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As the names of some of its leading exponents suggest (Johann 

Seidentstucker H.S.Ollendorf, and Johann Meidinger), Grammar Translation was 

the offspring of As the names of some of its leading exponents suggest (Johann 

Seidenstücker, Karl Po was "to know everything about something rather than 

the thing itself" (W. H. D. Rouse, German scholarship, the object of which, 

according to one of its less charitable critics, quoted in Kelly 1969). Grammar 

Translation was in fact first known in the United States as the Prussian Method. 

(A book by B. Sears, an American classics teacher, published in 1845 was titled 

The Ciceronian or the Prussian Method of Teaching the Elements of the Latin 

Language) The principal characteristics of the Grammar-Translation Method 

were these: 

1. The goal of foreign language study is to learn a language in order to read 

its literature or in order to benefit from the mental discipline and intellectual 

development that result from foreign language study. Grammar Translation is a 

way of studying a language that approaches the language first through detailed 

analysis of its grammar rules, followed by application of this knowledge to the 

task of translating sentences and texts into and out of the target language. It 

hence views language learning as consisting of little more than memorizing rules 

and facts in order to understand and manipulate the morphology and syntax of 

the foreign language. "The first language is maintained as the reference system 

in the acquisition of the second language" (Stern 1983). 

2. Reading and writing are the major focus; little or no systematic 

attention is paid to speaking or listening. 

3. Vocabulary selection is based solely on the reading texts used, and 

words are taught through bilingual word lists, dictionary study, and 

memorization. In a typical Grammar-Translation text, the grammar rules are 

presented and illustrated, a list of vocabulary items is presented with their 

translation equivalents, and translation exercises are prescribed. 

4. The sentence is the basic unit of teaching and language practice. Much of 

the lesson is devoted to translating sentences into and out of the target language, 

and it is this focus on the sentence that is a distinctive feature of the method. 

Earlier approaches to foreign language study used grammar as an aid to the 
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study of texts in a foreign language. But this was thought to be too difficult for 

students in secondary schools, and the focus on the sentence was an attempt to 

make language learning easier (see Howatt 1984).  

5. Accuracy is emphasized. Students are expected to attain high standards 

in translation, because of "the high priority attached to meticulous standards of 

accuracy which, as well as having an intrinsic moral value, was a prerequisite for 

passing the increasing member of formal written examinations that grew up 

during the century (Howatt 191  

6. Grammar is taught deductively- that is, by presentation and study of 

grammar rules which are then practiced through translation exercises. In most 

Grammar-Translation texts, a syllabus was followed for the sequencing of 

grammar points throughout a text, and there was an attempt to teach grammar 

in an organized and systematic way. 

7. The student's native language is the medium of instruction. It is used to 

explain new items and to enable comparisons to be made between the foreign 

language and the student's native language. 

Grammar Translation dominated European and foreign language teaching 

from the 1840s to the 1940s, and in modified form it continues to be widely 

used in some parts of the world today. At its best, as Howatt (1984) points out, it 

was not necessarily the horror that its critics depicted it as. Its worst excesses 

were introduced by those who wanted to demonstrate that the study of French 

or German was no less rigorous than the study of classical languages. This 

resulted in the type of Grammar-Translation courses remembered with distaste 

by thousands of school learners, for whom foreign language learning meant a 

tedious experience of memorizing endless lists of unusable grammar rules and 

vocabulary and attempting to produce perfect translations of stilted or literary 

prose.  

Although the Grammar-Translation Method often creates frustration for 

students, it makes few demands on teachers. It is still used in situations where 

understanding literary texts is the primary focus of foreign language study and 

there is little need for a speaking knowledge of the language. Contemporary 

texts for the teaching of foreign languages at the college level still sometimes 

reflect Grammar-Translation principles. These texts are frequently the products 

of people trained in literature rather than in language teaching or applied 

linguistics.  

Consequently, though it may be true to say that the Grammar-Translation 

Method is still widely practiced, it has no advocates. It is a method for which 
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there is no theory. There is no literature that offers a rationale or justification for 

it or that attempts to relate it to issues in linguistics, psychology, or educational 

theory. However, its continued use in some part of the world may be due to (a) 

the limited command of spoken English of language teachers, (b) the fact that 

this was the method their teachers used, (c) it gives teachers a sense of control 

and authority in the classroom, and (d) it works well in large classes. Jin and 

Cortazzi (2011) offer the following explanation for the continued use of 

Grammar Translation and other traditional teaching approaches in some parts 

of the world: 

TAS (traditional approaches) have persisted for longer in most developing 

parts of the world than in more economically developed ones, due to the slower 

development of educational systems and language teacher training, cultural 

perceptions and different ways of change, limited learning resources and 

finance. 

