The Success of Silence

(brought to you by “listening”, the humble macroskill)

by Keith Challenger
(ELCA and Rangsit University)

(Overview)  Adult second language learning has been working hard for a generation with communicative techniques to bring students to the level of fluency.  We have tended to attribute any shortfall to not enough speaking practice.  This paper is suggesting the opposite: that early speaking is the very reason adults fail to become fluent, further there is a tendency for existing curriculums to undervalue listening skills.  Information is given about a program using the natural approach method to teach Thai language, which demonstrates the ideas suggested can be successfully applied.  The paper is drawn from research which was originally prepared for a Master of Applied Linguistics dissertation at Macquarie University, Sydney in 1998.

Introduction – Traditional explanations for adult problems

Whilst those who get excited by the subject of SLA are not quite in the majority, there is universal interest in the dilemma of why adults fail to obtain a level of competence commensurate with their L1.  A quick and easy answer of some is to cite the critical period (CP) factor, as proposed by Lenneberg in 1967, which imposes a maturation constraint from early teenage years.  However over 30 years later accumulated evidence has left its longevity in a critical condition.  It still remains a hypothesis for FLA too, though partly due to the practicalities of data collection.  As Hurford (91) notes ‘Animal researchers can deafen sparrow  chicks and sew up kittens’ eyelids to get such evidence, but the human evidence can in general only come from circumstances which our society strives as strenuously as it can to avoid, such as that of Genie.’ (p 164)

1. Actually Genie’s case is often made reference to in the literature along with Victor, the wild child from Aveyron, but an equally interesting case is that of Kasper Hauser who was found abandoned in Nuremberg in 1828 at age 17.  Simon (79) notes his development went far beyond Victor, despite the underdevelopment of the cerebral cortex, which was most likely due to early malnutrition.  Simon says ‘his ability to learn language past the age of adolescence does not lend support to the theory of a CP beyond which language cannot develop.’ (p 223) Bornstein (89) similarly concludes Kasper and Genie cast doubt on the strong form of the hypothesis.  Kasper incidentally appeared to be an unwanted child of nobility.   However with language came his growing ability to recount the past.  Public curiosity grew and he must have been an ideal subject for C 19 versions of the paparazzi; which led to his mysterious murder at age 23.

2. Apart from the CPH there have been no shortage of explanations for adult problems with SLA.  Bley Vroman (90) was able to summarise them 10 years ago into 5 areas:

3. Fundamental difference hypothesis: Whereas L1 is mediated by the abstract principles of universal grammar, also referred to as the language acquisition device (LAD), adult learning can only fall back on general cognitive skills.  This is Bley Vroman’s preference.

4. Interference hypothesis: Knowledge of L1 interferes with SLA.

5. Input hypothesis: Adults get the wrong kind of or insufficient input.  Apart from poor quality instruction this refers to Krashen’s ideas that the filter prevents some input getting to the LAD.

6. Affect hypothesis: Progress of adults is affected by their level of motivation, type of self image, aptitude, personality etc.

7. Competing cognitive systems hypothesis: According to Felix (85) the ‘problem solving cognitive system’ gets in the way of the ‘language specific cognitive system’.  The former appears with the onset of formal operations around puberty and left unchecked will dominate language processing.

About the same time, Long (90) considered the age range of the CP for L1 remains equally applicable to L2.  He concluded any gains by older learners in say, morphosyntax is only temporary and they will not gain native like competence, regardless of how motivated they are and how much opportunity they have.

As we exit the 90’s subsequent research has been more benevolent, as the following two contrasting quotes suggest:

1. Not only is success in adult foreign language learning not guaranteed, complete success is extremely rare or perhaps even non-existent.  (Bley Vroman, p 7)

2. The documented cases of perfect mastery of L2 achieved by late learners are not anomalous exceptions to a biological law, or extraordinary feats by rare individuals with a rare and prodigious talent.  Rather they are quite ordinary occurrences that emerge when conditions are normal.  (Bialystok 97, p134)

