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Abstract

The current study discusses the question of content sequencing in English language syllabuses
following a chronological order. This investigation shows that content grading and sequencing
on basis of ‘difficulty’ is agreed upon as inevitable. However, it demonstrates that all claimed
problems are paradigmatic but not procedural in origin. The argument is based on the question:
the ‘difficulty’ of what? The notion of ‘difficulty’ has recently been taken to refer to the
complexity of the language learning process per se in the learners’ eyes in "naturalistic"
acquisition approaches rather than to the language item difficulty as assessed by the language
teacher in "traditional™ and “communicative" teaching approaches. Although some general
evaluation criteria were suggested, the complexity levels of the cognitive process of learning
could never be recognized and assessed on practical and measurable bases. This critical
drawback of the adoption of 'tasks' as the only unit for content organization in pure “process
and procedural™ syllabuses sparks arguments for a return to a more balanced view which
recommends an integration of two or more syllabus types with evenly different philosophical
underpinnings in order to meet the demand of optimal content gradation. This provisional
solution may well prove challenging as language teachers and syllabus designers are not
expected to make it easily into apparently opposing theories.

Keywords: English for specific purposes, integrated syllabuses, language notions and

functions, learning tasks, process syllabuses, traditional syllabuses.

1. INTRODUCTION

Perhaps it is imperative to start by coming to
terms with what ‘syllabus’ and its
‘gradation’ refer to. In this paper, the British
sense of ‘syllabus’ is used which “refers to
the content or subject matter of an individual
subject” (White, 1988:4). According to
Candlin (1984:31), a syllabus is a collection
“of items of content, derived from a special
view of the subject-matter in question,
broken down and sequenced in order to
facilitate, it is claimed, and optimize, it is
implied, their learning by learners in
classrooms.” Thus, designing a language
syllabus should include “examining needs
analyses and establishing goals. It then

of the language and other content, and the
division of the content into units of
manageable material” (Jordan, 1997:56). As
for ‘syllabus gradation’, the assumption here
is that ‘gradation’ and ‘sequencing’ have the
same meaning (Breen, 1984). They both refer
to the ordering and staging of the selected
language input according to its complexity™.
That is, the English language syllabus moves
from the easier to the more difficult, from the
more general to the more specific, from the
more frequent to the less frequent, or from
the familiar to the unfamiliar to the language
learner.

- - - - 1 i 'diffi U ' ity
entails the selectlon, gradlng and sequencmglggwgh"“t this paper, 'difficulty’ and 'complexity' are used

rchangeably.



Theoretical Rationales for the Notion of
Gradation

Now, can language items be taught all at
once without grouping and sequencing? Or,
can we set a language syllabus in which
these items are not taught in a particular
order? The immediate answer is that such a
mission seems impossible to accomplish.
Consider, for instance, teaching beginners
the different tenses of English before
teaching them the regular and irregular
verbs, or for the learners to learn English
negation before learning word order and
auxiliaries.

A language is a system, and the process
of its learning and teaching is systematic in
nature (McDonough and Shaw, 1993). This
'systematicity’ necessitates that language
items and activities cannot be taught all at
once. Therefore, there is almost a general
consensus among linguists and language
syllabus  designers on the important
consideration of some form of content
grading, sequencing, coherence, and
continuity as a ‘universal requirement' in
language instruction. Mackey (1965:204),
for instance, asserts that "we cannot start
anywhere or with anything; for in a system
one thing fits into another, one things goes
with another, and one thing depends on
another.”  Finocchiaro and  Brumfit
(1983:40) point out that “since it is
apparently impossible to teach the whole of
language and culture in any one unit, year,
or level, curriculum planners have come to
the conclusion that, particularly in regular
courses, selection and gradation of language
items or notions within the communicative
functions is imperative”. Nunan (1988:47)
warns that “any proposal failing to offer

criteria for grading and sequencing can
hardly claim to be a syllabus at all.” Long
and Crookes (1992:31) justifiably claim that
"learners rarely, if ever, move from zero to
target like mastery of new items in one step.
Both naturalistic and classroom learners pass
through fixed developmental sequences in
word order, negation, questions, relative
clauses, and so on”. Skehan (1996:51) agrees
that it is necessary for language learning
activities to be ‘“sequenceable on some
principled criterion”. In a similar vein,
Robinson  (2001:33) believes that "the
rationale for developing target task ability for
L2 learners by gradually increasing the
complexity of the tasks used to prepare them
for this is similar to that adopted in other
fields, such as mathematics education or pilot
training, where simpler problems and flight
simulations are practised prior to more
complex versions." He justifies that the
"sequencing decision should effectively
facilitate L2 development: the acquisition of
new L2 knowledge, and restructuring of
existing L2 representations™ (p. 34). (See also
Yalden, 1984; Allen, 1984; White, 1988;
Brown, 1995; Johnson, 1996; Willis and
Willis, 2001; Ellis, 2003; Swan, 2005; and
Robinson, 2011).

In a traditional structural syllabus, the
issue of gradation and sequence on the basis
of the grammatical difficulty and simplicity
of the language input was a must. However,
most teachers and course-books writers, if
not all, would agree that the outcome of a
grammar syllabus can be linguistic rather
than communicative competence.

In 1970s, a new type of English language
syllabi was introduced. The traditional view
of teaching a language through its sequenced
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grammatical items was substituted by a new
view in which the language was approached
through its ‘notions’ (e.g., time and space)
and ‘functions’ (e.g., suggesting and
refusing) which were considered the basic
unit of analysis in the language syllabus.
This approach received criticism because of
its lack of grading parameters for language
notions and functions. A language syllabus
designer cannot justifiably claim that
‘suggesting’, as a language function, is more
difficult for a learner to learn than, let’s say,
‘refusing’.

This fact led to the development of the so-
called Process, Procedural, and Task-Based
approaches’ to language syllabus design in
the 1980s and 1990s. This time the focus
was on the process (how) of learning rather
than the product (what), and language
learning ‘'tasks' and classroom ‘activities'
were considered the building blocks of the
communicative language syllabus.
Proponents of this approach admit to the
importance of the sequential arrangement of
language learning tasks and activities
(Skehan, 1996 and Robinson, 2001).
Nevertheless, the criticism persisted to be
the non-existence of adequate content
(tasks) grading bases. Although some
parameters for the organizations of tasks
were suggested by different syllabus
designers and textbook writers, yet they
were not sufficient and complicated the
matter. According to Nunan (1988:107),
“grading becomes a major problem in
syllabuses based on tasks and activities
rather than lists of grammatical items.”

