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The possibility of presenting content systematically is certainly the
most important factor in compensating for the lack of a natural situ-
ation in foreign language learning.

J. A. Van Ek, 1970






Contents

List of Figures
Preface
Acknowledgments

1 Introduction
1.1 What Others Said
1.2 A Helpful Instrument: A Relational Database
1.3 Preview: Examples of Applications
1.4 Intended Audience
1.5 Clarifications
1.6 Outline

2 Of Concepts And Connotations
2.1 Content: Definition and Related Terms
2.2 Systemization of Content
2.3 The Definers of Content
2.4 Method: How to Convey Content
2.5 Second or Foreign Language

3 Content Systemization in Historical Perspective

3.1 The Middle Ages: Conversations and Practicality

3.2 The Renaissance: Latin Slowly Shifts, the Rest Stays Put

3.3 The Seventeenth Century: A Golden Age of Reason and
Systemization

3.4 The Eighteenth Century: Education by Nature Is Still a System

3.5 The Nineteenth Century: Creative Turmoil, but Keeping
Progressiveness

3.6 The Twentieth Century until 1970: Calculus, Words, and
Structures

X111
XVil
XX1

D = =

11
13

15
16
22
22
32
40

53

59



Contents

Since the 1970s: The Council of Europe’s Systemic Approaches 68

4.1 The Foundational Construct 69
4.2 The Periphery Out of Control 78
4.3 The Common European Framework (CEF) 82
4.4 The Era of the RLDs: Reference Level Descriptions 91

4.5 Conclusion: What Have the European Initiatives Brought Us? 99

Vocabulary: The Substance of Progressive Content 101
5.1 In the End Is the Word 101
5.2 The Resurgence of Vocabulary in Language Pedagogy 102
5.3 Lexical Competence as Crucial Component of Proficiency 103
5.4 Defining and Counting Lexical Items 119
5.5 Selecting and Organizing Vocabulary 125

5.6 Conclusion: The Case for Long-Term Lexical Systemization 140

Functions of Systemization 143
6.1 For the Learning Process 143
6.2 For Learning Materials 162
6.3 For the Curriculum 168
6.4 For Research in Language Learning 172
6.5 Some Words of Relativization and Caution 173

Defining and Codifying Content 175
7.1 Sources of Content 175
7.2 Principles of a Simple Content Database 178
7.3 Prime Categories 179
7.4 Secondary Categories 209

Selecting and Structuring Content 223
8.1 Perspectives in Selecting and Structuring 223
8.2 Directions in Database Handling 231
8.3 From Lesson Unit to Lesson Unit 233
8.4 Putting Selections at Work within a Unit 249
8.5 Reiteration of Learned Material 261
8.6 Monitor Distributions over Longer Intervals 272

Supplemental Output of Systemized Material 279
9.1 Overviews: Lexicons and Indexes 279
9.2 Portfolio 285
9.3 Remedial and Catch-Up Material 286
9.4 Graded Readers 287
9.5 Level-Assessed Authentic Material 302

9.6 Tests 307



Contents xi

10 Conclusion 311

References 313
Index 357






Figures

1.1
4.1
4.2
4.3
51
5.2
5.3
54

6.1
7.1
7.2
7.3
7.4
7.5
7.6
7.7
7.8
7.9

Simple relational database with minimal traits.
Divergent number of words identified for CEF levels.
Number of words in Plan Curricular.

Plan Curricular’s expansion in the rationale of the CEF.
Vocabulary and basic comprehension (1).

Vocabulary and basic comprehension (2).

Intentional, incidental, implicit and explicit learning.

Potential lexical increase over 6 years of non-intensive
study.

Grouping for synonymy, hyperonymy, or despecification.

Simple relational database with minimal traits.
Defining lemmas with morphological information.
Defining lemmas with inflected forms and exponents.
Handling of articles in generated lists.

Defining univalent items for initial language learning.
Defining polyvalent items with same headword.
Defining polysemes with multiple entries.

Adding paradigmatic parentheses.

Defining multiword units in prepositional structures.

95
96
96
104
105
114

140
155
179
181
181
182
183
183
183
184
185



xiv  Figures

7.10

7.11
712
7.13
7.14
7.15
7.16

7.17
7.18
7.19
7.20

7.21
7.22
7.23
7.24
7.25
7.26
7.27
7.28
7.29
7.30
7.31
7.32
7.33

Generalizing from samples with grammatical
categorization.

Defining communicative expressions.

Defining collocations to clarify interlingual contrasts.
Entering multiple translations.

Conventional repartition of word classes.
Hierarchical diversification of word classes.

Polyvalent items with same headword in different word
classes.

Fields for general notions and specific notions.
Semantic fields: expandable hierarchical numbering.
Hierarchical numbering in the semantic category.

Predetermined sequential numbering in the semantic
category.

Including sequential numbering in the semantic category.

Dispersing polysemes over different semantic fields.

Attributing univalent lexical items to more than one field.

Locating lexical items in a textbook.

Locating lexical items in a level list.

Comparing lexical items in a textbook and a level list.
Comparing lexical items in multiple locations.

Sample from the field “travel” with multiple locations.
Multiyear consecutive numbering of chapters or units.
Adding a location code to any lexical item.

Using exponents as disambiguators.

Hierarchical and sequential numbering for grammar (1).

Hierarchical and sequential numbering for grammar (2).

185
186
187
188
189
190

191
193
194
194

195
196
196
197
198
199
200
200
202
203
203
204
210
211



7.34

7.35

7.36
7.37
7.38
8.1
8.2
8.3
8.4
8.5

8.6

8.7

8.8

8.9

8.10
8.11
8.12
8.13
8.14
8.15
8.16
8.17
8.18
8.19

Figures

Including sequential numbering in the grammatical
category.

Hierarchical and sequential numbering for sociocultural
topics.

Pronunciation: handling of phonetic font.

Codifying derivations and derivation types.

Codifying contrastive traits.

Blending perspectives for a communicative situation.
Determining semantic fields for a communicative situation.
Surveying semantic fields per field.

Selecting a specific semantic field.

Surveying items of a semantic field according to level
sources.

Applying selection criteria according to level sources.

