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The origins of ELT Journal 
 
Richard C. Smith 
 
 
Introduction  
 
The journal that gave its name to our field of activity recently reached the age of sixty 
– in October 1946, the first issue of English Language Teaching, now known as ELT 
Journal, was sent out around the world from the British Council’s offices in Hanover 
Street, London. Since then the journal has continuously served as a focal point for the 
profession, to the extent indeed that its title, abbreviated to ‘ELT’, began to be 
adopted as an umbrella term for the whole enterprise of teaching English as a foreign 
or second language. This term gained even wider currency after English Language 
Teaching was renamed English Language Teaching Journal (ELTJ) in 1973, and then 
simply ELT Journal in 1981. 
 
As a glance at the Appendix will show, successive editors have left their own mark on 
the journal. However, it is A.S. Hornby, its founder and first editor, who should be 
especially remembered. Founding English Language Teaching was just one of 
Hornby’s many achievements, but it is mainly due to his close association with the 
periodical in its earliest years that he deserves to be called the ‘father of ELT’ in post-
war Britain. As we shall also see, however, there is a need to delve deeper, and further 
back in time, if we are to discover the true origins of English Language Teaching, and 
of ELT as a post-war enterprise. 
 
A.S. Hornby (1898–1978): Founder and first editor  
 
Albert Sydney Hornby (known to his friends and colleagues as ‘ASH’) was born on 
10 August 1898, in Chester.1 He was educated at the local grammar school, then 
studied English at University College London. In 1923 he was recruited to teach 
English in a college in Kyushu, Japan. Although originally employed to teach 
literature, he found it equally if not more necessary to focus on the teaching of 
language. His developing interests in this area brought him into contact with the 
pioneering Institute for Research in English Teaching (IRET), which had been set up 
in Tokyo by Harold E. Palmer (1877–1949). Hornby became an active member, and 
he was invited by Palmer in 1931 to assist with IRET’s developing programme of 
vocabulary research. 
 
In 1934 Hornby moved to Tokyo, and, when Palmer left Japan in 1936, took over the 
leadership of IRET research activities and the editorship of its Bulletin.  Hornby and 
his IRET colleagues also brought to fruition a project initially conceived by Palmer, 
the compilation of a special dictionary for learners of English. Originally published in 
Tokyo in 1942, this dictionary was republished by Oxford University Press in 1948 as 
A Learner’s Dictionary of Current English. It was retitled in 1952 The Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, and this is the achievement for which 
Hornby is best remembered today (see Cowie 1999). 
 
Following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Hornby returned to England (in 1942) and 
immediately departed again to take up a British Council post as lecturer and teacher 
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trainer in Teheran. When the war ended he was appointed to the prestigious-sounding 
new position of ‘Linguistic Adviser’ at British Council headquarters in London. 
However, as Hornby himself recalled, this ‘meant chiefly desk-work: the reading of 
reports from British Council centres in many parts of the world, much correspondence, 
and dealing with files. […] I felt that whatever knowledge and abilities I might 
possess were not being used in the best way, and I became impatient’ (Hornby 1966: 
3).  
 
Practically-minded as he was, Hornby quickly came up with the idea of launching 
English Language Teaching and succeeded in persuading the head of the Education 
Division at the Council to fund the new venture, despite post-war paper shortages.  
 
At the same time as he was editing English Language Teaching, Hornby was 
contributing in a major way to BBC ‘English by Radio’ programmes. He was also 
being courted by Oxford University Press. Following the successful publication of the 
Learner’s Dictionary in 1948, Hornby accepted an invitation from OUP to write 
materials full-time, and in 1950 he resigned both from the Council and from the 
editorship of English Language Teaching, although he remained on the periodical’s 
newly constituted editorial advisory board. A series of influential publications then 
followed: A Guide to Patterns and Usage in English (1954), the popular course 
Oxford Progressive English for Adult Learners (three volumes, 1954–56) and The 
Teaching of Structural Words and Sentence Patterns (four volumes, 1959–66). 
Primarily it was Hornby, through these publications and his early articles for English 
Language Teaching, who laid the foundations for the ‘situational approach’ which 
formed the mainstay of UK-based EFL until the advent of communicative language 
teaching in the 1970s (see Howatt with Widdowson 2004; Smith 2005). 
 
