ARE PATTERN DRILLS USELESS
iN LANGUA~E TEACHING?
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Language is both rule governed and creative. Within the rules and regularities, the individual speaker can go beyond the given, to innovate and
be creative. Hence competence is active and dynamic.
According to the new developments in language teaching during the
'70s, language connot be studied in isolation from the user and the context. 1 The intuitive mastery that the native speaker possesses to use and
interpret language appropriately in the process of interaction and his relation to social context has been called by Hymes, "Communicative competence". 2 Communicative competence encompasses Chomsky's "linguistic competence" but its main focus is the intuitive grasp of social and
cultural rules and meanings embedded in any utterance. 3 Hymes' "communicative competence" led to the belief that students needed to know
more than how to express ideas in correct grammatical patterns. According to Hymes, cornmunicative competence is the competence to know
to speak, when not, what to talk about with whom, when, where and in
what manner. 4
in the mid-sixties, when the upheavel in linguistics created by
Chomsky's transformational generative grammar began to affect language teaching, advocates of contextualization severely criticized those contextless audiolingual exercises designed to condition the production of phonological or structural surface features. in other words, a single exercise,
very often may have no context or meaning so that its subject matter might
wander from ene topic to another. Th.e implication is that structural drills
impose formal rather than useful organizations of lariguage material.
Structurai drills are criticized in the sense that items in a structural
drill usually have in common their shared grammatical properties. Normal
discourse, on the other hand, exhibits highly situational rather than grammatical cohesion. Therefore, structural drills force the student to imagine
a whole fresh situation for utterances he produces while trying to keep up
with the mechanical requirements of the drills. What is suggested is that
the notion of structural grading should be ignored in favor of situational
ordering. Hence the best way to teach the foreign language is accepting
the fact that a command of syntactical points can be acquired without any
systematic attention to the grammatical form of sentences. That is, with
the right kind of contexts, grammar is learned automatically and unconsciously as one learns the grammar of his first language. Therefore exercises that will extend the applicability of material already learned to new situations should be devised and the students should be given practice in
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substituting new items in previously learned dialogues. For example, ordering orange juice instead of tomato juice, being a dissatisfied customer
rather than a satisfied one.
·
Having taught English at Bosphorus University from 1975-1983, 1 realized that students at the upper-intermediate level tended to feel less sure
that they were making progress than those at lower levels. From .time to
time 1felt that 1 was sacrificing accuracy in favor of fluency. Robert O'Neill
and Patricia Mugglestone in their book, The Fourth Dimension (1986)
claim that the student at the upper intermediate level should be brought
closer to "expressivity" which they call the "fourth dimension" as well as
to achieving fluency, accuracy and intelligibilitiy. in his introduction to the
Teacher's Guide, O'Neill defines expressivity as "the ablity to use language with an understanding of choices and know those choices affect the
meaning of what you say". 7 This emphasis on making choices can be
seen throughout the book, but is 'perhaps best illustrated by reference to
the language study sections in each unit. As their name suggests, these
sections cover the structural, lexical, functional and phonological components of the course. The presentation stage of each exercise explicitly asks
the student to distinguish between the meaning of two pieces of language. They may be similar in surface structure, for example, "I used to
smoke" as opposed to "I anı used to smoking.", or semantically difficult
to distinguish as in "1 wish 1 had children." versus "1 would like to have
children." Lexis work focuses on morphology, denotation and connotation while providing students with useful sets. Robert O'Neill and Patricia
Mugglestone, while focusing particularly on communicative competence,
with an emphasis on the autonomy of the learner, provide students with
integrated skills work.