Result of selection in one field according to level sources.

Codifying lexical items for incorporation in a new location.

Sample result in syllabus form of data in Figure 8.2.
Spiral expansion of lexical items in a multiyear program.
Structuring elaboration according to location category.
Listing potential items for subsequent introduction.
Codifying grammatical items according to location.
Monitoring grammatical expansion in a multiyear program.
Monitoring cultural topics in a multiyear program.
Selecting items for communicative practice (1).

Selecting items for communicative practice (2).
Determining semantic fields for situational practice.

Selecting items for communicative practice (3).

XV

212

214
215
219
220
230
234
235
235

236
236
237
238
238
242
243
245
246
247
248
251
251
252
252



XVl

8.20
8.21
8.22
8.23
8.24
8.25
8.26
8.27
8.28
8.29
8.30
8.31
8.32
8.33
8.34
8.35
9.1
9.2
9.3
9.4
9.5
9.6
9.7
9.8
9.9
9.10

Figures

Sample assignments for communicative practice.
Selecting items for grammatical practice (1).

Result of selection of data in Figure 8.21.

Selecting items for grammatical practice (2).

Result of selection of data in Figure 8.23.
Composing derivation blocks with exponents.
Derivation blocks: sample result in course material.
Adapting reiteration selections to practice forms.
Structuring items to prepare for a Thematic Lexicon.
Sample page of a Thematic Lexicon with exponents.
Sample review assignment to a Thematic Lexicon.
Overview of explicit lexical reiteration in one year.
Distributing one grammatical topic over various courses.
Distributing all grammatical topics over one course.

Showing semantic progression over one year.

Showing grammatical progression with review references.

Sample page of Lexique thématique (1).

Sample page of Lexique thématique (2).

Sample alphabetical listing with normal article position.
Sample grammatical index.

Portfolio reporting in smaller increments.

Determining gaps and bridges in switchovers.

Graded readers over six years in small increments.

Generating alternatives for replacement in text adaptation.

Authentic text referenced to the learner’s level.

Rendering the coverage of potential reading levels.

253
254
255
256
257
259
260
264
266
267
268
271
275
276
277
278
280
280
283
284
285
287
296
297
304
305



Preface

In 1983 Belgian publisher Van In asked me to write a French textbook for
the upper years of high school in Flanders—the Dutch-speaking part of
Belgium. The book was intended for 11th grade students who had been
learning French as a foreign language for at least four years in non-intensive
programs a few hours a week.

I felt confident I would be able to produce such a textbook. I had
taught at those levels, T was involved in didactic research, and for a
decade I had been responsible for training high school French teachers.
But from the first moments of planning, I was confronted with a major
question that, surprisingly, had never occurred to me: what content do
students master (or are supposed to master) by the end of the 10th grade,
content that should be reviewed in communicative applications in the
11th grade and that should form the basis for further expansion? How
was this new textbook going to connect with a proper vertical articula-
tion over the years?

The intention, indeed, was not to support learning on advanced levels
for motivated university students. We were dealing with slow curricular
progression in high schools—two to three 50-minute lessons a week given
to adolescents caught between competing disciplines and who were, over-
all, not too motivated. The thin spreading of the learning process made
systematic review of previously learned material necessary. But what had
they learned? What should the textbook review?

I expected the textbooks used in those previous years to provide the
answer to these questions. After all, the concepts of grading and sequencing
in language learning materials had been around for decades. But it became
quickly obvious that only during the first year, or sometimes the first two,
was language content more or less well identified. Then disorder set in. In
the third and fourth years of language learning (9th and 10th grades) text-
books did not link up with preceding volumes, not even if they belonged to
the same series. Cumulative lexicons at the end of each book were lacking
or did not reflect what had been covered previously. We were in the mid-
1980s—the heyday of functional-notional approaches—so I asked teachers
if they could provide me with an overview of functions and notions that
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had been implemented over the years. I made the same request to textbook
authors. None was able to comply.

It did not make sense to start analyzing and cataloging all the mate-
rial in the textbooks previously used. First, there were various series in
use, each with different content, so that a homogeneous summation at the
end of the 10th grade, valid for all students in Flanders, was not possible.
Second, some teachers did not follow their textbooks as planned. Some
teachers replaced certain parts with copies of newspaper or journal articles,
showed films, listened to songs, had free discussions, etc. Only later would
my research into systemization reveal that this problem was reasonably
solvable.

I wondered about responsible lexical selection and cumulative integra-
tion over the whole school program. I set up a few limited experiments to
measure one aspect of content progression over the years (i.e., the mastery
of vocabulary in communicative contexts), at the end of the 9th grade and
at the end of the 12th grade. It turned out that students knew less French
productively—and sometimes much less—at the end of their high school
study than they had three years earlier. Students were actually losing what
they had learned in previous years. The main reason was that in the upper
years the lessons, already time-limited, mainly consisted of freewheeling
activities. Teachers spent little or no time on identifying and reviewing pre-
viously learned material (Decoo 1988).

I had to admit that in teaching and in training teachers, I had not dealt
with this aspect of content progression and reiteration. Teacher training
mainly concentrated on ad hoc classroom strategies, interaction, the use
of media, evaluation techniques, etc. To be sure, content received some
attention but not as a tangible continuum. Rather, I touched upon content
in the form of samples and of model lessons. For teachers’ in-classroom
training, students were encouraged to find an interesting article or a song
to present to their class, without any consideration about how this activity
fit into a sustained program of language progression and reinforced previ-
ously learned material.

In view of the scope of the problem, I told the publishing company that
I would be unable to make an efficient textbook in those circumstances.
Without knowing the precise content base at the end of the 10th grade, I felt
that a new textbook for the following year, with material taken at random,
would only perpetuate a problematic situation.

The idea then emerged to develop a completely new series of textbooks
from the very first lesson on, which would meticulously select content and
effectively expand it, book after book, year after year, constantly reiterat-
ing all that had been learned within a framework of varied communicative
strategies. With the assistance of a group of teacher-authors, I set out on
that adventure. The group started on the level of groping apprenticeship.
The first book, the experimental edition of Eventail 1, came out in 1984.
Our prime concern with progression, continuity, reiteration, and deeper
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integration next led to the production of other sustaining publications,
such as thematic lexicons for revision and training, and to graded readers,
matching the levels the students had attained.