English Language Teaching: Heralding a new era   
 
During the first four years of its existence, Hornby was himself by far the most 
prolific contributor to English Language Teaching, writing 18 out of a total of 119 
articles. As he later admitted, the first issue in particular was ‘something in the nature 
of a one-man band’ (Hornby 1966: 4). Of course, other contributors did start to come 
forward – for the most part Hornby’s British Council colleagues, with just a few 
articles being written by academic phoneticians. A small number of articles were 
contributed by staff at the University of London Institute of Education, and a few 
more by specialists well-known before the war (aside from Harold Palmer, who was 
relatively inactive due to ill health, Michael West (1888–1973) was the most 
prominent among them). However, expertise was generally thin on the ground at this 
time – thus, even as late as 1952, R.T. Butlin, Hornby’s successor as editor of English 
Language Teaching, lamented ‘the very limited number of experts available to 
contribute to the journal’.2 
  
Before World War II, indeed, the teaching of English as a foreign language was not 
much engaged in or thought about as an activity within the UK at all. There were next 
to no EFL courses, whether in language schools or universities, no EFL teacher 
training courses except for one at the Institute of Education designed primarily for 
teachers from overseas, and very few publications, although in the 1930s Longmans, 
OUP and, to a lesser extent, Macmillan had begun to develop an interest in the area.  
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During the wartime years the British Council had, however, increased the number of 
Institutes under its purview, particularly in the Middle East, and Hornby had himself 
been Acting Director of the Anglo-Persian Institute in Teheran. There had also been 
some expansion of English teaching provision specifically for allied servicemen and 
refugees within Britain. Most significantly, however, Winston Churchill had 
expressed a strong desire for English to spread around the world, favouring in 
particular the promotion of C.K. Ogden’s Basic English. There had even been a 
wartime committee of enquiry on the matter, with the British Council itself not 
questioning the premise that English should be spread, but supporting an alternative to 
Basic English which had been developed by Hornby with Palmer, entitled ‘Thousand-
Word English’.3  
 
Hornby was well-positioned, then, to be appointed to the new role of ‘Linguistic 
Adviser’ at the British Council (Harold Palmer was already 68 when the war ended, 
but Hornby was a relatively young 47). As we have seen, although his work at first 
involved primarily keeping in touch with the British Council’s overseas Institutes, he 
soon took on a wider range of roles, including part-time lecturing at the Institute of 
Education, writing and broadcasting for the BBC, and, of course, writing for OUP. So 
he was well-placed as a kind of mediator among these and other institutions as they 
moved in parallel and, increasingly, in cooperation with one another to accord the 
teaching of English as a foreign language a status and provide it with a UK base 
which it had not enjoyed in the pre-war years. Thus, as editor of English Language 
Teaching, Hornby devoted space to articles on UK developments including the 
expansion of ‘English by Radio’ programming at the BBC, the provision of new 
examinations by UCLES and an increase in numbers of students undergoing teacher 
training at the Institute of Education. The main British publishers of English teaching 
materials were also provided with good publicity via book reviews and – from 
September 1947 onwards – advertising space.  
 
In the absence of a very strong ‘centre’, however, the direction of influence was not 
portrayed as being entirely one-way. In the periodical’s first year, Hornby instituted a 
series of articles on the teaching of English in different countries, starting off with an 
article written by K.V. Olsen on Denmark, where the great linguist Otto Jespersen 
(1860–1943), much admired by Hornby, had had a strong influence on English 
language studies and teacher education. In the second year of publication there were 
more such articles, focusing on China, Turkey, Holland, Spain and Sweden (strangely, 
there were none on Japan, where Hornby had gained his own, considerable pre-war 
experience). Hornby’s personal sympathies, he later claimed, were ‘with the teachers 
of Asia and Africa’, although ‘these were the teachers least able to pay even the 
modest cost of English Language Teaching during its first few years’ (Hornby 1966: 
4–5). Clearly, from the very beginning the readership of the periodical was intended 
primarily to be one of overseas teachers of English, and expertise was not, at least at 
first, seen to reside only in the UK.  
 
Overall, the foundation of English Language Teaching signalled the start of a new era, 
both in the way it indicated, for the first time, clear governmental (British Council) 
acknowledgment of the importance and specificity of teaching English as a foreign 
language and due to the fact that it heralded and facilitated an increase in overall UK-
based activity in the field. At the same time, while the early issues reveal an evident 
desire to establish a sense of ‘centre’ – that is, a sense in which the British possessed a 
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special expertise in the area of EFL – such expertise did not yet, in reality run very 
deep, with a rather small group of men [sic] based in London being called upon to 
fulfil multiple roles, Hornby most prominently among them.  
 
