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This article questions whether pupils in Pacific primary schools are 
learning to communicate in English and suggests ways in which they can 
perhaps be taught more effectively to do so. 

A simple definition of language is that it is a means of communication. It is 
a complex system of verbal and non-verbal symbols which only human 
beings possess as a way of communicating with one another. No other 
animal species can exchange information, express feelings and opinions, 
be sociable and talk and write about past, present and future. This means 
of communication is unique to the human race. 

What kind of activity goes on when we listen, read, talk and write? How do 
we decode and encode the messages we receive and transmit with verbal 
and non-verbal symbols? Is it a conditioned and automatic mental and 
physical activity or does it involve problem-solving? 

In fact it seems fair to say that both automaticity and creativity are 
involved in language use. Hopefully the "either-or" debate between 
advocates of an extreme "behaviourist" approach and those at the other 
extreme, emphasizing reasoning abilities, is now over. However, since the 
behaviourist approach has greatly influenced English language teaching in 
Pacific primary schools (see below), the creative aspect of language use 
needs some emphasis. 

Understanding and using a language is surely largely a highly creative 
process. When we talk or write, we use our conscious or intuitive 
knowledge of the rules of a language to form the sentences we produce. 
This has been referred to as a process of "rule-governed activity" by Noam 
Chomsky, an American linguist whose work has had a great deal of 
influence on second language teaching and learning since the 1960s. 

Chomsky pointed out that the number of sentences we can make up in a 
language is infinite. His writing challenged the behaviourist-structuralist 
notion that a language consists of a finite number of structures which can 
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be taught one by one. It also challenged the notion that learners can be 
taught to use a language by a process of drilling to form automatic habits 
of saying and writing the various structures. In many ways, Chomsky's 
points form the basis for the views expressed in this article. 

If it is true that language use is mainly a creative, problem-solving process, 
the question arises as to whether pupils in the Pacific are being helped to 
use problem-solving strategies or not when learning English. In other 
words, are they learning to really communicate in the language? 

Of course there is no simple answer to the above question. To begin with, it 
would be absurd to imply that the pupils are being taught in exactly the 
same way in every school in every Pacific country. Different curricula are 
used in different countries. Different teachers using the same type of course 
will implement it differently according to their own beliefs about how best 
to help pupils to learn English. Finally, the individual learner is a potent 
factor in any language learning situation. He or she can learn in spite of the 
text, method, teacher or environment! The reverse, unfortunately, is also 
true. 

It is the case, however, that the Tate Oral English Course and the 
accompanying South Pacific Commission Readers continue to form the 
basis of English syllabi in many Pacific primary schools. This course is 
rigidly based on a behaviourist-structuralist theory of language learning 
and teaching. Putting it very simply, the theory claims that language 
learning is a process of habit formation. The best way of teaching a second 
language, it is claimed, is to drill structures so that learners become able to 
use them automatically, without thinking. A strong exponent of the 
theory, Nelson Brooks, has firmly stated: "Language learning is not a 
matter of solving problems but of performing habits" (Brooks, 1964). 

It is noticeable that concern has been growing in the past few years about 
the effectiveness of the behaviourist-structuralist approach to the teaching 
of English in the Pacific Islands. There has been increasing disenchantment 
with a method which is demanding on teachers and has not led to the 
desired level of proficiency in the skills of reading and writing that many 
countries had hoped a significant number of pupils would attain. 

Elley and Mangubhai, for example, found in a survey of 1,234 Class 6 
pupils in Fiji "that one pupil in four is unable to read simple short stories in 
English of about 100 words with understanding, by the time he reaches the 
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end of primary school" (Elley and Mangubhai, 1979). After widespread 
testing of Pacific pupils' English proficiency, Elley further concluded, "For 
most children there is a serious language problem in the Pacific" (Elley, 
1980). He also asserted that this problem could be remedied; lack of ability 
was not the explanation, but lack of a successful English programme. 

The Fiji Book Flood Project carried out by Dr. Elley in 1980 and 1981 in 
fact showed how an unstructured approach to language learning brought 
about significantly more progress than a rigidly structured approach. 
Children experienced a whole language in the form of good quality picture 
books. Sharing books is another form of problem-solving as children listen 
and think and work out meaning for themselves. The Project clearly 
showed one solution to the problem of helping pupils to learn English 
more successfully. 