’ The terms of ‘Process’ and ‘Task-Based Syllabuses’ were used
first by Breen (1984 and 1987), whereas the term of
‘Procedural Syllabuses’ was introduced first by Prabhu (1987).

This paper proposes to discuss the
importance of sequencing and grading in
English language syllabi and shows how the
different approaches to syllabus design and
methodology® considers and deals with this
principle notion. It is an attempt to throw
light on the inevitable well-recognized
complexities surrounding the issue, and draw
the attention to the need for more research.

Synthetic (Process) vs. Analytic (Product)
Approaches

This ‘synthetic-analytic’ dichotomy in the
organization and methodology of English
language syllabus was introduced by Wilkins
(1976). The synthetic approaches assume that
the language learning process is ‘additive’
and ‘linear’. It is a process of gradual
accumulation of parts that are taught
separately and one at a time in order to build
up the whole structure of language (Jordan,
1997). In other words, the different parts of
language are taught in discrete steps. In the
analytic syllabus, on the other hand, the
learner is exposed to the whole of the
language in natural ‘chunks’ or ‘samples’
that suit learners' needs. These language
chunks are organized according to the
purposes of the language learning process
and the required target language performance
(Wilkins, 1976:13).

From the syllabus grading point of view,
the synthetic syllabus consists of lists of
discrete categories or items, be they on
language vocabulary, grammar, functions,
notions, or situations (Widdowson, 1984,
Nunan, 1988; and Long and Crookes, 1992).
Thus, lexical, structural, and

? Syllabus methodology refers to "the means by which the
syllabus is implemented" (Ellis, 2009:232).
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notional/functional  syllabuses are all
‘itemized” and synthetic in principle
(Bourke, 2006). Surprisingly, Wilkins
(1976) claims that his notional approach is
analytic. He argues that learners are invited
to use directly or indirectly their ‘analytic
capacities' in the first place to tackle the
‘chunks’ to which they are exposed to in
order to figure out the language items to be
learnt. However, Wilkins’s argument is
rejected knowing that notions and functions
are still linguistic units of analysis (Long
and Crookes, 1992). "Using preselected
linguistic units and linguistic criteria to
select, grade, and sequence pedagogical
content leads us back to synthetic syllabus
design solutions” (Markee, 1997:17).

It is presumably more acceptable to
make the distinction between product
syllabuses (structural, lexical,
notional/functional, situational) as synthetic,
on the one hand, and process syllabuses
(process, procedural, task-based) as analytic,
on the other. In product-oriented syllabuses,
the focus is on the outcome or the what of
instruction).  However, process-oriented
syllabuses focus on the methodology or the
how of learning (White, 1988).

As for the content-oriented language
syllabus types such as today’s English for
Specific  Purposes (ESP) programmes

including English for Academic Purposes
(EAP), they can be oriented somewhere
half-way or rather nearer to the process end
on a ‘product-process  continuum’
(McDonough J., 1986; Hutchinson and
Waters, 1987; Robinson P. C., 1991; and
Brown, 1995). They include skills-based and
theme or topic-based syllabuses (Flowerdew
and Peacock, 2001). Although this approach

is essentially analytic and start with learners’
needs analysis, it wusually gives some
attention to the language gains of the learning
process (Nunan, 1988 and Dudley-Evans and
St John, 1998). It makes use of the 'specialist
content' and subject matter topics, presented
for instance in a skills-based form, as the
‘instructional scaffolding' (a carrier vehicle)
to help learners learn about both the topic in
question in addition to the specific language
associated with it (Robinson P. C. 1991 and
Bourke, 2006).

What concerns us here is the
generalization that in synthetic syllabuses we
do have predefined criteria for sequencing
the content according to levels of difficulty,
frequency, and familiarity. When it comes to
the innovative process task-based syllabuses
which are still considered to an extent the
state of the art in language syllabus design
(Markee, 1997), they are criticized for the
lack of identified criteria (not necessarily
grammatical ones) for content selecting and
grading.

Structural Syllabuses:

The traditional structural (a.k.a.
linguistic) syllabuses represent the clearest
manifestation of syllabus gradation on basis
of intuitive simplicity and difficulty of the
linguistic aspects. These aspects refer to
language forms including the related
language  components  of  grammar,
vocabulary, pronunciation, discourse, etc.
(Littlewood, 2004). According to this
approach, learning a foreign language was
viewed as mastering its vocabulary and
grammatical patterns. Robinson P. C.
(1991:36) explains that the structural syllabus
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consists of “an ordered set of language
items, typically graded by supposed
difficulty of learning. This syllabus has had
the longest history in ELT.”

Simplicity and difficulty of language
structures are defined in ‘grammatical terms'
(Nunan, 1988). And impressionistic
evaluations of the levels of difficulty are
normally  informed by  considerable
experiential knowledge in language teaching
and learning. Thus, by way of example, a
structural language syllabus could have its
content sequenced as follows: parts of
speech  including  nouns,  pronouns,
adjectives, definite and indefinite articles,
demonstratives, quantifiers, verbs, adverbs,
etc; tense forms; phrases; simple sentences;
interrogation and negation; relativization;
passivization; etc (see a typical sequence of
grammatical items for a very beginner in
Real Times Elementary (Axbey, 1997)).
Therefore, language structural patterns are
ordered in textbooks in a linear shape
leading the learner to acquire them in an
accumulative manner.

Language words, however, are graded
according to their frequency of use in
authentic spoken and written language. The
corpus-based lexical syllabus is a product of
this approach to vocabulary frequency of use
counts. It makes use of relevant words
counts and lexical frequency in designing
purposeful teaching material. It links
vocabulary learning to authentic
communicative situations and language use
(Willis, 1990). It is based on the huge corpus
of English words database known as
COBUILD (Collins-Birmingham University
International Language Database).

within a 'mixed syllabus' (McDonough and
Shaw, 1993).