Deeper roots: The Bulletin of the Institute for Research in English Teaching and 
its antecedents 
 
Academic applied linguistics did not have a firm foothold in Britain until 1957 (when 
the School of Applied Linguistics was set up in Edinburgh), and the tone of most 
articles in the early issues of English Language Teaching was down to earth, practical, 
non-academic, somewhat prescriptive, and founded above all on experience and 
rational argument rather than explicit linguistic or psychological theory. There were 
quite a few articles on aspects of pedagogical grammar, some on the use of 
technology (films and gramophone records), and others on pronunciation or the 
teaching of British culture, but – apart from Hornby’s own influential articles 
promoting situational language teaching – relatively few on methodology per se. 
 
In fact, in the absence of a pre-existing UK power base for ELT, or of academic 
applied linguistics as a source of authority, it was the overseas experience which 
Hornby, in particular, brought to bear that set the tone of UK-based ELT (not only 
ELT) for many years to come (see Smith 2005).  
 
From what sources of experience, though, did Hornby derive his authority? His own 
answer came in the following reminiscence, nearly at the end of his life: 
 

I felt that I had had this long experience – actually in the classroom, then I'd 
been round the conditions in many parts of the world [...]. So that gave me what 
I felt was a solid background. Then there was the research that we'd done in 
Tokyo. So I felt I was qualified to put something down on paper. I wouldn't 
have dared to do that if I hadn't had that experience. 
 
 (Hornby 1974: 9) 

 
Underlying Hornby’s confident assertion of certain ideas and principles during the 
immediate post-war years, then, were almost twenty years of pre-war classroom 
experience in Japan, combined with the lessons he had derived from active 
participation (over the same length of time) in the research and development work of 
the Tokyo Institute for Research in English Teaching. In a wide variety of ways, 
indeed, Hornby’s post-war efforts to help establish a base of EFL expertise in the UK 
can be seen to have drawn sustenance from his importation of ideas and practices that 
had been thoroughly experimented with in pre-war Japan. These experiments were 
carried out by Japanese as well as foreign teachers like Hornby himself, under the 
auspices of IRET, an institute – or, more properly speaking, a research- and reform-
oriented teachers’ association – which had been established by Harold Palmer in 1923 
and which, it is no exaggeration to say, had constituted the only true ‘centre’ of EFL 
expertise worldwide during the pre-war period.4  
 
In the 1974 interview already cited above, Hornby acknowledged very explicitly the 
influence IRET had had, specifically, on the foundation of English Language 
Teaching:  
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You see, we had a periodical in Japan for the Institute for Research in English 
Teaching. So I did something on similar lines called English Language 
Teaching’ (Hornby 1974: 6).  

Hornby, it should be noted, had edited no fewer than 56 separate issues of the Bulletin 
of the Institute for Research in English Teaching (issues 123 to 178, April 1936–
Oct./Nov. 1941), having taken over the role of chief editor from Palmer when the 
latter left Japan. Under Hornby, the Bulletin was published ten times yearly 
(compared with the seven or eight issues per year of English Language Teaching until 
1951), and he ended up editing a total of 1,639 pages of quite densely packed text 
(excluding advertisement pages), at an average of 29.3 pages per issue. This compares 
with the total he ended up editing for English Language Teaching of 846 pages (30 
separate issues at an average of 28.2 pages per issue). 
 
Considering also that every issue of the Bulletin began with an editorial written by 
Hornby himself (this policy was only pursued for the first four issues of English 
Language Teaching), in terms of sheer quantity of work Hornby’s editorship of the 
Bulletin represented an even greater achievement than that of English Language 
Teaching, although a more localized one. The latter fact enabled Hornby to reprint 
several of his own Bulletin articles and editorials and two of Palmer’s in early issues 
of English Language Teaching, since, as he later recalled,  

This periodical was not widely known outside Japan, and it seemed a pity that 
so much useful material should not be made more widely known. (Hornby 
1966: 5).  

