind—and anyone hearing them speaking any of 
these languages without seeing them thought that they were speaking 
their mother-tongue. Furthermore, I have taught English as a foreign 
language to children and adults of all ages in a number of countries, and 
have also trained teachers and teacher-trainers. I therefore think I know 
why foreign language teaching is proving so unsuccessful in the West. It 
is because the authorities are making teachers do the wrong things with 
the wrong people at the wrong ages. 

Smaller children can learn to communicate naturally in a foreign lan
guage faster and better than older children and adults. They have a 
particular facility for picking up pronunciation, with perfect stress and 
intonation, with no effort and no deliberate teaching, however different 
the phonological structures of their mother-tongue and the foreign lan
guage. 

I am aware that this thesis of mine is contradicted by research done, for 
example, in Britain; but I believe that this research is based on a 
misunderstanding of what real language learning is. When I speak of 
language learning I do not mean learning grammar, vocabulary lists, 
pronunciation rules, stress and intonation patterns, etc. I mean learning 
to communicate in a language in natural situations. Of course older 
children and adults are better at formal exercises than small children 
are. But to my mind, that has nothing to do with language learning. I 
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would like here to mention one class of adult that learns foreign lan
guages with an ease approaching that of the small child. This class is that 
of people who have learned more than one language before puberty. 
Whether they have meanwhile forgotten all their languages except one 
or not, such people seem to have the right psychological attitude, 
consciously or unconsciously, to learning a new language. They seem to 
have accepted the fact that there is more than one way of saying the 
same thing, depending on circumstances; whereas the person who was 
monolingual before puberty unconsciously feels that there is one correct 
way of responding to a particular stimulus, and that other ways are 
illogical, ludicrous or uncomfortable. I have come across this difference 
again and again during my teaching life. 

I think that it is inefficient to teach young children foreign languages in a 
formal way, because that is not how their brains are best adapted for 
learning them; and I also believe that to wait until after puberty and then 
try to teach foreign languages to large numbers of students is equally 
inefficient. Both these attempts will lead to failure however good the 
teachers and the teaching materials may be. 

The ideal system, from a national point of view, is the Russian one of 
selecting linguistically particularly gifted children early, and then con
centrating the best teachers on those. Of course, some will fall by the 
wayside during the next ten years or so, and some who should have been 
selected and were not will suffer, but the nation will produce each year a 
cadre of people who have an excellent command of the foreign language. 

If egalitarian prejudice forbids this, the next best thing is to start foreign 
languages for all in the primary school with the teachers one has 
available; teach them in a natural way; and make the course in the 
secondary school a close follow-up of that in the primary school. In 
Britain we often hear protests that children who have started a foreign 
language in their primary school do worse when they go on to the 
secondary school than those who start the language in the latter. This is 
simply because the work done in secondary schools does not build on 
that done in primary schools, and is not real learning of a language for 
communication. 

If we cannot do the three things I have just mentioned—start at the 
primary level; teach naturally; and have an integrated syllabus from the 
beginning of the primary level to the end of the secondary—we should 
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stop teaching foreign languages to small children, and to large numbers 
of older ones, because we will not be successful in either, and we shall 
simply produce a generation of frustrated people. 

Now, what does teaching a language to children for communication 
mean? It means teaching them to use the language to satisfy needs they 
feel themselves. This is what they do when they learn their mother-
tongue, and it is exactly what they should do when they are learning 
another language. They should want to use the language in order to get 
things, just as my children learned Indonesian because they wanted to 
play with their neighbours, and because they wanted the tasty tit-bits the 
itinerant vendors brought to the door. 

In a group of children with mixed mother-tongues (e.g. in a kindergarten 
for diplomatic or United Nations children in a capital city), this happens 
naturally. One only has to visit one of these places to see this process in 
operation. 

Where the teacher speaks a different language from the children, it 
happens naturally too (she should preferably not speak the children's 
language at all, or not let on that she does, otherwise the situation 
becomes unnatural). 

Where all the pupils and the teacher speak the same language, we need 
other kinds of activity to arouse the children's curiosity and interest, so 
that they want to understand, and then to use, the foreign language to 
satisfy these. Here, of course, we need teachers who enjoy small chil
dren and are experienced in keeping them pleasantly busy. It goes 
without saying that such teachers should speak the target language as 
perfectly as possible: the children will learn their pronunciation as 
perfectly if it is bad as they will if it is good. 

Creating natural situations for receptive (listening and reading) use of 
the language is easier than creating natural situations for productive 
(speaking and writing) use. If the teacher shows the children interesting 
new visual materials which arouse their curiosity, or introduces them to 
interesting new games, they will be eager to hear (and then read) more 
about them. 

Incidentally, it is possible to begin reading at a very early age with 
most children by a 'Look and Say' method (we can go on to phonic 
material later). If we caption pictures with small sentences which the 
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children have already heard orally, they will quickly learn to recognise 
the sentences, and will get a lot of pleasure from showing how quick they 
are to read them aloud. I have tried this, for instance, with classes of 
very small children in the foothills of the Himalayas, where reading is 
hardly a well-established art, and the problem was to stop the children 
boring everybody by reading in a very loud voice at all times of the day 
and night. 

Similarly, writing can be started very early as part of a game—copying 
pictures and their captions; choosing the right caption and then copying 
it under the picture; filling in balloons in strip-cartoons, with a prize 
going to the funniest (or naughtiest?) balloon; etc. 

While the children are doing such work, they can be encouraged to use 
the foreign language orally too: it is natural for small children to verbal
ise—to chatter to each other (or even to themselves) about what they are 
doing. 

Natural writing for communication is a more difficult thing to organise, 
even if only because it is not something most children do in their own 
language. Letters to real or imaginary pen-pals may sometimes capture 
the enthusiasm of small children, but if it does not, the teacher should 
not push it: writing for communication can be left to a later stage. 

Small children love role-playing (whereas teenagers usually detest it). 
We can make use of this fact to create activities in the language clas
sroom which give near-natural practice. In particular, we should not 
forget that many children love 'playing school', with one child pretend
ing to be the teacher. I often used to come across my own children doing 
this, with an elder child teaching a younger one with all the confidence, 
bossiness and efficiency of the most competent teacher she had herself 
had. 
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