This linguistic approach to language
syllabus design has been criticized, in part,
for its complete failure to realize other factors
besides mere linguistic criteria, such as
psycholinguistic and cognitive factors, that
might well contribute to the difficulty of the
structural items (Yalden, 1984; Nunan, 1989;
Ellis, 2003; and Ellis, 2006). White (1988:53)
notes that “judging ease and difficulty is no
simple matter since this is a question of
learning rather than linguistics.” That is to
say, a language item can be simple and
direct; however, it may well in practice be
difficult to learn (learning difficulty) due to
other probable factors such as L1 interference
and/or the stage of development and its
relationship to the learning process per se. A
good example is the third person ‘s’
morpheme. Linguistically speaking, it is
expected to be easy for the students to learn
the rule that ‘if the statement is in the present
simple tense and the subject is third person
singular noun or pronoun, add (s/es) to the
end of the verb’. Although this is a
straightforward rule (explicit knowledge)*,
many learners of EFL find great difficulty for

sometime before mastering it (implicit
knowledge).
Researchers in  second language

acquisition and learning, try to justify and
claim that second language learners, like
children, have their own ‘inbuilt syllabus’
and they learn the language form input
according to a predetermined subconscious
natural sequence or order through ‘the

Normally this syllabus type is onIy app“ed * For detailed accounts of the 'implicit' and 'explicit L2

knowledge' see (Fotos and Ellis, 1991) and ( Ellis, 2006).
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operation of some internal system of abstract
rules and principles' (Prabhu, 1987:70) (See
also Baily et al., 1974; Krashen, 1982; and
Bourke, 2006). This learner’s syllabus refers
to some psycholinguistic abilities or skills
employed 'unconsciously' by learners when
they are exposed to the language input
throughout their interlanguage
developmental stages (Brumfit, 1984 and
Steenkamp and Visser, 2011). Clearly, there
is an obvious conflict between the linguistic
and psychological factors that affect the
level of language learning difficulty. The
'disenchantment' with the structural syllabus
is due then to its failure to consider the
effects of these 'psycholinguistic' criteria
(White, 1988).

Needless to say that structural
syllabuses have also been criticized not only
because of their strict adherence to syllabus
gradation on linguistic basis, but also
because of its complete disregard for
communication skills. Despite all criticism,
grammar persists to appear as a discrete
constituent in language courses due to the
paramount importance of explicit teaching
of grammar as shown by Generative
Grammar. The basic structure of EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) course
persists to consider the grammatical content
in their organization. Richards (2001:153)
reports, “In many parts of the world,
teachers and students expect to see a
grammar strand in a course and react
negatively to its absence.” Swan (2005:394)
concludes that "future research is unlikely,
for example, to stop us teaching present
tenses before subjunctives".

Notional/Functional Syllabuses

Shifting the focus away from form and
closer to meaning resulted in the
development of the  communicative
approaches to syllabus design, namely the

situational, and soon afterwards the
notional/functional syllabuses (ak.a.
semantic syllabuses, communicative

syllabuses, and notional syllabuses) (Brown,
1995 and Johnson, 1998). This type is
comprised of the two elements of meanings
(notions or concepts) and communicative acts
(functions or uses). The language is classified
into notions (such as space, time, existence,
numbers, family relationships, emotions,
colours, etc.) and communicative functions®
(such as describing people or places, asking
for or giving directions, suggesting,
persuading, refusing, agreeing, apologizing,
inviting, offering, advising, etc.). It is
particularly assumed that sorting language
into what learners want to do with it and what
meanings and concepts they want to express
should be much appropriate and helpful to
language learners than merely adopting the
traditional approach to classification into
discrete grammatical forms (Finocchiaro and
Brumfit, 1983).

Like all other language curriculum
writers, proponents of this approach take for
granted that the existence of gradation and
sequencing in any syllabus is essential and
necessary (see Finocchiaro and Brumfit,
1983). Wilkins (1976), for example, explains
that the adoption of his notional approach
does not necessarily mean the abandonment
of the linguistic criteria used before for the

> Earlier known as 'concrete situations' of daily settings such as
in a restaurant, in a taxi, shopping, going through customs at the
airport, or booking into the hotel (Roberts, 1998).
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purposes of content gradation. Instead, these
‘well-established"  criteria  could  be
‘incorporated' into a ‘cyclic' notional model
of content grading and sequencing. He goes
on to clarify that the notional/functional
syllabus is supposed to have a cyclical rather
than a linear grading of its content, “in a
notional syllabus the ordering is a matter of
the relationship between the different cycles,
there being possibly less attention paid to
ordering within each phase of the cycle”
(p.59). For a typical example of a
notional/functional syllabus, see Threshold
1990 (Van Ek and Trim, 1998).

Although many proposers of the
notional/functional approach have suggested
different categories of functions, no one of
them has been able to justify the order in
which they are presented. Wilkins (1976)
suggests six communicative functions,
namely  Judgment and  Evaluation,
Persuasion, Argument, Rational Enquiring
and Exposition, Personal Emotions, and
Emotional Relations. Still, the legitimate
question is whether one or more of these
groups of functions should have priority
over the others? And on what basis?
Finocchiaro and Brumfit (1983) suggest five
main categories (with subheadings) of
communicative functions in the following
order: Personal, Interpersonal, Directive,
Referential, and Imaginative. In fact, they do
not give reasons for putting these categories
of functions in this particular order. The
question remains whether it makes any
difference if the ‘directive’ function comes
before the ‘personal’ one. In words of one
syllable, no clear and adequate criteria for
grading language notions and functions
could be provided.

The traditional ‘simplicity and complexity’
criterion would not be of help in grading
notional/functional syllabuses. Nunan
(1988:37) debates, “the grading of functional
items becomes much more complex because
there are few apparent objective means for
deciding that, for instance, ‘apologizing’ is
either simpler or more difficult than another
item such as ‘requesting’.” Most proponents
of this approach have only considered the
notion of grading and sequencing when they
talk about the grammatical items rather than
the functions and notions of the language.
What we make of this fact is that the
functions are supposed to be graded
according to the complexity of the
grammatical structures they elicit. This
indicates a need to use an integrated
structural/functional syllabus to overcome
this problem of gradation (Swan, 1985).