The movement of methods across SLA

It is natural to think today’s methods of teaching are superior and are the product of growing maturity in education research.  However a more synoptic observation may reveal a cyclical pattern, as language texts using direct approach methods were on the market over 300 years ago (see Thormann, 69).  Natural learning has also prevailed for thousands of years during which its perceived efficacy has no doubt varied.  Ausubel (68) for instance points out ‘although the natural method may be the most efficacious for children, it certainly cannot be claimed as such for adults, who are more cognitively mature and who have already acquired a lot of intellectual skills.’ (p 73-74)

Education is always constrained by available resources.  Thus the grammar translation approach in the first half of the C20 may have been the most appropriate for its time, as texts were the main source of material, assuming a monolingual environment, (with short wave radio as a back-up for a lucky few).  Then as tape recorders became more economical and cassettes were invented in the 3rd quarter of the century, the audio-lingual method bloomed.  In the final quarter interpersonal contact between languages and cultures has been facilitated by international mass mobility and improved communication technologies.  These created ideal circumstances for the communicative approach, which in turn has made the classroom a more entertaining place, more use friendly, but it has not realised the adults’ goal of native competence in L2.  So as we move into a new century perhaps we should explore new directions.  Some restlessness is suggested already when we hear catch phrases at conferences like ‘beyond methods’ and read articles such as Kumaravadevelu (94), although when analysed tend to look like pieces of every method.

A central feature of the communicative approach is to encourage speaking - the earlier the better, the more the better.  The proposed method to be discussed here is the opposite - to encourage listening.  It draws on a combination of Natural Approach (NA) and the principles of FLA.  Like Lenneberg, Krashen’s NA model has produced much lively debate, though with consensus more on the negative side.  An example of this is Gregg (94) who began an article with the declaration: ‘Krashen claims to have developed a comprehensive theory of SLA; I claim he has done no such thing.’  He goes on to indicate Krashen failed to scientifically explain what the processes of acquisition are and how they work.  Elsewhere in ‘Linguistics and SLA’, a comprehensive Cook book (93), a whole chapter is devoted to Krashen’s input hypothesis and its shortcomings e.g. Lack of independent verification.  However later in the same chapter Cook conceded ‘Krashen at least attempted to make a large proposal which dealt with everything from learners’ motivations to grammatical metaphors, from LAD to language teaching.  Perhaps its very scope made it too easy to find fault with some aspects of it.’  Also Gregg’s article did not consider the merits of NA as a pedagogical resource, and teachers generally are more interested in whether NA works rather than whether it can be explained to the satisfaction of theorists.

Ambivalent attitudes are also evident.  Af Trampe (94) comments: ‘I find Krashen’s theory both unscientific and unduly simplistic, though this need not imply that it is worthless.  First it has served as an incitement to the research community because it raises important questions.  Second, the theory may be bad but some of its conclusions, or implications, may be correct.  This is more likely to be the case when there is independent research - and there often is - since scientific theories are usually not developed in a vacuum.’ (p 32)

Finally a positive reaction from ‘where it’s at’ is offered by Lewis (93): ‘Krashen’s work has attracted a good deal of skepticism, even vilification.  This is surprising, for its claims are comparatively modest, and although they challenge some of the tenets of language teaching orthodoxy, they resonate with many people’s experience of language acquisition outside formal classrooms.’ (p 22)

The missing link for natural approach

Perhaps the French and English immersion programs in Canadian schools could be cited as examples of Krashen blight.  Marton (94) and Yorio (94) are writers who have made reference to them.  The point I wish to make is what have they produced at worst?  Fossilised grammar and accented speech, Critics therefore have concluded NA does not work.  But we could also argue: what does FLA produce?  Fossilised grammar and accented speech – except that it happens to be correct.

 What I want to propose is that the NA model only seems inappropriate because it has not been applied to its full potential.  What is the model’s first hypothesis? That language is acquired in only one way - by understanding messages or by receiving comprehensive input.  If speaking is unnecessary then why are students being forced to speak?  Krashen recognised but appeared to underestimate the importance of applying a significant silent period in the early stages.  However it may also reflect misfortune that NA emerged during the ascendancy of the communicative approach, which seeks to maximise active early responses, from the first day if possible!

Listening – the main message

It is suggested communicative methods start the journey of learning in the wrong direction.  So the student is forced to reach her destination by a more circuitous route, or not at all.  The assumption the best way to speak is by speaking is not a fact, just an assumption.  The assumption this article seeks to postulate is “the best way to speak is by listening.”