But in Europe in the mid and late nineteenth century, opposition to the 

Grammar- Translation Method gradually developed in several countries. This 

Reform Movement, as it was referred to, laid the foundations for the 

development of new ways of teaching languages and raised controversies that 

have continued to the present day. 

Language teaching innovations in the nineteenth century 

Toward the middle of the nineteenth century, several factors contributed 

to a questioning and rejection of the Grammar Translation Method. Increased 

opportunities for communication among, Europeans created a demand for oral 

proficiency in foreign language Initially, this created a market for conservation 

books and phrase books intented ____vate study, but language teaching 

specialists also turned their attention to the way England modern European 

languages were being taught in secondary schools. Increasing public education 

system was seen to be failing in its responsibilities. In Germany, England France, 

and other parts of Europe, new approaches to language teaching were 

developed by individual language teaching specialists, each with a specific 

method for reforming teaching of modern languages. Some of these specialists, 

such as C. Marcel, T. Prenderg and F. Gouin, did not manage to achieve any 

lasting impact, though their ideas are of torical interest. 

The Frenchman C. Marcel (1793-1896) referred to child language learning 

as a mode for language teaching, emphasized the importance of meaning in 

learning, proposed that reading be taught before other skills, and tried to locate 

language teaching within a broader educational framework. The Englishman T. 
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Prendergast (1806-1886) was one of the first to record the observation that 

children use contextual and situational cues to interpret utter ances and that 

they use memorized phrases and "routines" in speaking. He proposed the first 

"structural syllabus," advocating that learners be taught the most basic 

structural pat terns occurring in the language. In this way he was anticipating a 

more scientific approach to language study, an issue that was to be taken up in 

the 1920s and 1930s, as we shall see in Chapter 3. The Frenchman F. Gouin 

(1831-1896) is perhaps the best known of these mid-nineteenth-century 

reformers. Gouin developed an approach to teaching a foreign language based 

on his observations of children's use of language.  

He believed that language learning was facilitated through using language 

to accomplish events consisting of a sequence of related actions. His method 

used situations and themes as ways of organizing and presenting oral language - 

the famous Gouin "series," which includes sequences of sentences related to 

such activities as chopping wood and opening the door. Gouin established 

schools to teach according to his method, and it was quite popular for a time. In 

the first lesson of a foreign language, the following series would be learned: 

            I walk toward the door.     I walk. 

 I draw near to the door.    I draw near.  

                     I draw nearer to the door.   I draw nearer. 

 I get to the door.     I get to. 

 I stop at the door.      I stop. 

 I stretch out my arm.    I stretch out. 

 I take hold of the handle.   I take hold. 

 I turn the handle.     I turn 

 I open the door.     I open 

 I pull the door.     I pull 

The door moves.     moves 

The door turns on its hinges   turns 

The door turns and turns.    turns 

I open the door wide.    I open 

I let go of the handle.    I let go 

 

Gouin's emphasis on the need to present new teaching items in a context 

that makes their meaning clear, and the use of gestures and actions to convey 

the meanings of utterances, are practices that later became part of such 
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approaches and methods as Situational Language Teaching and Total Physical 

Response . 

The work of individual language specialists like these reflects the changing 

climate of the times in which they worked. Educators recognized the need for 

speaking proficiency rather than reading comprehension, grammar, or literary 

appreciation as the goal for foreign language programs; there was an interest in 

how children learn languages, which prompted attempts to develop teaching 

principles from observation of (or, more typically, reflections about) child 

language learning. But the ideas and methods of Marcel, Prendergast, Gouin, and 

other innovators were developed outside the context of established circles of 

education and hence lacked the means for wider dissemination, acceptance, and 

implementation.  

They were writing at a time when there was not sufficient organizational 

structure in the language teaching profession (i.e., in the form of professional 

associations, journals, and conferences) to enable new ideas to develop into an 

educational movement. This began to change toward the end of the nineteenth 

century, however, when a more concerted effort arose in which the interests of 

reform-minded language teachers and linguists coincided. Teachers and 

linguists began to write about the need for new approaches to language 

teaching, and through their pamphlets, books, speeches, and articles, the 

foundation for more widespread pedagogical reforms was laid. This effort 

became known as the Reform Movement in language teaching. 
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