However, it is argued that notional-functional
syllabuses even in integration with structural
syllabuses would eventually result in
‘itemized’ syllabi which viewed
communication as a product rather than a
process (Long and Crookes, 1992; and
Bourke, 2006). Further, this type of English
language syllabi has been criticized for its
failure to fully achieve the objective of
teaching the language communicatively and
fulfill its learner’s communicative needs.
According to Nunan (1988:41), “it was the
realization that specifying functions and
notions would not in itself lead to the
development of communicative language
skills, which prompted the development of
process-oriented views.”

Thus, the field has witnessed later an
innovative movement from the ‘unnatural’
traditional grammatical (linguistic),
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functional and notional syllabuses to the
process-based (task-oriented) approaches
(Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998). The new
direction for syllabus design has as its initial
orientation the investigation of both
psycholinguistic and educational demands of
the language learning process (Breen,
2001). The assumption this time has been
that the Task-Based Instructional (TBI)
syllabus is more capable of creating
appropriate target language real situations
and goals than traditional syllabuses (Ellis,
2009 and Robinson, 2001). So, the weak
‘communicative activities' term is being
substituted with the strong ‘'language
learning tasks' term with the aim of
'providing greater exposure' to new authentic
contexts for a systematic learning of L2
(Skehan, 2003). Therefore, the strong form
of the TBI approach is expected to be much
more effective than the previous approaches
in the achievement of "spontaneous fluent
error-free production in learners" (Swan,
2005:387).

Process Syllabuses (Task-Based Approach)

This is a learning-centred approach. It is an
instructional environment in which the
learning process including learners’ styles and
preferences are considered, the syllabus is
negotiated between teachers and learners right
from the beginning, the objective is to
motivate autonomous and lifelong learning in
learners, and the teacher’s role is to manage
and facilitate learning through prioritizing
group work rather than to transmit
information (Gray, 1990; Robinson P. C.,
1991; Breen, 2001; Littlewood, 2004; Swan,
2005; and Bourke, 2006).

The syllabus consists of some pre-
suggested and negotiated ‘activities' and
problem-solving ‘tasks' through which the
students are supposed to learn the target
language (Swan, 2005). A good definition of
a communicative language learning task is
provided by Nunan (1989:10), "a piece of
classroom work which involves learners in
comprehending, manipulating, producing or
interacting in the target language while their
attention is principally focused on meaning
rather than form." Tasks® (like renting an
apartment, drawing a map while listening to
the instructions or reading a map and give
instructions, taking notes in a lecture, filling
in a job application, buying a book, being
interviewed, writing a curriculum vitae,
planning a trip, calculating distances of trips,
completing a story, solving a mathematical
problem, etc.) constitute the key
organizational unit of the English
communicative curriculum.

This state-of-the-art approach has its
origins in research on Second Language
Acquisition (SLA). As a result, there are no
preset syllabus objectives except the general
goal of ‘natural' or 'realistic' communication
(Krashen and Terrell, 1983; Yousefi et al.,
2012). This instructional purpose can be
achieved through creating real settings or
situations (e.g., a visit to the physician) of
learning under relevant topics or themes (
health and illness or symptoms of diseases),
engaging students in them, and leading
students eventually to implicit learning (Ellis,
2003 and Crabbe, 2007).

®In the relevant literature there are mainly two types of tasks:
communicative, real-world, target-like tasks and
metacommunicative (focus on language form), pedagogic
(classroom), learning tasks (See Nunan, 1989; Breen, 2001; and
Willis and Willis, 2001).
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Proponents of task-based approach
object to task grading on basis of linguistic
difficulty as we, they claim, will end up with
a structural rather than a task-based syllabus.
In other words, we are using tasks to
implement a structural syllabus (Robinson,
2001). The underpinnings of this approach
to the notion of task gradation are rather
premised on the "widely accepted idea that
research into complexity of second language
tasks is necessary to pedagogical decisions
regarding the grading and sequencing of
tasks for the purposes of syllabus design"
(Yousefi et al., 2012:1438). In other words,
research on 'task complexity' is a normal
product of the urgent need to establish
standardized criteria for tasks grading in
task-based syllabuses on basis of easiness
and difficulty (Robinson and Gilabert,
2007). This approach contends that
pedagogic tasks must be designed and
sequentially arranged according to their
cognitive complexity, and that "these design
and sequencing decisions should be the basis
of the task-based syllabus" (Robinson,
2007:193). The ultimate goal is to present
learning tasks to language learners at their
appropriate interlanguage developmental
stage (Steenkamp and Visser, 2011).

This approach manifested itself in
Prabhu's 'Procedural’ language teaching
syllabus in the ‘Bangalore Project’ between
1979 and 1984 in some South Indian high
schools (Prabhu, 1987). In this project,
Prabhu drew much of his ‘communicational’
ideas from research into L1 acquisition (e.
g., the teacher should avoid ‘structural’
exercises and ‘systematic’ correction of
students’ grammatical mistakes, form is best
learnt when the learner focuses on meaning,

etc.). Prabhu (1987:24) defined a task as an
intellectually challenging activity “which
required learners to arrive at an outcome
from given information through some process
of thought, and which allowed teachers to
control and regulate that process”. In his
project, he introduced teaching materials with
three major types of problem-solving tasks;
information-gap, reasoning-gap, and opinion-
gap activities. The only task grading criterion
offered was that half the class should get at
least half the task right, otherwise; the task is
considered ‘too difficult’. Clearly, this
grading criterion is arbitrary and insufficient.
According to Long and Crookes (1992:37),
“use of a ‘at least half the task’ by ‘at least
half the class’ (or any such ad hoc) criterion
for assessing difficulty is not a satisfactory
solution, for it makes task achievement a
norm-referenced issue, reveals nothing about
what made one task ‘easier’ than another, and
thereby precludes any generalizations to new
materials.”

