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1. INTRODUCTION 

One of the most successful linguistic events in the history of mankind, perhaps 
rivaled only by the revival of Hebrew in Modern Israel, was the successful teaching of 
English as a foreign/second language in the Philippines during the American Colonial 
Period (1898-1946). Table I shows the progressive growth of the number of speakers of 
English from 1898 till 1998 based on self-reports and different samplings: 

TABLE 11 

Growth in Number of Speakers of English in the Philippines 

YEAR NO. OF SPEAKERS OF ENGLISH TOTAL POPULATION PERCENT AGE 

19032 

1918 

1939 

1948 

1960 

1970 

19803 

19904 

305,417* 

(approximate) 

896,358* 

4,264,549 

6,934,712 

10,547,950 

16,409,133 

25,000,000 

33,872,823 

*Ten years old and above 

7,635,426 4.0 

10,314,310 8.70 

16,000,303 26.60 

19,234,582 36.05 

27,087,685 38.96 

36,648,486 44.80 

48,098,960 64.50 

60,487,185 56.00** 

**56% said they could speak English, 59% could write in English, 73% could read 
English, and 74% could understand English. 
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The Americans arrived in 1898; there were no speakers of English except for 
ilustrados (enlightened educated elite who had been to the United Kingdom and learned 
English while in Europe). In 20 years (1918) we had 8.7% of the population 10 years old 
and above able to speak English. Successive censuses based on total enumeration or on 
household use show the increasing use of English in the Independence Period, although 
since World War II, there has been talk of the 'deterioration' of English in the Philippines. 
The numbers keep increasing, however, so that at present the Philippines is considered one 
of the largest English-speaking populations in the world. 

Except for the State of Israel in 1946 which revived Biblical Hebrew as the 
national language of Modem Israel (competence in Modem Hebrew in Israel at present has 
reached a high of 98% ), I do not know of other cases in history where language learning on 
a societal scale moved as fast as English had by 1939, on the eve of Philippine 
independence from the United States within a space of 52 years. 

The objective of this paper is to see what factors might explain this successful 
language teaching and learning in Southeast Asia and to draw from experience some 
valuable insights into language teaching for the teacher. 

2. THE AMERICAN PERIOD (1898-1946) 

The methods used by the American teachers during the first decade of American 
colonization have been studied (see Alberca 1994, 1996; Mindo 1995). Complementing 
these studies are a subset of historical notes and accounts by the early American teachers 
who arrived aboard the USS Thomas in 1901; thereafter the name 'Thomasite' has been 
applied to all American teachers who taught in the public school system during the 
American Period. 

The methods of the teachers (as gleaned from autobiographical accounts and 
biographies (see Lardizabal 1956 and Gonzalez 1996b) consisted of what we might call the 
'traditional grammar-analysis approach' which was then used in the public schools of the 
United States. Not only was the methodology dubious in terms of impact on language 
learning even among native speakers but it was doubly dubious in terms of effectiveness 
when used for non-native speakers whose first language was totally different, in language 
type and affiliation, from English. 

Even the initial readers were English readers (the Spanish readers were soon 
discarded and only English officially used in class, though one suspects that those Filipino 
teachers who were less proficient in English used Spanish) authored in the United States; 
it was not till 1919 when the Osias readers appeared, authored by the 
educator-turned politician Camilo Osias, who based his stories on Philippine realities but 
actually borrowed his methodology from the prevailing American readers at that time. 

What was remarkable about the language model in those years was that the 
grammar analysis approach prevailed all during the entire period of American colonization 
and subsequent independence at least until about 1950. 

The teaching of English in the Philippines has been described by Sibayan and 
Gonzalez (1989) as a series of movements from the grammar-analysis approach, to the 
thematic approach just before the beginning of World War II, the second language approach 
from 1950 to 1974, and thereafter, until now, the communicative approach to second 
language teaching. 