The latter may sound strange, but SLA is no stranger to paradoxes.  Some outside observers would readily accept that adults can be successful language learners.  With little apparent effort they have already succeeded with L1 and this can now be used to build other languages.  They have the metalinguistic skills to analyse similarities, and if required can isolate its components for microanalysis: lexicon, semantics, morphology, phonology, syntax, and pragmatics.  They can supplement formal learning with a large range of resources for their personal convenience: books, tapes, videos, music, dictionaries, computer programs, internet.  Unlike in L1 they can start speaking simple memorised expressions from the first day and can request clarification when unsure.  According to their preferred learning style they can devise strategies that best aid learning e.g. Mnemonics, vocabulary lists.  Moreover their cognitive maturity enables them to studiously apply themselves to the learning task.  Finally, they can draw on an existing stock of heuristic and worldly knowledge and utilise already developed skills in conversational management.

Yet what happens in practice?  Whereas children always succeed adults usually fail.  Explanations such as the CP have focussed on when people learn and ignored how they learn.  Imagine a young child and an adult who have just moved overseas, reacting to someone talking to them in a foreign language.  The child usually just listens while the adult tries to talk back.  Yet 12-18 months later the child is speaking natively while the adult is not.  Doesn’t it make sense that listening to things that are always right would tend to build the language right, while saying things that are usually wrong would tend to build it wrong?  Terrell (86) quotes Winitz and Reed’s claim that comprehension in FLA antedates sentence generation by up to one year.  Blair (91) refers to this as ‘a pre-production phase or silent period - in effect a sorting out period’ (p 25).  Of course the child still may produce ill formed expressions but the salient point is their spontaneity.  In contrast adults will contrive sentences that fail to ‘pop’, a practice typically made obvious by hesitation markers (ar……er) as they struggle.  It is suggested this contrived speaking - consciously thinking up sentences using translations, rules, substitutions, expansions or any kind of thinking - is what damages adults, even when the utterance is correct.  In contrast, natural speaking will not cause damage even when it is wrong, because the harm does not come from being wrong but from thinking things up.

The change between the two practices occurs around the ages of 10-12 years, corresponding to Piaget’s reference to the onset of formal operations.  From this time it appears the language is being built in the thinking part of the brain.  Felix mainly just recognises that it happens but writers such as Ausubel and Bley Vroman assume this cognitive switch is an asset, but I suggest for language learning that it is an outright liability.  If this is the case the difference between children and adults is not that adults cannot do it right but children cannot do it wrong.

We could say a person’s native language is not the result of building a neural structure to match a pre-existing plan.  It is the inevitable result of a given neural structure being buffeted by a given input.  If we try to influence this formation it is likely to be irreversibly malformed.  A typical way adults interfere with the process is to try and speak from a sound trace.  But since the brain cannot use traces to speak with they have to build the sound from their L1 or from knowledge of phonetics.  The outcome is evidenced by accented sounds and deliberate speech which will eventually fossilise.  Jones (85) quotes Neufield’s reference to this as ‘contamination of the acoustic imprint’.

Every language has a finite phonemic grid, which may take months for the ears to tune into.  In a similar way the grammar of a word is reified by its total collocation with other words and over time forms another neural lattice.  A neural construct can only be accessed through a neural pathway that leads to it - referred to as ‘encoding specificity’.  With natural language it is the memory tree itself that accesses the interwoven units of language at every node.  This intersecting of meaning and language explains how we can speak language without thinking about it.  With unnatural language however, access to a language unit can only be via the study pathway that was used to build it.  So instead of thinking about meaning we have to think about language.  As with premature speaking it creates irreversible damage, which sets a ceiling on eventual attainment.

Another way to summarise the outcome is to table ‘natural vs. artificial knowledge’.