The acceptance of the approach was surprising, considering the normally
slow and prudent conversion to new language textbooks in Flanders. Four
years later, in 1988, 70 percent of the 900 Flemish secondary schools had
adopted Eventail in spite of opposition from some officials in the educa-
tional system (who, I should add, had a stake in competing textbooks). We
then developed, on the same principle of monitored progression, a French
textbook for the elementary school (two volumes of Eventail-Junior for the
fifth and sixth grades), which within a few years had been adopted by 80
percent of the 2,200 Flemish elementary schools. Further-related material
was also produced—accompanying graded readers and thematic lexicons
for different levels, pedagogical grammars, listening material, communica-
tive tests, educational software, etc.

In the 1990s a team of teachers wrote a series for professional education
based on the same principles as those in Eventail (Eventail-TSO), while
another team produced a series for business sections in senior high school
(Carte de visite). Some of the series and related material were adapted for
use in a few East European countries, including a major development in
Russia as part of a cooperation agreement between the Russian and Flem-
ish ministries of education. In 1997 we began Arcades, a new series to
replace Eventail. At this point, my colleagues and I not only had more
experience, research background, and better instruments but also had
developed more nuanced approaches in areas where we had been too radi-
cal. Two new series, called Arcades Réseau and En Action, were started in
more recent years.

According to user feedback, important reasons for their satisfaction in
the textbooks were the “certainty and clarity,” and the deep integration
that content systemization provided non-intensive programs in a regular
school environment. Teachers in different grades felt that they were now
working toward common long-term goals to which all their small efforts
contributed. Perhaps as important: systemization did not compel teachers
to use a certain, strict method. Teachers could vary in their approaches, a
point that is explained and suggested in the instructor’s manuals.

Of course, neither the wide distribution of the approach nor the over-
all positive feedback constitute proof for greater effectiveness and higher
achievements compared to other approaches. Circumstances did not permit
us to set up comparative studies. Moreover, the history of such compari-
sons shows how unconvincing they remain because of the complexity of the
variables. Still, the whole endeavor to systemize expanding content seemed
to answer an evident need.

For this book it seemed worthwhile to look back and share what I have
learned from these textbook projects. Indeed, much literature on language
learning and syllabus design is devoted to what ought to be, sometimes
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based on small-scale experiments, while what has been tried out over lon-
ger periods for large groups is rarely used as a source for reflection and
description. This work on content systemization is based on some 25 years
of my experience with textbook development. The insights have come from
experimentation and practice, from trial and error, from positive and nega-
tive criticisms related to the development, and from the actual use of these
textbooks by a few million learners in several countries. In other words,
my colleagues and I have tried out the principles in real-world applications
and have received massive feedback from the field that allowed us to refine
hypotheses, to develop improved products, and to diversify the offerings,
in a cyclic, dialectic movement between research and implementation. Year
after year, that feedback continues to come from inquiries and interviews.

However, this book aims at much more than a simple survey of experi-
ences from a project. I also describe the theoretical and historical back-
ground for the concept of systemization, within the broader framework
of language-teaching methods. It constitutes a reflection of my research
over many years. Most of my research has been published in Dutch and in

French. T am grateful for the opportunity to reach a wider audience with
this book.

Wilfried Decoo
Brigham Young University / University of Antwerp
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1 Introduction

SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER

This chapter starts by referring to a number of authorities, both past and
present, who have called attention to the importance of organized content
for language teaching. Next, to make things immediately concrete, I give
a brief description of what computer-assisted systemization of content can
entail. It is followed by concrete examples of applications, which are treated
in more detail in subsequent chapters. With that practical background, it is
easier to understand the section on the intended audience and the objectives
of this book. I further clarify the broader framework, of which systemiza-
tion of content is only one facet. The chapter concludes with an outline of
the various chapters of this book.

1.1 WHAT OTHERS SAID

This section, meant as an appetizer, wants to point out how strongly peda-
gogues have emphasized the need for systemization of content in language
teaching—or at least the principle of calculated progression. A brief histori-
cal overview of how this has been tried is studied in Chapter 3. Here I will
only mention examples from a wide array of statements.

1.1.1 In Years Past

In the seventeenth century, the prominent pedagogue John Amos Come-
nius, who developed language textbooks used all over Europe for some 200
years, stated: “Let us teach and learn: the few before the many; the short
before the long; the simple before the complex; the general before the par-
ticular; the nearer before the more remote; the regular before the irregular”
(1648, cited in Jelinek 1953, p. 123).

Claude Marcel, acclaimed by Howatt (2004) for his “complex and
carefully thought-out methodology of language teaching” (p. 171), wrote
in 1853:
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The principles of subdivision and gradation, by concentrating the power
of the mind on one thing at a time, are most powerful in instruction
(...): a rational method of learning languages, in conformity with
these principles, ought to indicate the successive operations which are
necessary at the different stages of the acquisition, so that each may
suitably prepare for that which follows, and that all may gradually
concur to the end proposed. (p. 201)

In 1904, Otto Jespersen, a key figure of the Reform movement in language
teaching, posits that “there must be gradual progress in difficulty, that is,
the material for instruction must be arranged in stages from very easy to
more and more difficult things” (p. 14).

Harold Palmer, in his groundbreaking The Scientific Study and Teach-
ing of Languages (1917), asserts:

What we can do, however, to ensure gradation on sound and salutary
lines is to regulate the quantity of units in accordance with the capaci-
ties of the average student, to work from the easier to the more difficult
forms of expression, to select the more used in preference to the less
used ergons, and to avoid abrupt transitions. (p. 121)

William F. Mackey, who produced one of the most thorough studies on
language learning in the twentieth century, devotes two chapters to the
selection and gradation of linguistic elements in order to create progressive
courses: “Selection is an inherent characteristic of all methods. Since it is
impossible to teach the whole of a language, all methods must in some way
or other, whether intentionally or not, select the part of it they intend to
teach” (1965, p. 161). Mackey’s selection criteria include frequency, range,
availability, coverage, and learnability.

