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1. Introduction

This paper will discuss critiquing the common idea that English language
learner (ELL) educators may use the best parts of varying methods- which perhaps
possible but not practical; in order to do so an educator will need to have thorough
knowledge of all methods, which does not seem realistic for many, especially novices. In
addition, this paper will discuss ways in which to utilize a multitude of methods opposed
to mixing one with others.

2. Theoretical Background

The eclectic approach (EA) to teaching gained momentum in the 1970s and
1980s as a result of the abundance of teaching methods and the arbitrary results of such
methods (Jiang, 2000). The heyday of methods can be considered to have lasted until the
late 1980s” (Richards & Renandya, 2002). One of the strongest criticisms of the new
methods of the 1970s and 1980s was that they were typically top-down (Xu, 2006)
opposite to the now more common bottom up. As one who emphasizes lexicon as a
major part of background knowledge, leading to more active learning the top down
approach will defeat the purpose of task based learning, for example.

Teachers had to accept the claims or theory underlying the method and apply
them in their own practice. Good teaching was regarded as correct use of the method and
its prescribed principles and techniques. Roles of teachers and learners as well as the type
of activities and teaching techniques to be used in the classroom, were generally
prescribed. This does not leave any room for reflection; it seems stringent.

Additional drawbacks utilizing EA exist in English Language Teaching (ELT); a
main criticism of the eclecticism is that "it does not offer any guidance on what basis and
by what principles aspects of different methods can be selected and combined." (Stern,
1983, p. 512). The difficulties faced by teachers in developing an enlightened eclectic
method are apparent. Stern (1992) points out some of them, “The weakness of the
eclectic position is that it offers no criteria according to which we can determine which is
the best theory, nor does it provide any principles by which to include or exclude features
which form part of existing theories or practices. The choice is left to the individual’s
intuitive judgment and is, therefore, too broad and too vague to be satisfactory as a theory
in its own right” (p.11).  As a result, ELTs “find themselves straddling two
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methodological worlds: one that is imposed on them, and another that is improvised by
them” (Xu, 2006, p. 36).

According to Rivers (1981), a main proponent to EA, the approach allows
language teachers "to absorb the best techniques of all the well-known language-teaching
methods into their classroom procedures, using them for the purposes for which they are
most appropriate"(p. 55). This is necessary and important because teachers "faced with
the daily task of helping students to learn a new language cannot afford the luxury of
complete dedication to each new method or approach that comes into vogue" (Rivers,
1981, p. 54).

Despite its criticism, EA does exist and even the British Council (BC) concurs it
exists in most course books and conceivably one may argue the Council promotes its
usage by providing an example of how to implement the approach:

“In the classroom a typical lesson might combine elements from various
sources such as Total Physical Approach (TPR) and Task Based Learning
(TBL) (the examples); the communicative approach, e.g. in communication
gap activities; the lexical approach, e.g. focusing on lexical chunks in reading;
and the structural-situational approach, e.g. establishing a clear context for the
presentation of new structures. A class starts with an inductive activity with
learners identifying the different uses of synonyms of movement using a
reading text. They then practice these using TPR. In another class the input is
recycled through a task-based lesson, with learners producing the instructions
for an exercise manual” (British Council, 2008).

The above example of EA from the BC may seem daunting to some educators or
even most educators to implement; the approach seems heavy, bogging down even the
most seasoned of teachers. It goes against the notion of keeping it simple or structured.
Moreover, the idea of this lesson does not seem suitable for every language level and

may need training (for students) in a multitude of approaches that may feasibly fit into
allotted class times.

3. Discussion

3.1 Four-prong approach to using methods.

At this point, the paper will propose a 4-prong approach to utilizing the many
methods out there in more effective ways instead of just trying to mix one with the others:

e Language teachers need to continue with ongoing professional development with
the goal of finding suitable methods. Language teachers like medical doctors
needs to seek the best methods that work in their practice. “There is a growing
concern that teaching be viewed as a profession(similar to medicine or law) with
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respect for the role of teachers in developing theory and directing their own
professional development through collaborative observation, teacher research and
inquiry, and sustained in-service programs, rather than the typical short-term
workshop or training program” (Crandall, 2000, p. 38).

e Utilize Action Research (AR) by trying different methods and students’ attitudes
toward these activities. (Burns, 2010). For example, approaches implemented in
the classroom and the efficacies for students in varying degrees of active learning,
including group discussions, mobile learning and raising students’ cognitive
curiosity and creativity (Riccobono 2015a; Riccobono, 2015b); these studies
exemplify AR.

e Sharing with colleagues- discussion and collaboration: educators learn from
each other and their practice and sharing that knowledge (Honigsfeld & Dove,
2012) through trial and error, action research, attending conferences and recently,
podcasting. This community allows educators to utilize different approaches and
gain an advantage in knowing what may work effectively prior to attempting it.

e Every class and student is different- individualized learning. With the recent
emergence of flipped classrooms (Barber, 2015), the notion of individualized
learning deserves mention. Although individualized, flipped classrooms do
have the potential for students to build learning communities via discussion and
collaboration as a result of self-study (Barber, 2015). As a result of
individualized learning and preferences to learning, every class has varying
dynamics, which leads to language teachers attempting different group
approaches to learning to keep all students motivated; learners adapt more
favorably to different learning styles.

4. Conclusion

Focusing on learner needs and motivations comes by way of attempting to
implement varying ELT approaches. To conclude, it is not prudent or even realistic to
utilize all teaching methods. There are so many variables that enter into play in a
teaching-learning situation that any experiment designed to elect the most or least
effective method compared to another one, could never be conclusive. A possible
solution to the problem is the need to be eclectic when choosing a method: to accept the
good and positive elements of each methodological trend, and to collect together all that
is most suitable given the situation and circumstances of our students. If ELT limit
themselves in an absolute way to a particular method, they run the risk of excluding other
elements, of concentrating energy on one particular aspect of the language, (spoken or
written, vocabulary, grammar etc.) forgetting the other equally important aspects (Xu,
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2006). In scenarios that are likely to shape the teaching of second languages in the next
decades of the new millennium, Rodgers (2001) presents his idea about “methods
synergistics”. In his view, crossbreeding elements from various methods into a common
program of instruction seem an appropriate way to find those practices which best
support effective learning. Methods and approaches have usually been proposed as
idiosyncratic and unique, yet it appears reasonable to combine practices from different
approaches where the philosophical foundations are similar. Rodgers (2001) calls such an
approach “disciplined eclecticism”.
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