2 



LANGUAGE TEACHING IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

Gonzalez et al. (forthcoming) has attempted to measure the quality of English by 
purposive samples with definite demographic characteristics; not surprisingly, through 
individual elicitation sessions consisting of reading a text aloud, providing translations of 
sentences, and actual writing of compositions, students with the best pronunciation were 
those taught through the aural-oral method or second language approach from 1950 to 
1974. Since ESL in those days stressed pronunciation through all kinds of drills from 
minimal pairs, to phrases, clauses, and sentences (with the proper intonation), the 
pronunciation characteristics are not unexpected. Surprisingly, however, the group among 
the subjects which had the best compositions was the second generation of Filipinos in the 
1920's, taught by teachers who had been trained by the Thomasites. And likewise 
surprising is that the current generation of Filipinos, under the post-1974 and 1987 
bilingual scheme, is the generation which performed best in grammatical correctness 
probably because of the temporal proximity of instruction in grammar among that age 
group. 

3. THE INDEPENDENCE PERIOD (1946-PRESENT) 

Language teaching developments in the Philippines following the period of 
American Structuralist models in grammar and in language have moved towards the 
communicative approach in its various permutations. 

Side by side with communication has developed a special interest in English for 
Specific Purposes (ESP) for in the 1974 and 1987 bilingual education scheme adopted by 
the Department of Education, English continues to be used for science and mathematics. 
Thus, especially at the tertiary level of education, there is an emphasis on reading, 
summarizing, and writing scientific prose. In addition, because of the distancing the 
Philippines has undergone from American culture with the . end of the bases agreement, 
there is renewed interest in cultural area studies of American and British culture perhaps 
because Filipinos now perceive that they should not only learn language but likewise culture 
and because (to use the common distinction) English is no longer a second language but a 
foreign language for many Filipinos in the provinces. 

The other social reality that has impinged on English in the Philippines is what 
Fishman et al. (1996; see also Sibayan and Gonzalez 1996) call Post-Imperial English; 
Post-Imperial English is the variety of English spoken in a formerly second-language 
colonial situation which has now been legitimized as a subject worthy of investigation (see 
the volume in honor of Manfred Gorlach, ed. by Edgar W. Schneider 1997, Gonzalez 1997) 
and now recognized as a variety in its own right (Pride 1982; for studies of Philippine 
English, see Llamzon 1969, 1997; Alberca 1978; Gonzalez 1982, 1983 1985, 1991, 1992; 
Gonzalez and Alberca 1978; Marasigan 1981; Bautista 1997; Cruz and Bautista 1995). The 
consensus among many linguists is that English in the Philippines has not 'deteriorated' but 
that it is evolving towards a local creolized variety (Gonzalez 1983, 1996) with features 
different from Standard American English and from the accepted acrolectal variety of 
English in the United Kingdom. There are, of course, other varieties of English in 
Australia, New Zealand, and Canada among native language speakers; the legitimation of 
other varieties of English (arising in second language situations) has seen its high-point 
with the publication of the Macquarie Dictionary of Asian English (Delbridge et al. 1991), 
which attempts to capture these new varieties (Braj Kachru 1981, 1992, 1997) in their 
different settings, at least insofar as the lexicon is concerned. Kachru and Gonzalez have 
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attempted to describe these new varieties not only in terms of lexicon and phonology but 
writing styles (Gonzalez 1991) and literary styles (Kachru 1995; Gonzalez 1982). 

4. FACTORS FOR SUCCESS 

There are many hypotheses explaining the success of language teaching during the 
American Period. Certainly, it was not due to methodology (Alberca, 1994, 1996; Gonzalez 
1996b) or superior materials or better equipment. Rather, one might almost say that 
Filipinos learned to speak, read, and write English not because of what had been taught to 
them in English class (largely theoretical knowledge about English traditional grammar 
rather than practical proficiency in English) but in spite ofit. 

Alberca (1996) has kind thoughts for the Thomasites and attributes the success of 
language teaching to affective and emotional dimensions (friendliness, affection, role
modeling, affirmation of Filipino students by their American mentors) more than any other 
factor. 