1.1.2 A Plea Since the 1970s

The injunction by Anton (1970) that “there must be acceptance of a curric-
ular continuum, which will serve as a basic guideline for language instruc-
tion from the earliest level of study through the teacher-training program”
(p. 18) has been repeated over and over since the 1970s.

In his introduction to Robert Galisson’s “systematic vocabulary learn-
ing” (1970), Francis Debyser reminds the readers that “the lexicon, even if
it is limitless, obeys laws of structural organization.” It is the “knowledge
of those laws that allows the organization of systematic teaching” (p. 5,
transl.). Galisson’s work itself focuses on the phase beyond the already well-
systemized 3,000 words of the francais fondamental to show that even in
those richer lexical environments systemization for calculated progression
is feasible.
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The quotation by Jan Van Ek (1970) that serves as this book’s epigraph
posits the didactic principle of systemization for language teaching in relation
to natural acquisition: “The possibility of presenting content systematically is
certainly the most important factor in compensating for the lack of a natural
situation in foreign language learning” (p. 17). Van Ek is one of the found-
ers of the vast European movement of the past decades toward delineating
language learning as a progressive system that can be structured into levels to
be filled with adequate content for each stage and evaluated through assess-
ment of the learners. That European movement quickly triggered courses and
textbooks claiming to follow the new principles. But in his Communicative
Syllabus Design, John Munby (1978) remarks critically:

A look at many of the resultant courses and materials prompts the vital
question: what system (if any) is being used to arrive at the specifica-
tion of the English deemed appropriate for different purposes? If it does
not exist, there is clearly a need for a model that takes account of all
the potentially significant variables and systematically applies them to
achieve an appropriate specification. (pp. 1-2)

Munby’s warning did not have much effect. Ten years later, Denis Girard,
Janine Courtillon, Brian Page, and René Richterich—also key figures for
language learning developments promoted by the Council of Europe—
found it necessary to correct a mistaken interpretation of the European
threshold movement. In their assessment of the implementation of that
movement from the early 1970s on, they state:

The threshold levels, based on terminal objectives, may have given the
impression that the pedagogic concept of sequencing was obsolete, the
only criterion being to satisfy on the spot the language needs elicited by
a topic or a setting. But one ran the risk, in simply reacting haphazardly
to situations and topics, of greatly complicating the task of the learner
one believed one was helping. (Girard et al. 1988, p. 42)

The rest of their book, aptly called Selection and Distribution of Contents
in Language Syllabuses, is one plea for gradual systemization. The Com-
mon European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe
2001) itself asserts:

Learning which takes place over a period of time needs to be organised
into units which take account of progression and can provide continu-
ity. Syllabuses and materials need to be situated in relation to one an-
other. A framework of levels may help in this process. Learning efforts
in relation to those objectives and those units need also to be situated
on this vertical dimension of progress, i.e., assessed in relation to gains
in proficiency. (p. 16)
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Lange (1997) calls curricular articulation for second language teaching “a
moral imperative” (p. 41) and defines it as “the interrelation and continuity
of contents, curriculum, instruction, and evaluation, with the focus of all
aspects on the progress of the learner toward comprehending and commu-
nicating in a second language” (p. 31). Barrette and Paesani (2005) devoted
a reader to the importance of language program articulation. Steinhart
(2006) pleads for “courses that are linked so as to make up articulated
programs, and that of students experiencing coherence as a facilitative and
supporting structure for their own learning” (p. 259). Rifkin (2006) attri-
butes the failure of language programs to reach advanced-level skills to the
lack of sequential curricular planning and proposes that “the well-articu-
lated language curriculum should build learning tasks one upon the other
as students reach toward ever greater language accomplishments” (p. 263).
Harden (2006) draws attention to the gap between institutional instruc-
tion and learners’ expectations from the perspective of progression. Pro-
gression, indeed, is a complex concept greatly influenced by the collective
experience of the classroom as well as by individual variables, as Harden
and Witte (2006) also stress.

This perspective of planned selection and progression is not limited to
the discrete elements of grammar and vocabulary. It pertains to all relevant
aspects of language learning. It thus ties in with the concept of “pedagogi-
cal norms” as stated by Bardovi-Harlig and Gass (2002):

Grounded in both sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic principles, ped-
agogical norms guide the selection and sequencing of target language
features for language teaching and learning. Such selection principles
are more important than ever today as language teachers and material
developers strive to incorporate an increasing number of varied aspects
of language into the curriculum and to deliver it to a widening range
of students. (p. 1)

Mishan (2005) remarks that the “recent books in the area, notably Byrd
1995, Tomlinson 1998, and McGrath 2002, are all geared towards redress-
ing the lack of a systematic approach to materials design and evaluation”
(p- x).

Swan (2005), who takes issue with some tenets of task-based instruc-
tion, insists on the situation of the vast majority of language learners, i.e.,
adolescents in non-intensive school programs—the “3hpw learners” (three
hours per week). These students need an approach that guarantees a bal-
anced coverage of content over the years: “in such contexts there is a pow-
erful case for proactive teaching incorporating formal syllabuses” (p. 378).
Swan further asserts:

The claim that “traditional” approaches have failed is not well founded,
and frequently involves misrepresentation of the approaches in question.
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The naturalistic communication-driven pedagogy characteristic of TBI
[task-based instruction] has serious limitations, especially as regards
the systematic teaching of new linguistic material. Its exclusive use
is particularly unsuitable for exposure-poor contexts where time is
limited—that is to say, for most of the world’s language learners. (pp.
396-397)

Finally, language testing is an area that has shown great concern for sys-
temization, in particular for achievement testing, where learners are to be
assessed in the course of their actual progression.