The cognitive rationale provided by
Prabhu for implementing the task-based
language instruction approach is noticeably
in accordance with Krashen's (1982) firm
belief in the importance of comprehensible
input for learning. Prabhu (1987:72) claims
that “the internal system developed by
successful learners is far more complex than
any grammar yet constructed by a linguist,
and it is, therefore, unreasonable to suppose
that any language learner can acquire a
deployable internal system by consciously
understanding and assimilating the rules in a
linguist’s grammar.” Therefore, Prabhu’s
perception of the notion of grading and
sequencing derives from the ideas of the
‘natural growth’ approach (Krashen, 1982)

507



which  rejects  predefined  ‘external’
linguistically sequenced input, and rather
prefers cognitive-centred and ‘internal’ basis
for grading. That is, learning tasks are
selected and sequenced on basis of cognitive
complexity. White (1988:104) notes that
“the language selection which arises from
such a sequence of tasks will be based on
the needs of the activity/discourse and
manageability for learners.” This way, the
procedural syllabus could easily turn into “a
disorganized language syllabus based on
general cognitive principles” (Brumfit,
1984:239).

Another major criticism about this project
is due to the fact that it rules out any explicit
teaching of grammatical items. It proclaims
that the aim of English language teaching
should be to develop ‘natural’ real-world
communication skills in learners. However,
one might argue that authentic ‘real-world’
tasks are different from classroom
‘pedagogic’ tasks (Nunan, 1988). The latter
type aims essentially at developing the
required ‘academic learning skills’ but not
‘personal communication skills’ in learners.
The counterargument to this is that the
learner will be able to naturally develop the
learning skills from the successful
development of natural communication
(Krashen and Terrell, 1983). Still, it could
be argued that language acquisition is
psychologically different from language
learning (McDonough S., 1986 and Ellis,
2006). The latter ought to be a linear
process. “Language acquisition, on the other
hand, is not a linear progression, but a cyclic
one, or even a metamorphic one”
(Rutherford, 1987:159). The fact that the
complexity of a child’s ‘internal system’

enables him/her to subconsciously ‘acquire’ a
linguistically ‘ungraded’ language does not
necessarily mean that a learner will be able to
‘learn’ a language through its ungraded
‘communicational’ tasks (Sheen, 1994).
Candlin (1984:41) pointed out earlier that
“there is evidence that learners of second
languages clearly follow some kind of
sequence to whatever level of mastery they

feel operationally satisfactory for their
purposes”.
Another  criticism  about  Prabhu’s

‘Bangalore Project’ is that it lacked at its
beginning any practical consideration for
needs analysis and language pedagogical
objectives. Needs analysis characterizes and
should precede any proposal of an analytic
learning-centred syllabus (Hutchinson and
Waters, 1987:93). The adoption of a ‘natural
growth’ approach to language syllabus design
is taken to reflect that some “syllabus design
procedures such as needs analysis, use of
inventories, specification or linguistic content
and so on, are seen as peripheral as best and
as superfluous, or even harmful at worst”
(Yalden, 1984:17). In all task-oriented
syllabuses, including the procedural syllabus,
the selection and identification of tasks and
activities are not based on any prior needs
analyses which raises problems for tasks
grading and sequencing. (Long and Crookes,
1992).

Long (1985), unlike Prabhu, suggests
that a task-based language syllabus should
always starts with needs analysis towards
specifying the appropriate tasks. The
obtained target tasks can then be classified
into different types. Next, the 'pedagogical
tasks' are particularly selected and sequenced
to design the syllabus. The assumption is that
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these tasks should be graded according to
their level of difficulty. Long and Crookes
(1992) suggest that simplicity and
complexity of a pedagogical problem-
solving task can be decided according to
some aspects of the task itself such as the
number of needed steps, participating
parties, and available ways to approach the
pedagogical task and complete it
successfully. They think that the complexity
of a given pedagogical task is most
importantly determined according to 'the
amount and kind of language required'.
However, research has shown that the kind
of language required including its level of
difficulty is directly related to task type and
design. "Task design, in other words, can
influence the level of language complexity
appropriate for a particular task™ (Skehan,
2009). Still, learners may well differ, for
example, in the number of steps, amount of
language  skills, learning  maotivation,
learning strategies and styles, or the
available information needed to complete
different learning tasks. Deciding that one
particular task is more difficult for all
learners than another cannot be definitive.
Nunan (1988:48) agrees that the various
factors that affect the complexity of the
learning tasks will always interact with each

other, and some of which "will be dependent
on characteristics of the learner, what is
difficult for learner A may not necessarily be
difficult for learner B”. Long and Crookes
(1992:46) admit that deciding on tasks
complexity and consequently establishing
criteria for their grading and sequencing is
‘problematic’. They add that "little empirical
support is yet available for the various
proposed parameters of task classification
and difficulty". They conclude,
"ldentification  of wvalid, user-friendly
sequencing criteria remains one of the oldest
unsolved problems in language teaching of
all kinds.”

Some writers have approached task
complexity in different ways trying to set
parameters for task gradation and sequencing.
Brown and Yule (1983), for example, come up
with general criteria for grading the difficulty
of listening and speaking tasks based on
factors such as, familiarity of the topic and the
participants, number of speakers, the need for
listener’s interaction, the ‘genre’ of the spoken
text, sequence of events, the existence of
support and aids. Figure (1) below illustrates
Brown and Yule’s criteria.

Figure (1): lllustration of Brown and Yule’s criteria for grading language fluency tasks.

Easier —» — — - o s - —
One speaker
Interesting/involving

Simple syntax

Specific vocabulary

Familiar content
Narratives/instructions
Temporal sequence

Contextual support

Visual aids present

Learner involved as a participant

More Difficult

many speakers
boring/non-involving
complex syntax
generalized vocabulary
unfamiliar content
argument/explanation/opinion
non-temporal sequence
no contextual support
visual aids absent
learner as observer
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Nunan (1989) suggests that tasks on the
receptive language skills of listening and
reading should precede those on the
productive skills of speaking and writing. He
justifiably claims that the receptive skills
make fewer demands on the learner than the
productive skills. Furthermore, he introduces a

comprehension,
interaction stage) based on learners’ responses;
starting from no-response activities and ending
with

of a three-stage sequence of
reading tasks (starting with
production, and then

‘typology’
listening and

tasks demanding meaningful verbal

responses (see Figure (2) below).

Figure (2): Nunan’s nine-step ‘typology’ to determine task difficulty.

