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‘Modern languages should not be taught in the 
same way as the ancient tongues.’ 

Breul, K. (1899) The teaching of modern foreign languages in 
secondary schools. Cambridge University Press.  



‘In spite of their diversity, the socio-cultural background 
of these [Council of Europe] countries is sufficiently 
homogeneous to justify the assumption that large classes 
of foreign-language learners will want to use the foreign 
language for approximately the same purposes wherever 
they find themselves.’

Van Ek, J. & Alexander, L. (1980) Threshold Level English. Oxford: Pergamon, p. 
10.



‘It is remarkable to what extent the framework of general 
and specific notions proposed in the Threshold Level has 
proved appropriate and adequate for twenty European 
languages, even from different language families.’

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European framework of reference for languages: 
learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge University Press, pp. 145-6.



‘For many years the Council of Europe has promoted an 
approach based on the communicative needs of learners 
and the use of materials and methods that will enable 
learners to satisfy these needs and which are appropriate 
to their characteristics as learners.’

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European framework of reference for languages: 
learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge University Press, p. 142.



• Activities promote real communication, that is, engage 

learners in the authentic, functional use of language.

• Classroom communicative situations should resemble 

real-life communication as much as possible. 

• Fluency is more important than accuracy.

• Typical communicative activities: role-plays, discussions, 

problem-solving tasks, simulations, projects and games.

Dörnyei, Z. (2009) ‘The 2010s. Communicative Language Teaching in the 

21st Century: the “Principled Communicative Approach”’. Perspectives 36/2: 

33-43, p. 33.



Our language 
requires a high 

standard of 
accuracy!

Our language is 
more difficult!

Our language is 
threatened and 

needs protection 
and respect!



• Are some languages more difficult than others?
• Are different languages acquired differently?
• Should different languages be taught 

differently?
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Foreign Service Institute (FSI) scale





https://effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-
guide/language-difficulty/

https://effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-guide/language-difficulty/
https://effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-guide/language-difficulty/


Hugo’s Spanish verbs simplified, (1970) London: Hugo Language Books.



Hübscher, J. & Frampton, H.H.C. (1947) A Modern English Grammar Part 1. Lausanne: Payot, 
p. 26.



tense voice aspect

(unmarked)* progressive** perfect perfect + 

progressive

present active she watches she is watching she has 

watched

she has been 

watching

passive she is watched she is being 

watched

she has been 

watched

?she has been 

being watched*

past active she watched she was 

watching

she had 

watched

she had been 

watching

passive she was 

watched

she was being 

watched

she had been 

watched

?she had been 

being watched

* known as simple

** also known as continuous

? rare



‘Language A may have more complex systems than language B 
in one area and less complex systems in other areas. We cannot 
sensibly quantify the amount of grammar the language has. All 
languages have immensely complex grammatical systems.’

Bauer, W. (1998) ‘Myth 10: Some languages have no grammar’. In Bauer, L. & Trudgill, P. 
(eds.) Language Myths. Penguin Books, p. 83.



‘While structural distance between languages is an attractive 
candidate for explaining language-learning difficulty, research 
shows that, first, typological distance does not translate 
directly into the level of difficulty, and second, there are 
other powerful factors at work in the acquisition of [less 
commonly taught languages], such as the lexicon, 
phonological system, writing system, and cultural distance.’

Gor, K. & Vatz, K. (2011). ‘Less commonly taught languages: issues in learning and 
teaching’, in Long, M.H. & Doughty, C.J. (eds) The handbook of language teaching. 
Oxford: Wiley- Blackwell  p. 237.



‘The difficult thing about learning a language is the vocabulary, 
whether learning one’s native language or learning a foreign 
language ... We learn the grammar of our native language 
before we start school, but we work on our vocabulary as long 
as we live. Vocabulary is, then, the most difficult part and that 
which takes the longest time to learn.’

Andersson, L. (1998). ‘Myth 7: Some languages are harder than others.’ In Bauer, L. & 
Trudgill, P. (eds.) Language Myths. Penguin Books, p. 51.



• Are some languages more difficult than others?
• Are different languages acquired differently?
• Should different languages be taught 

differently?



Andrew 
(English)

Seppo (Finnish) Tofi (Samoan)

more car 
more cereal 
more cookie 
more fish 

boot off 
light off 
pants off 

pupu heitää
pupu leikii
pupu ajaa
pupu ajaa tuftuf

pipi tuossa
tuossa kenkä
tuossa ammu

bunny throws 
bunny plays 
bunny drives 
bunny drives train 

sore there 
there shoe 
there cow 

pa’u: mea
pa’u: teine
pa’u: lole

fia moe
fia moe lava
fia moe pepe

fall thing 
fall girl 
fall candy 

want sleep 
want sleep much 
want sleep baby 

from Tomasello, M. 2003. Constructing a language: a usage-based theory of language acquisition. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, p.116.



L1

L2

Profile of adult migrants in European Science 
Foundation project (after Klein & Perdue 1992)



pragmatic 
phase

• she steal 
bread and 
run away

lexical phase • then the car of 
police come

grammatical 
phase

• and 
suddenly 
she cried

Acquisition of temporality (after Ortega; L. [2009] Understanding Second 
Language Acquisition. London: Hodder Education.



“Findings from studies of grammatical development in 
typologically distinct languages suggest ... that ‘more’ 
grammar does not necessarily make the task of the language 
learner harder, just as ‘less’ does not make it easier.”

Berman, R. 1986. ‘A crosslinguistic perspective: morphology and syntax,’ in Fletcher, 
P. & Garman, M. (eds.) Language Acquisition (2nd edn). Cambridge University Press, p. 
444.



‘The prevailing view today is that learners unpack the parts 
that comprise a sequence and, in this way, discover the L2 
grammar. In other words, formulaic sequences serve as a 
kind of starter pack from which grammar is generated.’

Ellis, R. & Shintani, N. (2014). Exploring language pedagogy through second 
language acquisition research. London: Routledge, p. 71.



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/
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https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/

NO TENGO + sustantivo



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/
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https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



‘[The] usage-based perspective implies that the
acquisition of grammar is the piecemeal learning of many
thousands of constructions and the frequency-biased
abstraction of regularities within them.’

Ellis, N. (2003). ‘Constructions, chunking and connectionism,’  in Doughty, C. J. and 
Long, M.H. (eds.)The Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. London: 
Routledge, p. 67.
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differently?



36

‘Give priority to understanding content over 
understanding rules. Plan your lessons around 
communicative goals, rather than a list of grammar 
structures to cover.’ 

Henshaw, F.G. & Hawkins, M.D. (2022) Common ground: Second language acquisition 
theory goes to the classroom.  Hackett Publishing, p. 78.



37

Takeaways

• reward communicative competence, rather 
than accuracy

• teach grammar responsively and ‘at the point of 
need’

• encourage memorization of high-frequency 
exemplars

• project your enthusiasm for the target language 



Oh! And teach English according to these
principles too!



Thank you! ¡Gracias!

www.scottthornbury.com
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