Of course, there are also critics of systemized language teaching, par-
ticularly when linguistic criteria determine the sequencing. Indeed, in the
minds of some, systemized content conjures up predetermined listings of
“words and grammar,” which are then also presented as some kind of non-
communicative cramming of discrete elements. The definition of content,
as used in this book, will clarify that perception. Moreover, few of the
opponents to planned sequencing seem to realize that any alternative also
requires systemization. It was easy to state that

it is necessary only that the material be presented in contexts represen-
tative of actual speech and that it be meaningful to the students. ( ... )
It is an advantage that choice of course materials does not depend upon
word counts and structure counts that are frequently innaccurate [sic].
If a situation is accurately defined, the vocabulary and syntax within it
must be appropriate to teach. (Hauptman 1971, pp. 236-237)

But how do authors or teachers ensure that contexts are representative and
that situations are accurately defined? If the choice of situations is to be dic-
tated by other-than-linguistic criteria, like the immediate needs of students
to be met by authentic sources, the correct determination of those needs
and the choice of relevant sources to answer those needs require some form
of systemization. And how to ensure that what has been brought up “spon-
taneously” will be reiterated adequately later on for deeper integration? At
various places in this book I therefore include the process-based (or task-
based) approach as recipient of the advantages of systemization.

1.2 A HELPFUL INSTRUMENT: A RELATIONAL DATABASE

Before clarifying the intended audience and the objectives of this book,
I believe it is useful to give a brief description of what computer-assisted
systemization of content can entail. It will make things concrete from the
onset and point ahead to the practical chapters at the end of this book.

I start from the premise that as syllabus designers, textbook authors, or
teachers we want to have a better grip on the content with which learners
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have been, will be, or may be confronted. One instrument for achieving this
purpose is a relational database, which is basically a table consisting of a
set of rows and columns. One that is easy to use, and already on any com-
puter that has Microsoft Office, is Access. It does not require any expertise
to operate on a basic level. Its primary use is to enter data, which can then
be processed in a variety of ways.

For our purpose, each row represents an item of content. The various
columns on the row identify traits of that item, such as the lexical item in
the target language, a translation to the mother tongue, the word class,
the semantic field, the location (unit or chapter) where it is introduced in a
textbook, and a salient sample sentence as “exponent.” All these categories
are explained in detail in Chapter 7.

See for an example with minimal traits Figure 1.1.

Other columns for various traits can be added, making the database as rich
as one would want for various purposes. A relational database not only keeps
track of content entered but allows the user to classify and select data at will.
Examples are an alphabetical list of all items taught during a certain month;
a thematic overview of all items from (part of) a textbook or a frequency
list; adjectives expressing emotions studied up to a certain level; nouns with
a peculiar morphological anomaly; words and structures useful for a visit to
the doctor; expressions for the function “to apologize™; or cultural data such
as artists and works mentioned since the beginning of the course.

Other instruments that can also be tied to the database perform such
tasks as scanning authentic texts to compare with selections in the database,
making a concordance of sources used in class, or checking on how accu-
rately items are reused for sufficient reiteration in texts and exercises during
a course. Such possibilities are occasionally mentioned in this book.

1.3 PREVIEW: EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS

The following examples illustrate what computer-assisted systemization
can do, ranging from simple and obvious cases to the broader and more
demanding. The “user” in these examples can be a textbook author or a
teacher, depending on the situation.

1. Review former vocabulary thematically. Many words and struc-
tures formerly learned do not reappear later unless properly planned.
Students are now in their third year. The user wants a weekly review
of these items so that all are refreshed at least twice during the whole
third year. For each review, words and structures are to be grouped
thematically, each with a sample sentence with Cloze.

The database can immediately provide such a structured list of
groups of items. The user spreads these groups over the available weeks
and defines the evaluation criteria.
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A French English Class | Sem | Loc | Exponent with
Cloze
une |demande a request, an 2 434 | 11.3 |Pour visiter cette
application église, il faut
d'abord faire
une d... .
actuellement |at the 61 24 | 21.8 |Hier la situation
moment, at était grave.
present Mais ac... elle
s'améliore.
valoir: 11 It would be 9 104 120.12 | Ne restez pas ici.
vaudrait better if 11 vaudrait m...
mieux que g... vous
partiez.
bon: A quoi | What's the 721 | 446 |23.12|Je ne veux plus
bon? use? essayer! Ca ne
va pas. ... q...
b...?
Figure 1.1 Simple relational database with minimal traits.

2. Prepare a conversation. Many communicative textbooks foresee as-
signments such as “Call the airline and reconfirm a reservation” or
“Check the time of departure, required papers, luggage limits, etc.”
It can also be part of the pretask in task-based learning. It is helpful
if students can first review the relevant words and structures previ-
ously learned. The same approach is valid when something that hap-
pened unexpectedly would form a good topic for conversation in class.
To prepare for this conversation as effectively as possible, the teacher
would need a quick overview of relevant vocabulary, subdivided in two
groups: words previously encountered and those not yet encountered.
Students can first take a few minutes to prepare for the conversation.

On the basis of a few semantic codes (or by entering key words related
to the topic), the database gives all relevant words and structures previ-
ously learned, including sample sentences for contextual use. Words
not yet encountered but interesting for the topic can also be selected
and given to students with the translation and a sample sentence.

3. Focus on forms. As a teacher I use a communicative approach in a
third-semester Spanish course. At regular intervals, I conduct a “focus
on forms” to clarify grammar (e.g., better mastery of the verbal forms
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of the type abrir in the main tenses). The textbook offers only a chart
and a minimal exercise. But the students need more practice with all
of the verbs of that type encountered since the first semester and in fa-
miliar contexts for communication. Such periodic sessions of “focus on
forms” would also be good for lexical rehearsal of these verbs.

The database instantly delivers the list of these verbs, together with
salient sample sentences for each. If the course material is electroni-
cally available, a concordancer can also give the sentences in which
the verb forms appeared earlier in our textbook and, if wanted, in the
textbook(s) of previous semesters. With those or similar sentences, the
user can easily compose, e.g., contextual Cloze-exercises.

4. Review specific structures. In an advanced German course, the
user wants, for contrastive practice, to list all encountered uses of
the structure eines Tages, such as in Es ist eines Tages letzten Monat
passiert. Es wird eines Tages ndchsten Monat passieren. Ich komme
eines Tages.

The database provides these examples from the list of sample sen-
tences. Or the user can assemble such examples by using a concor-
dancer that scans the electronic version of class materials.