Easier
! A. Comprehension

l

! B. Production

! C. Interaction

l

l
More difficul

-

. Listen/read, no response
. Listen/read, non-verbal response
. Listen/read, verbal response

[\9)

SN

. Listen/read, and repeat/copy
. Listen/read, carry out drill
6. Listen/read, respond meaningfully

(62}

7. Listen/read, rehearse

. Listen/read, role play

9. Listen/read, solve problem/come
to conclusion

oo

Drawing on previous relevant work, Skehan
(1996) proposes a ‘principled' task grading
scheme aiming at analyzing, comparing, and
above all, sequencing learning tasks. His
proposed system presents three main learning
task features that can contribute to task

difficulty. The first feature is the ‘code
complexity' which refers to lexical and
syntactic difficulty. The second is the

‘cognitive complexity' which includes the two
aspects of ‘processing’ and ‘familiarity".
Processing, on the one hand, refers to the
necessary on-going thinking while doing a
task. Familiarity, on the other hand, means
whether the learners have packages of prior
'schematic knowledge' of ‘comparable tasks'
and their solutions. It also implies the learners'
ability to recall the schematic knowledge
relevant to the task they are doing. The third
feature is the ‘communicative pressure’ whic

refers to relevant factors that can affe

communicative ability and keep learners under
constant stress while performing tasks. These
‘'stress' factors might include time pressure,
modality, scale, stakes, and control (see Table
(1) below for their descriptions and difficulty
implications).
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Table (1): Tabulation of Skehan's stress factors in his tasks grading scheme.

Communicative Stress
Factors

Descriptions & Difficulty Implications

TIME PRESSURE

The speed at which the learning task has to be done,
and whether there is a time-limit for its completion
(amount of time provided).

MODALITY

The contrast between the receptive skills (listening
& reading) and productive skills (speaking &
writing). The assumption is that fluency skills lead
to much more pressure than do literacy skills. So,
speaking is more stressful than writing, and listening
is more stressful than reading.

SCALE

The number of learners who are participating in a
learning task and its range. It's assumed that the
larger the number of participants, the more difficult
the task.

STAKES

How important it is to complete the task
successfully. The task has a high level of difficulty if
it is important not to make mistakes, and to complete
it correctly. Nevertheless, it has a low level of
difficulty if the focus is on the process (not the
outcome), and no consequences follow from task
completion.

CONTROL

Learners' ability to question the utility of the task
and negotiate its objectives, usefulness, and
completion method with teachers. The assumption is
the higher the control, the lower the task difficulty.

Robinson (2001) approaches task
complexity in a particular way towards
'researchable’
criteria for task sequencing in task-based
syllabuses. His proposed

establishing ‘feasible’ and

componential framework'

classification and design (Robinson, 2005)
makes use of the interaction between three
broad multidimensional variables which
impact on the completion of learning tasks.
These include ‘cognitive', ‘learner’,
‘interactional’ factors. Intrinsic cognitiv§1 1

'triadic

demands of tasks refer to such mental
information  processes as  reasoning,
memorizing, noticing (attention). 'Learner’
demands of tasks refer to the interaction
between two sets of variables; 'affective’
variables (such as confidence, motivation,
and anxiety) and ‘ability' variables (such as
intelligence, aptitude, and proficiency).
Interactional demands refer to the
conditions under which the learner has to
complete the task. They include
‘participation’ and 'participant' factors such

task

and




as direction of information flow, gender,
familiarity, task goal, etc.. According to
Robinson (2001), all three types of demands
and the interaction between them can
contribute to task difficulty. However, he
believes that, of the three, information
processing demands particularly constitute
"the logical basis for prospective decision
making about task-based syllabus design and
the sequencing of pedagogic tasks" (p. 33).
He justifies that 'learner' demands, such as
anxiety and motivation "are hard or
impossible to diagnose in advance of
pedagogic task performance, and so are
problematic as a basis for a priori
prospective decisions about sequencing
tasks" (p. 51). As for the interactional
demands, he concludes that they "play little
role in sequencing decisions since specific
task conditions will have been determined as
appropriate for target task performance from
the outset and will be replicated in each
version of pedagogic tasks approximating
those target task demands" (p. 52). By and
large, Robinson (2003) thinks that for the
learners to have more than one task at a time
to do, not having enough prior knowledge
about the task, and not having enough pre-
task planning time should undoubtedly
increase the complexity of the learning task.

Talking about strategic 'pre-task planning,
the influence of ‘pre-emptive’ or ‘pre-
viewing' activities on task complexity is
clearly well-established in research (Skehan,
2003; Yusuf, 2011; Salimi, et al., 2012).
After looking into relevant research, Willis
and Willis (2001) suggest a broad criterion
for sequencing tasks based on a led-by-
teacher pre planning. They, for instance,
advise that learners can be supervised and
trained to deal with tasks similar to the
required tasks in advance. Accordingly, the
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real learning tasks whose training
counterparts are found easier by learners
should precede other tasks in the syllabus.
However, they admit to the fact that
"perhaps more work is needed looking at
basic task types and seeing how these may
be linked into sequences with one task
building on another" (p. 177).

It is worth mentioning here that all
suggestions regarding 'task’ grading draw
on the fact that sheer process-oriented
language syllabi, unlike pure product-
oriented ones, are learner-centred and
learning-based.  This  means  that
linguistically-driven  criteria for task
gradation purposes are irrelevant, and, at
best, insufficient. Task complexity may
well be due to some ‘within learner
variances' (Robinson, 2001) such as,
individual differences between learners' in
their language learning aptitude, adopted
learning styles and strategies, familiarity
with the task content and/or topic, self-
confidence and learning motivation and
pace, or their response degree to different
tasks. Nunan (1989) agrees that many
certain non-linguistic factors will 'impinge’
upon task complexity such as learner's
'maturational’ level. Referring to the idea
of the ‘inbuilt syllabus’, he adds that “it is
the learners who impose their own
automatic order of difficulty by doing and
not doing what they can and cannot do” (p.
116). Unfortunately, this type of
differences has not been regarded as
‘central’, and thus, has had "relatively little
attention in the literature™ (Skehan,
2003:7). Therefore, this approach is
clearly criticized for the difficulty, if not
the impossibility, associated with the
diagnosis and measurement of these within
learner and cognitive factors. As one



might have noticed so far, the bulk of the

task grading criteria provided by relevant
research to date is based on specific learner-
dependent variables. Such purely speculative

criteria are  pedagogically  unfeasible,
empirically unsustainable (Robinson, 2001);
and standardization’, therefore, is missing.

