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As teachers, teacher mentors, teacher researchers we see, like the authors of this
book, the ‘increasing number of books on the market today [...] presented as consumable
products that will produce instant, uniform results for all students in all contexts’ (p. x). We
also get asked questions about language teaching and language learning, and hear (and
perhaps challenge) the many widely believed myths about the topic. The Art and Science of
Language Teaching aims to ‘offer research-based practices that are the result of decades or
studies into how languages are learned’ (p. x) and it seems to me that this is a very welcome
volume at this moment.

Each of the 21 chapters follows a common structure and sets out to address a
specific question that forms its title. Organised into five sections, these questions cover
issues like teacher and student talk; differentiation; learner motivation and anxiety; teaching
grammar, pronunciation and vocabulary; planning and assessment. Usefully, there is no real
reason to read the book linearly and instead a reader might choose to dip in and out of the
chapters that appear most relevant to them in any given moment. This review will mention
two chapters in particular later.

The book promotes a real sense of self-reflection and self-dialogue, not just
through the questions that act as titles for the chapters, but also the ‘Pre-reading
Self-Assessment’ (p. xvi). The authors pose some 62 statements, related and organised under
the five overarching sections, and ask readers to self-assess their beliefs about language
teaching and learning on a five-point Likert scale. Crucially, they invite readers to return to
this self-assessment after reading each section in order to see if their ideas have changed
and, if so, what that means for their own practice. This makes this book an excellent tool for
practitioners to use in order to take control of their own continuing professional
development and education. | can also envisage this volume being used in group CPD
settings, where a group of teachers (a Community of Practice, perhaps) read the book over
the course of an academic year, discussing each chapter in depth as they go along. It’s a way
to gain access to research findings which is, so often, behind a paywall and out of the reach
of many ELT teachers around the world. Teachers who, whilst committed to improving their
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classroom practice, don’t have institutional access to expensive journals. Each chapter ends
with questions to consider, which again promotes the sense of self-dialogue, and an
annotated bibliography to guide the reader towards other materials that take the topic
deeper.

Chapters start, however, with an overview of the ‘key questions’ the authors set
out to address and then a case study called ‘voices from the classroom’ which provides a
context. Then there’s a section on ‘what the research says’ and a section on ‘what’s missing’
from the science and research literature. The book does not shy away from the gaps and the
unknowns which | consider to be a real strength. The authors suggest some ‘Research-Based
Strategies to Try’ that respond to the context provided at the beginning of the chapter before
addressing some more example situations in a ‘Troubleshooting’ section. Finally, there’s a
summary of the chapter before it moves into the reflection questions.

| particularly enjoyed the third chapter dealing with error correction. This is a topic
that everyone seems to have an opinion on, so | found it useful to read what the research
can tell us. Something | had not explicitly considered was that ‘lower-proficiency learners
tend to benefit more from more explicit forms of feedback [... and] higher-proficiency
learners can benefit more from the implicit forms of feedback’ (p. 36). In addition, the
authors state that there is evidence that when we give feedback on writing ‘focused
feedback may be more effective [...] because correcting every error a learner makes can be
demotivating” (p. 39). | had instinctively assumed that to be the case and have fought the
reflex to correct every error, but | did not know that there was evidence to support my
position. Reflecting on what the science is missing, we are told that ‘[w]hile we know that
recasts are the most common form of corrective feedback used [...], there is no research
that definitively shows one type of corrective feedback is always better than others’ (p. 40).

Another chapter that stood out to me was chapter 7, which addresses how we can
best support neurodiverse learners. This is a topic which | don’t recall being discussed when |
studied for my CELTA. A study from 2020 estimates that as much as 20% of the general
population has some type of neurodivergence and so this is clearly an important topic and
we are starting to see sessions at professional conferences which deal with it. ‘{/mportantly’,
the book makes clear, ‘there is no data or research supporting the idea that neurodivergent
learners should avoid additional language learning’ (p. 95; italics original). The authors cite
research that suggests that bilingual children with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) have an
advantage over their monolingual peers with ASD when it comes to ‘understanding others’
beliefs’ (p. 96). This chapter provides a very useful five-page section of suggested activities
for differentiating instruction, helpfully arranged according to different types of
neurodivergence. The authors also remind us that ‘all classrooms are neurodiverse’ and ‘due
to stigma’, these needs are not always disclosed (p. 98).

Unusually, the book is printed in colour with attractive images, photos and
diagrams that explain or exemplify the ideas being discussed. At the end of the volume,
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there is a glossary of key terms, ranging from ‘anxiety’, via ‘noticing’ to ‘willingness to
communicate’ which are clearly yet concisely defined. Then, and in addition to the annotated
bibliography in-chapter, a full list of references organised by chapters is provided at the end
of the book.

In a world where myths and strongly held, but mistaken, beliefs can so dominate
the agenda when talking to students, parents and even other teachers, this is an
indispensable volume.

The Art and Science of Language Teaching (2024) by Lara Bryfonski and Alison Mackey is
published by Cambridge University Press. ISBN 9781108932011
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