 
For those interested in exploring further the sources of ELT, the facsimile 
reproduction of all 180+ issues of the Bulletin (1923–1941), issued in seven 
substantial volumes by a Tokyo publisher in 1985, make fascinating reading. The 
prescience and overall quality as well as quantity of IRET research work is well-
reflected also in the ten-volume set of The Selected Writings of Harold E. Palmer, 
which was also published in Tokyo (in 1995) and edited by IRLT (the Institute for 
Research in Language Teaching, the successor organization to IRET). Palmer’s many 
publications for IRET have remained scarcely known about outside Japan, and neither 
of these publication events attracted much general attention.5  
 
Indeed, it could be said that Hornby did not acknowledge as clearly as he could have 
done his overall debts to Palmer and to pre-war research work in Japan, except right at 
the end of his career (Hornby 1966, 1974). Partly, perhaps, this stemmed from a 
desire to give the new UK-based enterprise a forward-looking, modern aspect, a 
priority which may have seemed at the time to require a denial of roots in pre-war 
work; also, it may have been particularly difficult to acknowledge contributions made 
in a nation which had so recently been at war with Britain (Hornby had himself been 
interned for a short while in Tokyo following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, but had 
been allowed to leave Japan with diplomatic staff in recognition of his services for 
IRET). 
 
If, however, we reconnect the post-war era with pre-war work in Japan, as I have 
attempted to do in this article, it becomes possible to see how both ELT and ELT(J) 
may have had even earlier antecedents, namely within the late nineteenth / early 
twentieth century European Reform Movement which inspired Palmer in his own 
attempts to help bring about change in Japan. Palmer’s main intention in establishing 
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IRET had been to engage local teachers in experimentation to improve English 
teaching, and in pursing this ideal he had modelled himself, partially at least, on 
Reform Movement leaders like Paul Passy (1859–1940) and Wilhelm Viëtor (1850–
1918). Despite their scholarly eminence, neither Passy nor Viëtor had ever lost sight 
of classroom concerns; in fact, they were at the forefront of developing progressive 
associations for modern language teachers based in France and Germany, respectively. 
The journals which  they founded for these associations – Le maître phonétique 
(originally titled Dhi Fonètik Tîtcer  (The Phonetic Teacher)) and Die neueren 
Sprachen6 (particularly the former since this was regularly read by Palmer) could in 
this respect themselves be seen as parents of the Bulletin of the Institute for Research 
in English Teaching. Thus, the Bulletin (and the work led by Palmer at IRET) can be 
viewed as a kind of ‘missing link’ connecting English Language Teaching and post-
war ELT more generally with the entire movement to establish modern language 
teaching on a principled footing in late nineteenth / early twentieth century Europe, in 
the vanguard of which stood ‘non-native speaker’ teachers and specialists, just as 
within IRET Japanese teachers of English came to play a crucial role.  
 
Conclusion  
 
As we have seen, the foundation of English Language Teaching marked the beginning 
of an era of expansion for the UK-based ELT industry, and A.S. Hornby’s work as 
first editor was crucial in establishing a perception worldwide that the UK had 
expertise to share. The source of this authority, initially, was not applied linguistics 
but theorized pre-war experience of English teaching overseas, informed particularly 
by research work carried out within the Institute for Research in English Teaching in 
Japan. The strong connection of post-war British ELT, including the contents and 
format of English Language Teaching itself, with the work initiated by Harold Palmer 
in Japan suggests, in turn, a connection with an even more distant past – that of the 
pan-European Reform Movement in modern language teaching which had inspired 
Palmer himself (see Howatt and Smith 2002, Smith 2003).  
 
Given its continuous and continuing presence at the heart of ELT in Britain and 
worldwide, tracing the origins of the periodical English Language Teaching amounts 
to much the same thing as identifying the roots of ELT as an enterprise. It is important, 
then, to emphasize that both predated extensive academic involvement, commercial 
investment, and government-sponsored promotion of British expertise overseas, and 
that both are marked with the deeper, pre-war imprints alluded to above. It is perhaps 
worth re-emphasizing that the roots of ELT may lie less in colonial imposition and 
more in research and development work carried out to a large degree collaboratively 
between native speaker and non-native speaker teachers than tended to be 
acknowledged once the UK became an ELT ‘centre’ and than is usually recognized 
today. 
 
As we look back over 60 years of ELT(J), and of ELT itself, it should also be 
acknowledged that these were, in many respects, years of autonomous, experience-
based but principled exploration, and that at their origins, in their antecedents, as well 
as for most of their own history, both UK-based ELT and ELT(J) have placed the 
theorization of practical experience, much more than top-down application of 
background theory, at the centre of their concerns.  
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Notes 
                                                 
1 Further details of Hornby’s career, and of the lives and works of the other pioneers of ELT mentioned 
in this article are to be found in the ‘Hall of Fame’ section of the Warwick ELT Archive web-pages: 
see www.warwick.ac.uk/go/elt_archive. 
 
