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Introduction

Use of metaphor

Metaphors we work by:
EFL and its metaphors

Scott Thornbury

When teachers talk about teaching and learning they perhaps reveal more
than they realize abouttheir beliefs and values. Itis these beliefs and values,
often embodied in personally significant images, that provide valuable
insights for teacher educators. This article reviews current thinking on the
uses of metaphor, and suggests ways in which awareness of, and
experimentation with, teachers’ metaphors for teaching might usefully be
incorporated into training programmes.’

I don’t think the message got through there.

I got lost in the amount of information.

It was quite difficult to hold on to both structures:
You start to see how it falls into place.

I couldn’t process it.

One should’ve focused on the bits of grammar.

A small group of EFL teachers had recently been subject to a first lesson
in Japanese, with a view to experiencing the role of the student at first
hand. The class had been videoed, and the above comments were a few
among the many that were occasioned by a viewing of the video a day or
two after the lesson.” No specific rubric had been established for the video
viewing: the idea had been that it would simply aid recall of the lesson. In
the event, the metaphors that the teacher-students used to report their
experience were perhaps more revealing of their teaching styles than of
their individual learning styles.

Teachers, like other professionals, resort to and depend on the use of
metaphor when it comes to verbalizing their experience: metaphors help
them to see what is invisible, to describe what otherwise would be
indescribable:

Theories of learning are dependent on metaphors, because they are
centrally concerned either with mental acts and conscious processes or
with operations of mental mechanisms below the level of
consciousness, all of which are describable only by metaphorical
means. (Elliott, 1984: 38)

Theory-derived metaphors with a strong and intuitively attractive
explanatory power become part of the shared folk theory of teachers: the
monitor model (Krashen, 1982) is an example. Teachers talk about
monitor under- and over-using with the same authority that they once
used to talk about habit-forming and reinforcement, without ever having
read Krashen or Skinner, and without really needing to, since the
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metaphor is powerful enough not only to speak for itself but, directly or
indirectly, to influence their classroom practice.

Much metaphor use, however, is attributable less to specific theories of
learning than to a shared imagery with which we make sense of the world:
it is no less influential in terms of practice, however. ‘Our ordinary
conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is
fundamentally metaphorical in nature.” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980: 3).
It is claimed, therefore, that:

one fruitful way to begin to understand the substantive content of
teachers’ thinking is to attend carefully to the metaphors that appear
when teachers express themselves. (Munby, 1986: 201)

Munby, for example, identified in a study of one teacher’s talk about
teaching, a recurring metaphor of lesson as moving object. A related
image of learning as a journey occurs frequently in the commentary on the
Japanese lesson:

1 She lost me then.

2 I gotlost in the amount of information.

3 Which route did you follow? (i.e. using cognates or mnemonics)
4 We wouldn’t have covered so much stuff (if . . .)

Learning as a mechanical or computational process is another frequently
occurring metaphor:

5 I couldn’t process it.

6 You could just switch off.

7 You were getting so much input.
8 I turned off during the drills.

A glance at any current book on language learning theory confirms that
this family of metaphors is extremely pervasive. Stevick’s (1980) model of
language learning—the Levertov Machine, for example, incorporates not
only input and output, but a generator, two governors, and a monitor. ‘A
concern with exploring [such] analogies, or similarities, between men and
computational devices has been the most important single factor
influencing post-behaviourist cognitive psychology.” (Boyd, 1979: 360)

A related, but less mechanistic, metaphor is that of learning as puzzle-
solving:

9 We were trying to figure it out together.
10 You start to see how it falls into place.
11 Now what can you sort out?

12 You start playing with the language.

Each of these three metaphors for learning—the journey, the machine,
and the puzzle—shares a common view of language: that of language as
matter or a commodity, amounts of which you can getlostin 2, or you can
process 5, or which falls into place 10, and which can be played with 12.
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