Furthermore, some of the "old guard" educationalists in the Pacific have 
expressed the feeling that the way they learnt English in the pre-Tate days 
was perhaps more effective. They were given vocabulary and grammar 
lessons and had to work a lot out for themselves. In other words, their 
problem-solving abilities were drawn on. 

Exploiting pupils' problem-solving potential is the concern of this article. 
Can we introduce problem-solving language learning activities into our 
classrooms? Can we give pupils opportunities to communicate in the 
language, so that English lessons have more relevance to real language use 
outside the classroom? 

In fact, a host of second language courses based on a so-called 
communicative approach to language teaching and learning have swept 
the second language learning classrooms of many countries in the world in 
recent years. The main point made by advocates of the communicative 
theory is that learners should be taught to use a language for real 
communication. They argue that the main weakness of the behaviourist-
structuralist approach is that it leads to mastery of language structure 
rather than mastery of language use. 

A weakness of all previous approaches to language teaching, according to 
the same theorists, is that emphasis has always been on grammar. Graded 
lists of structures are chosen according to grammatical complexity in a 
structural syllabus. It can be seen that this is how the Tate Oral English 
programme was constructed. The Course proceeds from very simple 
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structures to gradually more and more difficult ones. Decisions on what to 
teach next are grammar-based decisions and it is therefore a grammatical 
syllabus. David Wilkins sums up the deficiency of such an approach by 
saying, "The grammatical syllabus, it is argued, fails to provide the 
necessary conditions for the acquisition of communicative competence" 
(Wilkins, 1979, p.83). In other words, it is doubtful that learners will find it 
easy to communicate in a language if they have been taught a grammatical 
syllabus. 

A further important point in favour of the use of problem-solving 
communicative activities in language teaching is that they may help pupils 
to learn to read more efficiently. "Efficient reading involves understanding 
how language operates in communication. . . . " (Widdowson, 1979,p.ll7). 

Since developing reading skills is likely to remain a major objective of any 
English language programme in the Pacific, the potentially valuable role of 
communicative language activities, in helping reach these objectives, is 
worth considering. 

I believe that the communicative approach to language learning offers an 
important new direction in which English language teaching in the Pacific 
could go. There are a variety of techniques, which can be grouped under 
the heading of communication activities, which can perhaps contribute 
significantly to the learning of English in our schools. Activities and games 
which facilitate both problem-solving and communication can be very 
usefully included in the English lessons in Pacific primary schools. An 
important advantage of them is that they can supplement other 
programmes, become the basis of a programme or be used to fill in time 
gaps at the end of lessons. 

Many of the activities can be carried out in a variety of ways; they can be 
led by the teacher or carried out in groups or pairs. The balance of this 
article describes a small but representative sample of such activities. 

Same or Different 

Pupils are divided into pairs. Two sets of cards, A and B, are given out. 
Each set has 10 or more numbered items on it; the items may be drawings, 
letters, words or short sentences. Some (not all) items are different; for 
example Number 1 on Card A may be a drawing of a fish and on Card B it 
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may be a flower (or a fish without an eye). The pupils' task is to find out 
whether the items on their cards are the same or different. They must not 
see each other's cards (except perhaps as a last resort). 

They must communicate with each other in English to solve the problem of 
whether their drawings are the 'same' or 'different'. They then write 'S ' and 
'D ' on an answer sheet. At the end of a certain time limit, the teacher 
discusses the answers with the class. In the case of slight differences 
between items, good discussion takes place and a lot of language is used in 
real communication. 

An exercise such as this one has many variations. Furthermore, it can be 
used at a very elementary level (e.g. at the beginning of reading stage) or at 
a very advanced level. The emphasis is on meaning and not structure: on 
content rather than language. 

This type of exercise, where pupils are required to COMBINE their 
information can be called COMBINING ARRANGEMENT (Nation, 
1983) exercises. 

Strip Story 

An excellent group variation of the combining arrangement is where a 
story or a dialogue are cut up into strips. There may, for example, be six 
sentences which form a short but lively and interesting story. Pupils are 
divided into groups of six. Each group is given a copy of the story or 
dialogue already cut into six slips. The group leader distributes the slips at 
random and the pupils combine their sentences. They can then practise 
telling the story or saying the dialogue until the teacher asks each group to 
perform! 