That is, there should always be new task-
organization and task

based syllabus
sequential arrangement in accordance with

the specific needs of each and every new
group of language learners. It is still arguable

whether such criteria, which lack the

necessary rigour, should lead to any reliable
and valid assessment procedures of the task

difficulty. Robinson (1995:101) admits to it,
"learner factors, such as confidence and

motivation, will always be beyond the
control of the task designer, and therefore
can play little part in a priori decisions about

task complexity."

In addition, the task-based syllabuses are

usually associated with two serious problems

which are directly relevant to the notion of
sequential arrangement of tasks. These are
the issue of the ‘finiteness’ of the tasks and

the ‘overlapping’ between them. Tasks

cannot be put in a given order if we are not
able to decide on the number of the tasks

needed, and draw dividing lines between
them. Skehan (1996:56) admits that "we
cannot pretend to offer a comprehensive
sequence of tasks". Long and Crookes
(1992:46) also admit to it and explain, “some
tasks, for example, doing the shopping,
either could or will involve others, for
example, catching a bus, paying the fare,
choosing purchases, paying for purchases,
and so on, and some of those ‘subtasks’

7 Standardization in the 'absolutist' and 'universalistic' sense
(Ellis, 2006:432).
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could easily be broken down still further,
for example, paying for purchases divided
into counting money and checking
change”.

Needess to say that this approach is also
criticized for its partial negligence of the
what in  teaching and learning
(competence) at the expense of the how
(performance). Swan (2005: 396) explains
that the weakest point in task-based
approaches is that "the language that is
most needed is not all reliably supplied
and taught". In other words, learners may
well fail to complete an ostensibly easy
language learning task mainly due to the
fact that not enough attention has been
paid to the relatively complex linguistic
item the task is loaded with. Also,
depending on the instructional milieu,
some 'cultural barriers' and 'social factors'
might contribute to the difficulty of
language learning tasks. Usually, the effect
of these factors are not accounted for in
the task-based language syllabi (Ellis,
2009).

Thus, it is to be noted that up till this
point, as Yousefi et al. (2012:1437) put it,
"there IS no consensus over any
established criteria for sequencing and
grading tasks". Instead, "there are methods
of analyzing tasks, both for difficulty and
for type" Skehan (1996:56).

The Case for ESP Courses

Content-based curriculum such as the
topical language syllabus implies "the
concurrent teaching of academic subject
matter and second language skills"
(Brinton et al., 1989). It is distinguished
from other types by “the concurrent
learning of a specific content and related



language use skills in a content driven
curriculum, i.e., with the selection and
sequence of language elements determined
by the content” (Wesche, 1993:57).

In Content-Based Instruction (CBI), both
means (synthetic) and ends (analytic) are
considered. This approach is most common
in today's English for Specific Purposes
(including EAP)® courses (Nunan, 1989)
because, as Brinton and Holten (2001:251)
put it, "CBI is a highly effective method of
delivering EAP instruction" (see also Johns,
1992 and Ngan, 2011). Moreover, Stoller
(2001:212) reports that many EAP
practitioners and researchers now believe
that task-based approaches to content-based
syllabus design "represent viable responses
to the real-world needs of EAP students".

As for content sequencing, a good
suggestion has been to grade the content
according to the logical conceptual order of
the subject matter per se without reference to
mere language means. Robinson P. C.
(1991:37), for example, agrees that in many
ESP programmes "the specialist content is
utilized as an organizing device for the
syllabus, in order to motivate the students
and as a basis for the ‘real syllabus’ of
language forms, functions or whatever the
course designers wish to focus on.” A
considerable number of studies advocating
this suggestion are reported in Wesche
(1993), Adamson (1993), Snow and Brinton
(1997), and Kasper (1997).

Topics which are selected from the
students’ specialist area are also being
frequently used as the organizing unit for the

® The main objective of an English for Academic Purposes

language syllabus while, to preserve
continuity, these subject topics may be
sequenced in many ways according to
special  non-linguistic  considerations
(Jordan 1997:61). There has been a
suggestion to grade topics according to
their so-called ‘depth of treatment’ so that
“it is possible to move from the more
general and superficial to a highly specific
and detailed treatment" (White, 1988:67).
This approach to gradation by depth of
treatment implies considering the length of
the written or spoken language, the
familiarity and interest of the topic to the
learners, and the number of ‘mental’
demands involved in manipulating and
understanding the topic. Nevertheless,
according to Bourke (2006:283), the
selected topic per se "is not of much use. It
is what one does with it that matters. The
topic provides the inspiration for a variety
of tasks that pupils engage in.” And the
whole course will end up,
methodologically speaking, with a task-
oriented syllabus (Yalden, 1984). Carson
et al. (1997:367) explain that "task-based
EAP instruction expands on the content-
based instruction focus on language as a
vehicle for learning content by then using
content as a vehicle for task mastery".
They add that "it is the task that focuses
the way that language learners will
read/write/listen/speak about content."

Theoretical Rationales for an Eclectic
Syllabus Design

It is worth noting that recent advances
and developments in language curriculum
design and methodology should not be
taken to suggest the complete failure of
traditional instructional methodologies.

program is to allow its students "to gain skills in both course
content at their institution and the language needed for
academic successes". (Met, 1999:143).

Swan (2005:378) rightly points out that
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the complete "rejections of ‘traditional’
approaches are ill-founded and frequently
tendentious”. He argues that "countless
people seem to have learnt languages over
the centuries through the kind of instruction
currently condemned in the TBI literature”
(p. 386). It should only been assumed that
language learning can never be thought of as
a simple, linear, accumulative process.
Furthermore, one may argue that no one
particular approach to language teaching is
effectively  adopted  throughout  all
instructional contexts because theoretical and
empirical research findings to date do not
provide a sound basis for demonstrating the
superiority of any one language syllabus type
or teaching methodology approach (Breen,
2001; Ellis, 2003; Ellis, 2009; and Swan,
2005).