lf we follow the implications of communicative competence far language teaching, we arrive at the conclusion that the language teacher should not only be concerned with automatic manipulation of language structures but also wiıh the ability of the student to use the language at will and
selectively. Teaching patterns of the target language in the classroom situation does not mean that the student can practice freely in conversation, producing the acceptable patterns at will. The general opinion of the
proponents of the cognitive approach to language teaching is that with rote patern practice alone, the student would either be helpless when presented with a situation that falls outside the patterns he has studied or he
would overgeneralize applying a pattern where it did not fit. So, as Rivers
suggested, even in a simple structural drill, the teacher should try to bring
about con.cept formation and get the student to exercise making choices,
for this is the creative aspect in language teaching. in order to achieve
this end, certain exercises should be pressented in such a way that the
student is made to realize that the utterances he is imitating convey string
of thoughts just as is the case in his native language. in other words, he
should realize that the target language he is learning can convey his mental state and his individual streams of ideas. This approach echoes the hu-
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manistic movement in psychology which claims that learning is enhanced
when the student can meaningfully apply what he is studying to his perso. nel life. 9 So, as Hubbard Jones and Thornton Wheeler suggest, the earlier the teacher personalizes the activity, the better results he gets in enco.uraging student responses besed on individual opinion or experience or
. ·~knowledge. 10
·
lf the student heprs or reads the sentence, ''Do you have - - - - . books?", he may arbitrarily fill in the blank with some or any without paying attention to the meaning that is to be conveyed. Hence, the drill containing such sentences will be just a mechanical one with no attention to
context. Mere practice on form or mere explanation of where some and
any used is not sufficient. What is more important is that the student be
trained to convey his personal mental state; his individual expression. So
discussiqn topics could be designed including two or three people such
as two stUdents, for example, who try to conyince the teacher that they
have an honest reason for not having studied for an exam. The teacher
does not quite believe them. Therefore, he asks the students the following
questions,
·
Teacher: Didn't you see some friends to ask about your
assignment? Didn't you try the same thing with
any teachers?
Several students in the class may be asked to play this scene of thorough
questioning and hence they can get a chance to practice the use of some
and any in a discussion atmosphere within the classroom situation.
The essential ingredient of a communicative activity is the element
of unpredictability. For one reason or another, -students do not know how
their partners or other students are going t9 react to what they say or do.
This makes the activity closer to real use of language. Let us take the present perfect continuous the present continuous and the simple past tense
in English as examples for contextualizing exercises preseriting a particular structure. The·teacher can describe real life situations in which the given grammatical structure is likely to be used and he asks students to roleplay those situations:
Present perfect continuous tense:
Teacher : You look pale
Student : Yes, 1 haven't been feeling well lately.
(or other responses)
Teacher : (pointing to a student) She looks tired
doesn't she?
Student : Yes, she does. She's been overworking lately.
Prensent continuous tense:
The teacher might ask students to imagine that they have shared the same room in the dormitory tor several years or other situations where they
became fed up with each other's habits and begin to complain,
S1 You're always throwing your sweaters
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on the floor.
S2 You're always using my desk.
Then the mini-dialogue can be extended by introducing the defense need
of the student who is accused. So the student accused is asked to defend
himself.
81 You're always using my pens .
82 That's not true. 1 do it only when 1 lose
mine. (or other responses)
81 You're always slamming the door.
82 You're exaggera~ing ...
This type of activity enables the student to realize than he is learning
grammar not to be able to do exercises but to exprees more accurately
his opinions, beliefs and feelings.
8imple Past Tense:
The teacher might begin a story and ask each student to add one sentence . The story might be simple or complicated depending on the level
of the group. A learner can also be asked to give a p~ecise description of
how he cleaned his teeth, or how he made tea or a hamburger.
üne of the several developments in teaching language during the '60s
and '70s indicate a tendency to accept practices from any new methodology rather than adhering to a single method. Hence the implication is that
the best techniques of well language teactıing methods are introduced into the classroom procedures and they are used tor the purposes for
which they are most appropriate. Rivers in the 1981 edition of her Teaching Foreign Language Skills recomrnends an "eclectic" approach because teachers, ''faced with the daily tasks 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.11
The idea of the creative aspect of language use brings one to the crucial question, "Can stimulus-response techniques enable the student to
use the language creatively?" A very important factor of language is usage, by which we mean the process of selection from among basic patterns
available. 8election should be encouraged even at the earlier stages of
learning the forms of language. This process can be achieved by presenting the corıtexts suitable for tlıe practice of particular language patterns .
ünce the student rnasters the basic patterns of the target language, he
should be able to express himself by employing different lexical sets with
these pattern drills in this sense, assist the student in practicing selection,
that is choosing those patterns which he needs for his unique individual
expression . lf pattern drills are properly contextualized, they may lay down
a basic frarnework out of which the student produces many variations of
individual expression, for this is the. innovative aspect of language use.
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