5. Assess an authentic source. As a teacher I use a conventional text-
book, with all the steps laid out. From time to time I want to supple-
ment the material with an Internet article, a song from the charts, or a
film clip. But its language level must be manageable for students—no
more than 5 percent unknown elements. I also want to know which
yet-unknown elements are valuable for the students to retain because
they appear later in the textbook.

If the text of the source is not too long and if the teacher knows the
textbook fairly well, the comparison with the database can be done
manually by a simple search for each questionable item or a few stu-
dents can be asked to underline “unknown” items, which can then
be checked in the database. The database shows if the item has been
studied before or not. If not, it will show if and when the course will
introduce that item.

In the case of longer texts or insufficient familiarity with the text-
book, teachers may proceed to corpus comparison, as is done in the
preparation of graded readers.

6. Select items for pronunciation practice. During a first year of
French course, the user wants to give the students some pronunciation
practice on the difference between [e] and [¢]. To that end, a list of
words recently learned is needed, containing those sounds. Moreover,
the words must be selected from a few specific semantic fields in order
to practice them in limited communicative contexts.
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The database can provide this list at once and exactly to the point
where students are in the textbook, including sample sentences for con-
textual use.

7. Select items for spelling practice. In a second-year ESL course, stu-
dents ask for some extra practice for the spelling of the English [u], in
words such as grew, shoe, through, flu, two, who.

The database gives all relevant words previously (or just recently)
learned with the required characteristics, including sample sentences
for contextual use.

8. Select rhymes. For a creative, collaborative task, the teacher has
the students write poems with rhymes. As much as possible, students
should use words more recently learned.

The database gives us the words learned during a defined period, al-
phabetically classified per rhyme, with the most recently learned words
on top in every rhyme group.

9. Help a transfer student. A student enters into an ongoing program
(either at the beginning of a new semester or during the semester). He/she
has had a similar number of foreign language hours but with a different
textbook, which means significant content discrepancies. The teacher
wants to identify possible lacunae and provide efficient remedial help.

If the material of the formerly used textbook(s) is also identified in
the database, we can generate the words and structures (with sample
sentences) that a student has not yet learned and should start work-
ing on so that he/she can follow with ease in the new program. If
that material is not identified, the student can be given the lexical
list (e.g., thematically grouped with sample sentences) of what has
been learned up to his/her point of entry into the new program. He/
she can then concentrate on lacunae and review items over a period
of several weeks.

10. Check textbook continuity. In a progressive approach, text-
books within one series for subsequent years are assumed to build
up content systematically, but in reality such organization is often
inadequate. Moving to a textbook from a different series in a sub-
sequent year usually implies major discrepancies: the book assumes
the students already know certain material, but the students never
encountered it previously, or the textbook presents other material
as new although it has already been covered. The latter can be seen
as useful review but the former can create problems, especially for
weaker students.

If the material from the various textbooks has been codified in the
database (even if it is limited only to the lexicon), it just takes a minute
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to obtain an overview of the discrepancies. Items that students are sup-
posed to know at the beginning of the new textbook (or up to any unit
in that book) but that are unfamiliar to the students can be identified
and structured into one or more remedial units. The teacher can cover
those during the first days or weeks of the course (if only for receptive
assessment at this point), while work with the new textbook can start
simultaneously.

11. Develop a textbook. Any experienced textbook writer knows how
important it is to have a clear, complete, and structured view of all
the material that the book is supposed to cover, as well as a follow-up
system that tracks what has been used and how it is being recycled
through the textbook.

The database functions as a dynamic syllabus, providing overviews
and desired selections. As the writing of the textbook progresses, the da-
tabase serves to keep track of the material entered, allowing the author to
monitor recycling. For any kind of practice forms, the database helps to
select the most relevant items, as mentioned in previous examples.

12. Assess or produce graded readers. Simplified texts are recognized
as beneficial for language learners. They are usually presented in grades
and often expressed in number of words: a level of 1,000 words, a level
of 2,000 words, etc. However, in most cases, this vocabulary matches
only partially what specific students have learned in their program.
The differences can be quite large, given the major discrepancies be-
tween textbooks, even at elementary levels.

The database makes it possible to assess existing graded readers as to
their measure of discrepancy with a textbook level, and, if necessary, to
provide proper remedial vocabulary lists to ensure smoother reading.
Moreover, the database is a powerful instrument to help in the produc-
tion of graded readers that reflect the learners’ progress more precisely.
This approach also allows the control of the ratio of unknown words
for the application of reading strategies.

13. Monitor a process-based course. The students in this class, a small
group of motivated adults, can decide for themselves what the daily
content will be and negotiate the process with the teacher. Any topic,
any situation, any document can be brought up. On the spot the teacher
helps with what is needed, and students work as well as possible with
the content as it is discovered or provided.

A database can help in various ways. It can immediately suggest or
supplement appropriate content for the topic or situation that students
have proposed. During or after each session, it can be used to record
what the students decide should be remembered. Those elements will
be rehearsed at later times and, if foreseen, used for testing. After some
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70 percent of the course has passed, the database can signal gaps that
need to be covered. Indeed, experience with process-based courses re-
veals that large chunks of elementary vocabulary and structures are
never brought up without some monitoring of content.

1.4 INTENDED AUDIENCE

Who could benefit from such an approach?

1.5

In the first place, obvious beneficiaries are authors of syllabuses or
textbooks, whatever approach or method they favor, as long as they
are sensitive to issues of content progression. Systemization starts in
the initial stages of language learning. If one keeps up with the effort
of filling the database, the system can continue to serve up to the high-
est levels, in particular to overcome the notorious breach between the
elementary and the advanced levels.

Language teachers can benefit as well. This book can help them become
more conscious of the dimension of progressive content in the classroom
and the positive impact of content systemization on students’ learning. If
they are willing to start a database with the material in their textbook,
they can generate various applications to improve the learning process,
as described in Chapters 7 to 9 in this book.

Officials in the educational system, in particular developers of stan-
dards and curricula, will gain greater understanding of the function
and importance of progressive content for long-term goals, expressed
in more quantifiable ways.

Researchers in aspects of foreign language learning can become more
aware of the variable that content can constitute in experimental
research, in particular in assessing learner performance.