The question under investigation can
simply provide the basis for a movement
towards the eclectic approach to language
syllabus design and methodology. In other
words, the adoption of a ‘multi-approach’ or
a 'multi-faceted', ‘integrated’, 'balanced',
'layered' syllabus even along the way in a
multi-stage language learning process is
suggested to overcome this problem of
content grading and sequencing. Wilkins
(1976:66) dislikes the suggested solution and
describes it as problematic because it is
“extrinsic to the idea of the notional syllabus
itself”. White (1988) thinks that there is no
easy solution to this dilemma. He justifies
that a teacher who believes in teaching
methodology specifications in theory, and
has ‘idealized view’ of the relationship
between the instructional approach and the
sequence adopted is not expected to be easily
reconciled to dealing with such a holistic
syllabus in practice.
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However, throughout the history of
English language syllabus design and
methodology, a considerable number of
researchers have hypothesized about the
usefulness of opting for an eclectic
approach (Swan, 1985 and 2005; Brown,
1995; Jordan, 1997; and Ellis, 2009). Long
and Crookes (1992:27), for example, call
for a compromise and suggest that “when
the task syllabus is combined with a focus
on form in task-based language teaching,
the task receives more support in second
language acquisition (SLA) research as a
viable unit around which to organize
language teaching and learning
opportunities” (original emphasis).
Dudley-Evans and St John (1998:30)
report that “there is now acceptance of
many different approaches and a
willingness to mix different types of
material and methodologies”. Swan
(2005:394) advocates this suggestion of
integration and proclaims that "a grammar
syllabus alone is no more suitable as an
overall organizing principle for language
teaching than is a lexical syllabus, a
functional-notional syllabus, a syllabus of
tasks or any other single strand of the
complex fabric of language forms and
use". Breen (2001) predicts that in the
early part of the twenty-first century, the
field of English language learning should
witness a powerful tendency towards a
synthesis of the two product-based and
process-oriented approaches to syllabus
design and methodology in order to bring
about a 'syllabus of syllabuses' or a 'multi-
dimensional syllabus'.

In a broad view of the ‘integrated’ or
‘combined syllabus’, such syllabus, be it
notional/functional or task-based, could
have  language  structure as its



organizational unit in its early stages
normally for beginners. So, the functional
and notional items are graded and sequenced
according to the intuitive level of difficulty
of the structural patterns they have®. At later
stages as students progress, the language
tasks could constitute the basic unit of
syllabus design and classroom methodology
(Swan, 2005). According to Johnson
(1996:168), "it is a well-established principle
of syllabus design that the unit of
organization should change in the course of
language-teaching operation”. Or, it could
have different parts on grammar, skills,
notions, functions, situations, themes,
problem-solving activities and tasks. Ellis
(2009) reports that some studies have
convincingly shown that certain L2
structures (e.g., question forms) could be
prioritized in the process of task-based
syllabus design and implementation. Swan
(2005:389) agrees, "tasks can certainly be
structured to promote more complex and
accurate interaction, and this aspect of task
design and implementation has generated
much valuable research”. This may well be
taken to mean that learning tasks have the
potential capability of being sequentially
arranged according to the difficulty of their
linguistic ~ content.  Ellis  (2009:232)
acknowledges that 'grammar' can have an
important place in the task-based approach,
and adds that it is possible "to conceive of a
grammar-oriented  task-based  syllabus
consisting of focused tasks™ or "a hybrid one
that consists of a mixture of focused and
unfocused tasks". He concludes that
‘attention to form' is not an option, but a
necessity in task-based syllabus at the
methodological level.

A good exemplification of this mixed
English syllabus is Flowerdew's (2005)
ESP course in Hong Kong which adopts a
'more balanced' eclectic approach and
draws on elements from three different
types of English language syllabi in order
to meet learners' both language and
learning needs. These language syllabi
include content-based, task-based, and
theme-based syllabuses. She justifies that
"in reality, many syllabi constructed by
course designers for their in-house courses
do not neatly fall into one specific
category, but draw on aspects of two or
three different syllabus types" (p. 136).
Stoller (2001:213) agrees and indicates
that the adoption of an integrated approach
to EAP syllabus development could well
be the answer, "there is no single template
for an effective EAP curriculum, largely
due to diverse perspectives on language
and content learning and diverse
instructional settings". However, Brinton
and Holten (2001:251) draw our attention
to the fact that it is not easy "to expect
instructors schooled in communicative
language teaching approaches to achieve
the very difficult balance that is inherent in
CBIl  between skills, content and
language".

Swan (2005) sums it up and
recommends the new approach to a multi-
faceted language syllabus as a
reconciliation. In such an approach, he
describes:

Tasks of various kinds will take their
place as components of ‘task-supported'
instructional programmes, alongside a
variety of other procedures which will
range from the most 'natural’ to the most
‘unreal’,  traditional  and

allegedly

% See, for example, Yalden’s ‘proportional’ or ‘balanced’
syllabus (Yalden, 1983).
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‘discredited',

from the most learner-centred to the
most teacher-centred, as a complementary
components of a multi-faceted syllabus
(Swan, 2005:395-96).

Conclusion:

With every innovation in English language
syllabus design and methodology, the notion
of grading becomes more complicated. It is
becoming a difficult job even for
experienced language teachers and syllabus
designers (Nunan, 1989). Fortunately, the
associated problems and difficulties are well-
recognized and their  existence is
acknowledged in the field.

In sum, then, the grading of language
syllabus content is inevitable if we aim at
successful English language teaching and
learning. Extreme caution should be
exercised when questioning the importance
of syllabus ordering. As Allen (1984:66)
puts it, “the choice is not between close
control, and no control at all, but between
‘finely tuned” (explicitly graded) and
‘roughly tuned’ (implicitly graded) input for
the learner”. However, the question would
always persist to be on which basis we do
select and how we apply the suggested
grading parameters. Syllabus designers do
not have to expect easily reachable criteria
for gradation. An eclectic approach to
syllabus design and methodology is
justifiably suggested as a solution. Still, the
adoption and implementation of the said
'syllabus of syllabuses' should always be
accompanied with great care and attention.
The likely reason is that language teachers
and syllabus designers would not be able to
make it easily into apparently opposing
theories.
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