2 Minutes, English Studies Advisory Committee, 22 January 1952, BW 138/1, in Public Records 
Office, Kew. 
 
3  ‘Record of conversation held at the British Council on Friday, 10th September, 1943, to discuss 
evidence on the teaching of English to foreigners to be given to the Prime Minister’s Committee’, 
BW1/35, Public Records Office, Kew.  
 
4  The ‘Department of the Teaching of English as a Foreign Tongue’ at the Institute of Education, 
University of London, was not constituted until 1937 and its research output was initially quite meagre. 
In terms of research and development, the only serious rival to IRET’s pre-eminence was the English 
Language Institute (ELI) at the University of Michigan but this was not founded until 1941. 
 
5 Both the facsimile edition of the Bulletin and The Selected Writings of Harold E. Palmer, are, 
however, available for consultation in the Warwick ELT Archive (www.warwick.ac.uk/go/elt_archive), 
together with many individual books by both Palmer and Hornby. See also Smith 1999 for an overview 
of Palmer’s life and works. 
 
6 Dhi Fonètik Tîtcer, originally aimed at teachers of English as a foreign language in France, was  
founded by Passy in 1886. Die neueren Sprachen (lit. ‘Modern Languages’) was founded by Viëtor in 
1894. 
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Appendix: ELTJ Time-line 
 
1946–50 (Volumes 1–4); Editor: A.S. Hornby 
October 1946: First issue of English Language Teaching, subtitled A Periodical 
Devoted to the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language; Published by The British 
Council; 8 issues per year. From Volume 2 (1947–48), the subtitle is dropped. By 
1949 the journal is ‘read by teachers in more than seventy countries’. 
 
1950–57 (Volumes 5–11); Editor: R.T. Butlin 
From Vol. 5, Editorial board members are listed:  A.V.P. Elliot, A.S. Hornby, W.F. 
Mackey (replaced in 1951 by M.P. West), J.A. Noonan,, B. Pattison; Still 8 issues per 
year until 1951, then (starting with Vol. 6) quarterly. From Vol. 8 (1953–54) onwards, 
no editor stated, but presumably continued to be Butlin (who began to be listed as 
‘Secretary’ of Editorial Board rather than ‘Editor’). 
 
1957–58 (Issues 12/1–12/3); Editor: I.E. Jago 
Editorial board: I.E. Jago replaced Butlin as Secretary (and presumably Editor, though 
this is not stated); R.A. Close also joined. 
 
1958–73 (Issue 12/4–Volume 27); Editor: W.R. Lee 
Editorial board: W.R. Lee replaced Jago as Secretary, and on the Board. New 
members were A.H. King (from 1959), G.L. Barnard, J.C. Catford and R. Quirk (all 
from 1960). From Vol. 16 (1961–62) onwards, began to be published by Oxford 
University Press in association with The British Council, with Editor now listed but 
not Editorial Board members; from Vol. 17 to Vol. 27, subtitled (on outer cover only) 
English as a Foreign or Second Language; from Vol. 20 to 27 frequency of 
publication reduced to three (relatively long) issues per year. 
 
1973–81 (Volumes 28–35); Editor: W.R. Lee 
Title changed to English Language Teaching Journal (ELTJ) and there was a return to 
quarterly publication, both from Vol. 28 (1973–74) onwards. 
 
1981–86 (Volumes 36–40); Editor: Richard Rossner 
Title changed to ELT Journal, from Vol. 36 (1981–82) onwards; move to larger cover 
and page size (same as current dimensions), institution of a Board of Management 
with British Council and OUP representatives, plus Peter Strevens and Henry 
Widdowson; also, a new ‘Editorial Advisory Panel’ (R. Allwright, R. Bolitho, C. 
Brumfit, P. Early, R. Gower, K. Johnson, S. Nicholls). No October 1982 issue; 
instead, Vol. 37 began in January 1983; thus, subsequent volumes have always begun 
in January. From Vol. 37 onwards, subtitle on cover is ‘An international journal for 
teachers of English to speakers of other languages’. 
 
1987–92 (Volumes 41–46); Editor: Norman Whitney 
 
1993–April 1995 (Volume 47–Issue 49/2); Editor: Tricia Hedge 
Reviews editor: Keith Morrow. Introduction of ‘Key concepts’ feature. 
 
July 1995–present (Issue 49/3–present); Editor: Keith Morrow 
Reviews editor: Philip Prowse. Editorial Advisory Panel: Increasing numbers of 
appointees from outside the UK. 
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