Natural Knowledge
Artificial Knowledge

Child’s method
Adult’s preference

Subconsciously distilled
Consciously constructed

Instantly available without thinking
Have to think about it to use it

Can last a lifetime
Easily forgotten

In general then we are conveying a message that if you want to become like a native speaker you don’t have to do it as a child but like a child.  Lewis notes: ‘The question of whether a second language is acquired in the same way as the mother tongue is a contentious one, but it seems more reasonable to assume that the two processes are in some ways similar than to assume they are totally different.’ (p 25)

What is required then is a language program where adults are prepared to refrain from speaking for about the first 6 months.  It is clear that they are able to speak, that they want to speak, and everyone else expects them to speak.  The need then is for a learning environment where such pressure is removed by persuasion and the expectations of non-participants are modified by a common goal.

Looking for ‘listening’ in the literature.

The idea of the usefulness of any silent period at all has received scant attention in education research.  Gregg (84) noted there is a lack of evidence that speaking does not help acquisition, compared to the oft-held belief that practice in speaking is indeed helpful in acquiring L2.

In the whole text ‘Beyond the Monitor Model’ (Barasch & Vaughan James, 94), which is one long critique of Krashen, only Rivers deals with the listening issue:

‘Krashen and Terrell maintain that with plenty of comprehensible input, the ability to speak (or write) fluently in a second language will come on its own with time.  That one way of using language (namely comprehension) should in some incidental and effortless way lead to the mastery of another (that is, production), which involves quite different processes and requires control of distinctively different aspects of language, seems difficult to maintain.  That such an effortless transition from listening to speaking takes place in second language learning has yet to be demonstrated, especially with adolescent and adult learners, who have reached the logico-deductive of formal thinking of which Piaget speaks.  The various experiments with methods that concentrate on comprehension (of aural and written materials), to the exclusion of production until a later stage, have failed to show that speech of any complexity does emerge effortlessly as promised.  Most reports of experiments in this are found, on examination, to end with the hope that this will be so.’ (p 80-81)

It is interesting in the same article to see her refer to references dated 1961 & 81 as “recent” but it reflects the paucity of relevant data.

Actually an obscure reference to NA was written by Nida (57) before Krashen was even an undergraduate:

‘I have personally inquired of a number of African polyglots just how they learned the languages of neighboring tribes.  Almost without exception the story was the same: they went to live in a neighboring village, or in some plantation, or in the mines they were working with people who spoke another language.  But instead of trying hard to learn another language, they just seem to take it for granted that after listening to the language long enough, they would find they could "hear" it.  'We just live there and listen, and listen, and before we know can hear what they say.  Then we can talk'… his whole attitude was one of passive absorption, confident that his ears and brain would take in the language and that, without particular worry or concern on his part, he would be able to understand and speak sooner than even he imagined.  …This African way of language learning is ultimately the best way of acquiring a foreign tongue, for it is the natural way - the way children learn.' (p 27) 

Will it ever work in the classroom? - An existing application:

Having said all this however, unless there is a specific program putting the ideas into practice we are none the wiser.  Actually it has been applied over the last 14 years at a language centre teaching Thai in Bangkok.  Its continued success has left its early critics with no choice but to quietly retreat.  Its principle difference from other NA programs is a requirement that students not speak the target language (Thai) for at least the first 6 months.  The language school, AUA, therefore called it the 'Listening Approach' and more recently 'Automatic Language Growth'.  However in AUA's context here I will continue to refer to it as NA.  Prior to its implementation the school was well known for a structural approach (SA) program which had operated successfully for over 20 years, so had NA had not produced a superior outcome a reversion to SA would have eventuated with relatively few problems.  In fact enrolment has increased fourfold since the changeover.  As the school does not advertise in the media its growth is largely the outcome of its reputation and success.

Class presentation involves early levels having a different pair of teachers every hour entertaining the students.  Gradually the content moves from gripping stories, daily news and spirited discussions between two teachers to, at higher levels, a full course on interesting aspects of Thai culture and society.  It was once said 55% of understanding comes from the physical context, 38% from the speaker's voice and 7% from the words.  The 7% can be reduced down to 1% by clever use of props, actions etc.  on the first day, then slowly raised as acquisition improves.  The ideal for the teacher is to keep the students so absorbed in the presentation that they are oblivious to the use of Thai.  Even the best teacher rarely succeeds 100% of the time but experience has shown it is possible to come close.