Gonzalez (1996a) attributes the quick learning from the limited teaching to the 
widespread use of English for teaching all subjects (hence, language across the curriculum 
in its approach) so that the real learning came from language USE, not language structure, 
with the content classes providing the necessary laboratory for using the language. If one 
stayed in the system and did not drop out, then one began to think in the language and to 
carry on higher order cognitive activities, demonstrated by the success of bright young 
Filipinos and Filipinas able to go to the United States for their college degrees and even 
graduate degrees under the pensionado (fellowship) system (Gonzalez 1996b). What was 
learned in the English class insofar as grammar was concerned was traditional grammar 
drilled through many testing exercises; more useful was the role modeling of the teacher in 
terms of pronunciation (although the Monroe 1925 Survey indicated that Filipino children 
'spoke like birds') and the exercises in reading (although the Monroe Survey indicated that 
Filipinos·were reading 2 - 2 112 grades below the level of their American counterparts in 
reading achievement), and writing (although the Monroe Survey called attention to the 
frequent grammatical errors in writing). After only 27 years, this was still quite an 
achievement. The Thomasites and their successors taught our predecessors well to read and 
to write, at least in the better private schools and in the best public schools, a tradition that 
has been institutionalized, for the writing ofFilipino children manifests planning, outlining, 
proper rhetoric as well as excellence in mechanics (see Gonzalez and Fortunato 1995). 
The biggest problem remains the fossilization of grammatical 'errors' in Philippine English 
(see Gonzalez 1983) which Gonzalez et. al. (forthcoming) have termed the 'perduring 
features of Philippine English', especially with regard to agreement between subject and 
verb, the use of articles, and tense/aspect consistencies. 

The other major factor for success which Gonzalez (1996a) uses to explain this 
successful language teaching scheme was the motivation of the Filipino in school. The 
Spaniards did not really establish a good system of public education although with the 
Spanish Educational Reform Decree of 1863, the parish schools under the parish priest were 
established for literacy in Spanish, basic rudiments of religion, reading and writing; by the 
1898 transfer of power, Bazaco (1953) claims that there were 1000 parish schools teaching 
basic literacy, scattered all over the country. 
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The Spanish elementary school 'system' was established too late and did not go 
beyond basic literacy; more successful was the American public elementary school system 
which began as early as 1898 under Chaplain McKinnon and his group of teacher soldiers 
and the establishment of the Bureau of Education by the Organic Act of 1901 under the 
Second Philippine Commission. 

The Filipinos who were of school age were promptly recruited into these schools 
and showed a mental ability and achievement that was truly impressive, for in a few years, 
they were going abroad as pensionados (fellows). The hunger for knowledge and for 
schooling was there; it is still present among the current generation of Filipino parents and 
students with their emphasis on schooling for a ca"era ('profession') and their hope that 
their children will finish (matapos lamang 'at lasts/he [the child] will finish college') and 
the sometimes cruel burden imposed on Filipino youth to finish a degree to obtain any type 
of employment. 

The Filipinos welcomed the Americans as a whole; they welcomed the public 
system of education which was the first nationwide attempt to identify intellectual and 
cognitive excellence among the young Filipinos; they appreciated what individual American 
teachers did to help them move up the educational ladder, some going abroad as regular 
students and returning to become the new elite of the country especially in the field of 
government service and politics. Education was the way to social mobility and 
advancement, and therefore it behove Filipinos to learn English as soon as possible so that 
they could profit from the educational opportunities being offered by the American colonial 
government. 