CLARIFICATIONS

Placing content for language learning at the center of a book could easily
be misunderstood. A few clarifications should avert the narrow impression
that content systemization is some kind of predetermined buildup of words
and structures in a so-called strictly structural approach. Content is only
one facet, albeit an important one, in a complex process that can follow
various roads.

1.5.1 From the Viewpoint of Teaching

First, this book does not define which content ought to be presented in a
language course, though it indicates sources and criteria for selection. It
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studies the reasons why content systemization, as such, is important; it
analyzes the framework in which selection and organization of content is
possible; and it describes ways in which content can be defined, codified,
structured, and implemented. The precise determination and organiza-
tion of content for a specific approach is the duty of those responsible for
instruction. Even so, content systemization is not meant to narrow lan-
guage learning to a rigid package of things to be taught. It should help the
syllabus designer, textbook author, or teacher reflect on the nature and
place of content in language learning in order to determine an efficient
middle ground between foreseen progression and limitless emancipation.
Whatever the content chosen, systemization provides stronger possibilities
of reviewing and recycling previously studied material in effective ways,
guaranteeing enhanced concentric progression. It also offers the possibil-
ity of identifying and monitoring the unanticipated items that spring from
immediate communicative needs.

Second, this book advocates neither a certain type of syllabus design nor
a specific method for teaching/learning a foreign language. Resistance to
systemization sometimes stems from distrust of imposed systems. System-
ization of content, as I hope to make clear, can serve viewpoints on syllabus
or textbook design that diverge markedly from each other. It can serve
a broad range of methods, from one that closely follows predetermined
texts to one that deliberately rejects any form of pedagogical selection and
organization of language materials. Even in the latter case, what is being
effectively handled in class deserves capture and registration for reuse and
testing purposes. An underlying concept of this book is, indeed, that it
does not matter which method you follow as long as from the onset you
keep track of what has been taught to the students or discovered by them
on their own.

In that sense, systemization does not necessarily imply a linearity that
accumulates previously determined material step-by-step—an approach
that Van Lier (1996) and Zappen-Thomson (2006), among others, have
warned about. Systemization can be useful even for the learner-constructed
model Laoire proposes (Laoire 2006). Indeed, without some local man-
agement, and therefore some recording and subsequent recycling, such a
learner-oriented model could result in disorganized learning, particularly
in non-intensive courses and weaker students.

However, the fact that content systemization can be useful for various
approaches does not mean I don’t have any pedagogical preferences accord-
ing to the learning situation. Those preferences have grown out of years of
language-teaching experience in divergent situations, complemented by the
demands of textbook writing and enriched by feedback from classroom
teachers. It is likely that my pedagogical preferences become visible at vari-
ous points, particularly when it comes to systemization for textbooks in
school-bound, non-intensive courses.
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1.5.2 From the Viewpoint of Learning

The following nuances can be observed:

First, language learning is much more than being faced with pedagogi-
cally selected and organized content and somehow managing to assimilate
it. As Reibel (1969) expressed it: “The learner’s proficiency in the target lan-
guage, like that of the native speaker, is not just the linear, additive sum of all
the language parts he knows” (p. 291). A learner’s progression is also largely
dependent on personal variables such as motivation, personal involvement,
persistence, and time invested. Progression involves growth in confidence,
in risk taking, and in autonomy—including the strategies required to foster
these traits. At the same time, however, content systemization can be a sus-
taining factor for those personal traits. It provides a sustained view about
what students have learned and what students need reviewed, together with
a calculated concentric expansion of language proficiency. Such a view of
progression made can promote the positive traits just mentioned and can
help in developing strategies in a more orderly fashion.

Second, progression in content, inasmuch as we can identify, quan-
tify, and order language material, does not mean that all learners fol-
low that same path similarly. Even if material is presented in the same
order to a group of students, after each lesson, and certainly after each
longer period, they will differ among themselves in terms of individual
achievement. One student will not have integrated some material at all,
another will be able to recognize some material only receptively, while
yet another will already be well ahead. Each student thus evolves in a
dynamic interaction with previously learned material, manifesting vary-
ing degrees of intake and integration, of automatization and fluency—
a diversity studied by, e.g., Meara (1984), Nation (1990), and Schmitt
(1998). Stating that learners have reached the level of 5,000 words, for
example, should be understood as a general indication of the common
goal, not as the exact figure each student has achieved. At the same time,
however, content systemization can provide the weaker students with the
instruments to better keep up with others or to remedy weaknesses more
efficiently. These aspects are handled as part of the functions of system-
ization in Chapter 6.

The conclusion is that methodological nuances and individual variations
and discrepancies cannot be used as excuses for not trying to manage con-
tent in a systematic way.

1.6 OUTLINE

After this introductory chapter, Chapters 2 through 6 draw a more theo-
retical framework for the concept of systemization.
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Chapter 2 deals with terminology and conceptual orientation. It
answers the questions: What is to be understood by content, method,
and other frequently used terms? To what extent do variables affect
the application realm of content systemization?

Chapter 3 looks at content systemization from a historical perspective
to see what major efforts have been made—even as long ago as in the
Middle Ages—to select and organize content for language learning.
Chapter 4 studies in greater detail one of the most comprehen-
sive attempts to systemization to date: the Council of Europe’s
approaches.

Chapter 5 focuses on vocabulary as providing inevitable basic units
for content systemization, even if the organizational principles are
not lexical.

Chapter 6 describes the possible functions of systemization: What are
the advantages of identifying and trailing content progression?

Chapters 7 through 9 are more practical and deal with suggestions for
implementation based on experience gained from years of working with
databases and with correlated learning programs.

Chapter 7 discusses the possibilities of defining and codifying content
in a relational database, which becomes a dynamic instrument for
monitoring content in various dimensions.

Chapter 8 shows how such a relational database can be used to select
and structure content for specific language learning programs.
Chapter 9 describes the possibilities for supplemental output based on
content systemization.

Remarks on Substance and Style

Over the years I have frequently spoken on aspects of content systemization
at conferences and have also published various contributions on the topic
(see some in References). Parts of this book make use of some of those ele-
ments, mostly in updated form.