Traditional learning depends on the varying levels of intelligence, motivation and hard work of students, which is usually measured by testing.  As with Chomsky’s ‘competence,’ acquisition can only be measured arbitrarily.  For NA it is based on the amount of exposure.  Students are considered to be successful at the end of the course if they can understand and discuss topical issues with the average person in the street and do so in a non-hesitating manner.  The program should not be confused with the so-called ‘silent method’ as some teacher/student interaction does take place but students are required to only use English.

Like all language courses AUA has its share of dropouts, but those who remain often feel satisfied with their level of attainment around 10-12 months (around 1000 class hours).  Those who stay longer study reading and writing is more structurally taught.  Unlike other methods good teachers are critical to NA.  Their most needed attribute is good communication.  Which includes an ability to deliver comprehensive input at the i+1 level proposed by Krashen.  As full time students are listening at least 4 hours a day, poor presentation will soon have students losing concentration or even falling asleep.  The teachers used then may or may not have formal qualifications.

A criticism of Felixes‘ competing cognitive system hypothesis’ from Bley Vroman is that by inference intelligent people would be poor language learners.  At AUA experience has shown the academically successful are more likely to be the ones with problems adjusting to the NA method.  This is possibly because they have already developed a strong concept of their own learning style, which now requires compromise.  If counseling fails to correct this anomaly a prepared list of other language schools in Bangkok is presented to the student with an appropriate recommendation.

Summary of student survey.

In order to get the impressions of students, a survey questionnaire was distributed to all attending students on one day in October 97, from which 76 responded (69%).  While the school co-operated with the research it was conducted independently.  Overall the group represented a good cross section of backgrounds and abilities:

- There were 42 males and 34 females with a similar proportion aged below and above 30 years.                                    

- There were 22 nationalities roughly split between Asian and Western.  

- While some were well qualified there were 34 (45%) with no tertiary qualifications.

- For ‘knowledge of other languages’ most indicated varying competency (especially Japanese nationals).  There were only 3 multilinguals and 5 monolinguals.

- For employment, whilst the majority were in the tertiary sector, at least 25% nominated either trade or low skilled positions.

The survey asked 15 questions.  A few highlights were:

- Reason for choosing AUA: 34 students (45% of respondents) said they specifically wanted NA method while another 25 (33%) acted on the recommendation of others.

- Positive aspects of NA: The answers could be segmented into 2 groups (a) It’s the right way to learn (b) It’s a nice way to learn.  

Major responses were

21 - Impressed by methodology: Natural presentation, similarity with a child’s learning; better eventual outcome.

10 - Develops good listening skills: useful in and out of class.

6 - Comprehensive nature of language used: relevant to daily life and culturally informative.

- Negative aspects of the method:

12 - Slow process, time consuming, hard to see progress.

11 - Frustration of not speaking.

7 - Frustration of not understanding everything class.

   - Sometimes lose patience with the process.

However another 12 specifically stated there was no problem and 27 other answers did not reflect on the method itself (e.g. some mismatch of subject topic and content).  As a general comment it could be said that perhaps course has some vulnerability and for NA it is the period 400-600 hours where the novelty of the learning process has worn off and the lessons are moving from entertainment to information orientation.  Friends in society may also be asking why after all this time in class you cannot speak.  For some with growing familiarity of local culture it may correspond with a down cycle or secondary culture shock.  However experience has show if the student perseveres, around 600 hours the phonemic grid is about built, the tones become apparent and vocabulary becomes more diverse.

“What advice would you give to a new student at AUA?: This was the most poignant evidence of the student’s positive attitude to the program.  Only 3 did not answer, 4 were noncommittal, 5 gave unclear or unrelated answers and only one was negative.  Some examples (with national origin) were:

- Study at AUA only if you have the patience to see it through.  AUA is not the right school if you want to speak immediately. (Malaysia)  

-Be relaxed in class.  Don’t compare the progress of yourself with 

     other students. Find your own way. (Hong Kong)

-Be prepared to commit a lot of time to it. Don’t get discouraged if you don’t understand many things for the first few months. (UK)

-Be kind to yourself by being patient! You are assimilating Thai even if you don’t think so. (US)

-Don’t cut the class. Don’t sleep. (Japan)

-Don’t be in a hurry: if it’s a natural process it must succeed. (US)

Individual case studies.