5. INSIGHTS FROM THE PAST 
Elsewhere, I have described in more detail the American system of language 

methodology (Gonzalez 1996a; see also Alberca 1996) and have called attention to its basic 
limitations. It suffered from the same limitations that the grammar-analysis approach 
manifested in the Philippines and elsewhere. The teaching methodology was used during 
the entire American Period, the teaching paradigm changing only in the post -World War Il 
period. However, even with what we have learned about language learning and acquisition 
the past 50 years and the new teaching/learning paradigms we have used, we have not yet 
arrived at any sure formula or approach or methodology that infallibly works. The pattern 
drilling and listen-repeat exercises of the early ESL period resulted in much repetition 
without acquisition, leading to boring aural-oral classes and the neglect of reading and 
writing. The communicative approach lends itself to creative first steps in attempting to use 
and be fluent in a language; in the hands of a master methodologist (see Taschner 1994, for 
example), the classes will really result in sharing of new information. In the hands of a 
non-creative teacher, however, these information sharing exercises can become analytical 
discussions as the former exercises did. Moreover, in spite of much reading research, we 
have not really made a breakthrough in advanced reading and writing skills. On the other 
hand, we are happy that at least these communication exercises are back in focus and are 
being paid attention to once more. 

I have referred to this failure in results elsewhere (Gonzalez 1996a) as the 
'limitations of science', in this case, the limitations of linguistic science and applied 
psychology in language (a branch of psycholinguisties) in dealing with the human problem 
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of language teaching and learning. Going even beyond the American Period, one finds 
·limitations in the so-caHed scientific approach (behaviorally based) of the American 
.Structuralist applied linguists of the 1950's up to the 1970's. 

What is needed based on the Philippine experience of success is a holistic view of 
language learning, beginning with language policy in the country, the economic rewards for 
anyone gaining competence in any language, political and nationalistic agenda for the 
nation and the role of language in foreign relations, and ending with the social codes 
acceptable to the society for specific purposes and for different social levels. This sets the 
stage for any kind of language teaching program, which must go beyond curricula and 
syllabi on the structure of language (its phonology, lexicon, syntax) to go into practical 
discourse through active use in speaking and in writing, together with the stimulus of 
special registers of the language and hence the differentiation ofreading tasks (to go beyond 
literature to scientific and technical prose). Above all, the motivation must be there and the 
use of the language beyond the classroom; hence the presence of a supportive English
speaking community is highly desirable to allow for use and practice. In more affluent 
countries such as Japan, which for almost a hundred years found it nearly impossible to 
speak English fluently, the situation has changed drastically with the almost universal use 
of travel and study in a country whose language one is learning as part of secondary 
schooling. It is the latter, it seems to me, that explains Japan's contemporary success -- at 
last -- to have its youth finally able to speak English fluently. 

Still involving attitude and motivation are factors such as the openness of a society 
to foreign influence, its 'permeability', its social mores, its national and personal 
characteristics, and the status of the languages to be learned. It makes a difference in one's 
motivation for learning a language whether or not one will need it for further advancement 
in one's intellectual world; the status of the language as a world language and a language of 
wider communication or even an international auxiliary language and the social pressure 
from one's peers at international meetings and conferences when the language is used are 
added reasons for acquiring competence in the English language. · 

To conclude, based on the Philippine experience, one can learn a second or foreign 
language rapidly and among a great number (in a colonial situation which probably will 
not be replicated again in the history of mankind) provided one's teaching methodology is 
imaginative and creative (and not routinary) and provided one is well motivated, has a 
positive attitude towards the language and its native speakers, finds economic benefits as a 
result of learning the language, and provided the language has STATUS and PRESTIGE 
and has been sufficiently cultivated to the point where it can be used as a language of 
scholarly discourse at the university level and therefore 'intellectualized'. 

ENDNOTES 

'This article was originally delivered as a paper at the 1998 RELC Seminar, Singapore, on 'Language 
Teaching: New Insights for the Language Teacher'. 

1GoU7alez 1996a. 
2 All households were asked items related to the personal characteristics of every member of the household 

including mother tongue; however, fur every 20th household (5%), additional items on literacy (ability to speak Pilipino, 
Spanish or English) fur persons l 0 years old and over were asked by the enumerator. 

3While all households were asked regarding the population and housing characteristics, only 20"/o were 
asked about other characteristics (language or dialect spoken at home, ability to speak Pilipino and English). 
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4Based on a privately co~ioned survey (SWS 1994) on a sampling of 1,200 carefully selected 
respondents; census data from 1990 did not include an item on competence in English among Filipinos. 
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