Many examples come from French as a foreign language. For those
totally unfamiliar with French, I believe the accompanying explanations
give sufficient background to understand the raison d’étre of the material
presented. As the profession would say: “The context should make it com-
prehensible for the intended purpose.”
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An introductory presentation of terms is found in many books dealing
with language teaching and learning. For those familiar with that lit-
erature, the following discussion could be superfluous. However, even
identical terms used in the profession can have various connotations.
I do not claim to determine what the connotations should be, but I
need to clarify how I understand and nuance some of them. Some com-
monly used terms in English, which need clarification even when used
by native speakers, may have different meanings in other languages
when translated literally or approximately because of the lack of an
evident counterpart. Some English terms that are used to differentiate
concepts in the domain of language learning may simply not be possible
in other languages, or lack proper equivalents—words like approach
and method; efficacy and effectiveness; situation and setting; compe-
tence, skill, and proficiency; and procedure, strategy, and technique.
Even in English some of these words are prone to evolution and confu-
sion (see the discussion on competence in Taylor 1988; Hymes 1992;
Lee 2006). Some English terms that are representing core concepts,
such as Waystage and Vantage, are untranslatable in many languages;
in those cases, I either keep the term unchanged or replace it with an
approximation.

It is even more problematic when Anglophone authors build an argu-
ment, if not a whole theory, on the difference between usage and use,
between progress and progression, between real and realistic, or between
learn and acquire, while some other languages cannot make such differ-
ences conceptually. Disparity in meaning can even apply to “transparent”
words, formally identical in many languages, but still evoking different
concepts, such as method, curriculum, or syllabus.

In the pages that follow, I make some effort to diminish the number of
terms, not by erasing obvious connotations but by viewing one and the
same term in different gradations—as far as is feasible. Moreover, I will
not limit myself to identifying and discussing connotations but will also
add some critical considerations in the perspective of our topic.
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SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER

The first term looked at is content itself, also in relation to related terms
such as input, intake, subject matter, and the notion of didacteme. Next
the term systemization is explained. Content is circumscribed in various
ways and at various levels, from general objectives to the most detailed
formats in syllabuses and textbooks. It is therefore helpful to “define the
definers” of content. Equally varied is the term method. Those variants
need to be identified because methods are conveyors of content. Finally, a
short section is devoted to the terms second and foreign language.

2.1 CONTENT: DEFINITION AND RELATED TERMS

2.1.1 Definition of Content

In this book, the term content refers to anything that can be defined as
learnable in order for someone to become more proficient in the language
and more familiar with any of its aspects.

I could have written learnable and acquirable to reflect the difference
made in English and other languages between learning and acquisition, the
former emphasizing a more cognitive or explicit approach, the latter a more
natural or implicit one. But to keep the term to a single noun, learning, 1
prefer the terminological distinction between explicit and implicit learning.
Related to that distinction are the terms instructed and naturalistic learn-
ing. There is, of course, a complex gray zone between the two, which has
received scholarly attention (e.g., N. Ellis 1993, 1994, 2005; R. Ellis 2004,
2005a, 2006; Hulstijn 2005; Isemonger 2007; Robinson 1997). My defini-
tion of content does not mean that it must be explicitly learned. The less
conscious, implicit learning of content also applies.

The Common European Framework (CEF) uses content as one of the
three basic components to describe its approach, i.e., “by providing a com-
mon basis for the explicit description of objectives, content and methods”
(Council of Europe 2001, p. 1). Content thus covers everything that can be
taught and learned.

Content pertains obviously to lingual items such as sounds, words, col-
locations, expressions, and grammatical structures. It can include cultural
knowledge (history, geography, institutions, social life, etc.) and literary
knowledge (authors, trends, titles, etc.). This traditional content comes to
the foreground whenever language is dealt with pedagogically. It is also—
and this is sometimes snubbed in global or natural approaches—the realm
that many if not most learners instinctively focus on initially: here are dis-
crete things to learn. It is surprising that some methodologists want to pro-
hibit this reaction as if the only way to approach language is holistic. Even
if the goal is to have fluent and meaningful communication, most learners,
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in particular in the context of a school classroom, want a grasp of discrete
elements.

There are other aspects to content—Iless palpable but still capable of
being identified as learnable elements. It is important to stress this aspect to
counter the impression that content deals only with words and structures.
To name some of the most relevant aspects:

® Pragmatic and sociocultural: pragmatic content includes rules of
appropriateness, such as the use of 1 and vous in French or the inter-
pretation of nonverbal signs in the foreign language culture. These
can be taught explicitly but often come implicitly. The sociocultural
realm conveys historical or contemporary facts as well as cultural per-
ceptions and values, such as acceptance of diversity and adaptation to
other cultural norms. It can also pertain to elements that identify the
dangers of stereotypes and folklorization.

o Skill-defined: the traditional four basic skills (listening, speaking,
reading, and writing) are, as modes of interaction with the language,
a dimension of content. Any concrete material presented to the learn-
ers must indeed be in a format that they can receive either by reading
or listening. It is possible to determine which parts of content are
limited to which skill.

® Strategies-defined: since the development of strategy-based learn-
ing in the 1960s, mainly building upon Bloom’s taxonomy of edu-
cational objectives (1956), a number of specific abilities to deal with
language have become part of the teaching process. These include
strategies like guessing from context, skimming, scanning, deter-
mining the main idea, etc. Such strategies can expand to general
tasks such as giving an efficient oral presentation or writing a well-
structured text. The explicit inclusion of such tasks makes them
part of content.

o Attitude-inciting: still building on Bloom’s taxonomy, developing stu-
dents’ attitudes has become part of educational objectives. These can
be course-bound, such as willingness to read or desire to use correct
grammar. They can also be cross-curricular, like having respect for
another or willingness to help a weaker student. Of course, there is
no such thing as attitudinal content because attitudes are intangible
mind-sets, forged by character and classroom interaction. However,
content can be “attitude-inciting.” Elements that are meant to stimu-
late certain attitudes can thus be identified and quantified as part of
content, such as a fascinating story, an inspiring song, or an engaging
language game.

According to the ages, levels, interests, and desired objectives of learners,
it is possible to systemize a selection from an inventory with such elements
and plan their inclusion in a language program.