Here is an example of a story in six sentences, for use with groups of six 
pupils: 

1. The story is from the Solomon Islands. 
2. It is about the island of Savo, where there are no streams. 
3. This is because a lady drank all the water in the streams. 
4. She was punished for stealing food. 
5. She was given wild taro pudding to eat. 
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6. It made her throat very itchy and she could not stop drinking. 

Based on 'The Island Without Water' 
in Pacific Folk Tales (Cliff Benson, 1983) 

Once again pupils are involved in a problem-solving activity. They have to 
communicate with one another to find out the order of the story. This 
particular exercise could be a follow-up to other work on the same story 
and could also lead to valuable follow-up work, such as expanding the 
sentences into a fuller story or drawing to illustrate it. 

Describe and Draw 

A good pair exercise in which a drawing is described by one pupil while the 
other draws it. Communication occurs in several ways: the 'describer' has 
more chance to speak; however, the 'drawer' not only practises listening 
skills, but also might ask several questions to help clarify what to draw. 

Guessing 

Pupils and people generally enjoy exercises where they are required to try 
to guess answers to simple problems. Many communication activities can 
exploit this aspect of the human mind. 

Two brief examples will suffice: 

1. The teacher (or a pupil) has a hidden object or picture. Pupils 
must find out what the object is or what the picture is about by 
asking questions. 

2. Pupils take turns to think of objects beginning with certain letters. 
The other pupils try to guess what object the pupil is thinking of. 
Again, questions can be asked (Is it hard? Is it on the floor?) to 
help discover what the object is. 

Drama 

Drama-based communication activities can give a variety of opportunities 
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to pupils to practise communicating in the language. As A. Maley puts it: 
"In drama the learner can experience for himself the full range of language 
use" (Maley, 1983, p.4). 

Such activities can take the form of role plays, where pupils play the parts 
of other people or simulation games, in which pupils act out situations but 
play "themselves". As in other communicative activities, drama can be a 
highly motivating activity, involving contextuahsed language use rather 
than out of context language drilling. 

Again very elementary activities can be given, as well as very advanced. A 
very simple and perhaps obvious example is for pupils to practise greeting 
each other in pairs and some can then perform in front of the class. At an 
advanced level, a great deal of use of drama can be made in order to 
practise using language. A simple exercise that has been tried successfully 
is to give pairs of pupils parts of a dialogue such as the following: 

A: 
B: Of course! 
A: 
B: Oh no! 
A: 
B: I wish I had known earlier! 

Pupils make up the words for A, practise the dialogue and then perform it 
for the rest of the class. Some very amusing dialogues can result. At the 
same time a lot of language learning can be going on. 

There is no space to give further examples of communication activities and 
games. References at the end of this article will, however, provide several 
sources of such material. It is also hoped that this small sample has 
introduced the reader to the potential value of communication activities 
and the great variety of such activities which can be introduced into an 
English language programme. 

Giving pupils opportunities to use language for real communication in 
English lessons in Pacific primary schools would seem then to be 
potentially very worthwhile. Many of the activities are pupil-centred. They 
leave the teacher free to move around the classroom, giving individual help 
and encouragement. They also give pupils the opportunity to use language 
creatively in problem-solving situations. They are a move away from the 
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rigid rote learning, thought-inhibiting instructional methods; a healthy 
shift of emphasis in my opinion. 

Language learning is problem-solving. Children need to learn to think, to 
solve problems and to be creative in order to learn to use a language for 
communication. Above all, since language is communication, let us help 
our pupils to be able to communicate in English, rather than to chant and 
parrot sentence structures, having little idea of the meaning of what they 
are saying. To adapt the words of David Wilkins cited earlier, let us 
"provide the necessary conditions" to help our pupils to use English. 

Note 

Cliff Benson is available to conduct in-service courses and workshops for 
teachers of English on the use of communication activities and games in 
English teaching. Enquiries should be made to: 

The Director 
Institute of Education 
University of the South Pacific 
P.O.Box 1168 
Suva, FIJI. 

Materials for use may also be obtained from Cliff Benson at the above 
address. 
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