In addition, 6 former students were interviewed to find out why they were successful (as 3 were) or otherwise. Their age range at time of study was 30-54, sufficient to detect any traces of maturation effect. A few excerpts of their responses were:

How did you get through the silent period? - I took David’s advice and it was really hard advice to follow. There were times when I didn’t believe or didn’t want to believe what he said. If you’re studying a language you automatically want to speak some of that language. Now I understand completely how that damages you. There are other students here who are classical examples of that. It just doesn’t come out right. It’s just the opposite of what they’re trying to achieve. (Doug, 34 - US)

How did you adjust to the NA method? - I followed the instructions of Dr. Brown always, that speaking will bring all sorts of heinous damage to the brain as far as the learning process was concerned. And I wondered when I’d ever get around to speaking but it seemed to just happen. I can’t remember exactly when, but it was during the time I was here continuously for 6 months. (Bill, 52 - Australia)

How did you manage to persist through the first 2 years? - The process with 2 hours/day is so slow you’re inclined to give up. The attraction for me was there was no homework, because working in a demanding job full time I simply couldn’t think of coming in here, sitting, memorising from a book and doing homework…. For all its problems though, I’m still a fan of NA. The great attraction is the level of understanding. It gives you an insight into the way people are thinking and an intuitive understanding of the culture. (John, 37 - UK)

Would you recommend the course to others? - Without a doubt, but I’d recommend students isolate themselves from speaking Thai for a while. Otherwise they may get fossilised with common forms like I did. In a sense I still get angry with Dr Brown, because he put an image in my head that in one year I’d be like everyone else on the bus. That did not happen! But I didn’t follow the rules and those who did now speak almost fluently. The other thing is by the end of the course I did learn a lot about the culture and many years later I am still finding there are new things to learn. (Charles, 54 - US)

Overall findings of survey.

There are limits that can be drawn from the survey.  Whilst it did not prove all students finish the course with native proficiency in all the macroskills, it would not be unreasonable to suggest they are brought to the point of departure where the difference is achieved naturalistically (in everyday life). Further, even if another method could demonstrate parity the NA students have achieved their goal with a minimum of stress. What the survey did demonstrate was an overwhelming acceptance of NA by the respondents. But what about the 30% who failed to respond? Informal inquiries revealed they were either new students still forming an attitude, had no specific commitment to study (e.g. had a rich husband and was bored at home), or were embarrassed at their lack of ability to make an appropriate written response in English.

Conclusion: success and controversy.
If all roads lead to Rome it is hoped the ideas presented here offer feasibility for another road under construction. Regardless, it reiterates to adult language learners that they can release their potential for native like competence and need not assume the presence of maturational limitations. However those wishing to pursue this type of program need to be reminded that NA is not justified by works but by faith: that speaking will eventually come on its own. Further they need a commitment to follow the course guidelines (e.g. by not taking copious notes and not requesting grammatical rules).

As a caveat we need to recognise the concept of absorbing a language in a relaxed atmosphere will not please everyone, as there will always be some students who feel more secure with traditional procedures using drills, homework, memorising, exams etc. Further, regarding instruction, some may not be enthused to see those with a talent for good communication being preferred to those trained by existing institutions. In addition, publishers will lament seeing so much learning coming from visual and aural performance which dispenses with the need for glossy textbooks.

Like veterinarians and undertakers teachers can easily avoid negative feedback for poor workmanship, and reality suggests some will prefer to continue with existing methods. So one should not feel surprised to find degrees of skepticism form various quarters to the ideas of NA. This motivated Lewis to write:

‘If he (Krashen) is right, a great deal of conventional teaching achieves nothing; more may perhaps be achieved by participating in relaxing, enjoyable activities than by hard work, effort and concentration. It is hardly surprising that many teachers, whose livelihoods and self image depend on the belief that their teaching is effective, remain to be convinced of the truth and value behind some of Krashen’s claims’. (p 24)
In conclusion then, it is suggested lack of adult fluency may be more a reflection on education procedure than linguistic potential. In a world of conflict it could also indirectly offer a message to other secular arenas to reflect on the benefits of listening well before we try to talk. 
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