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| Chapter [ Basic Concepts of
ELT in China

1 Theories guiding ELT practice

L R R I I R I I R R R R I I I I R R R R E R ETES
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ESL/EFL (English as a second or foreign language) teaching practice has,
from the very beginning, been guided by certain theories. These theories main-
ly fall into three disciplines: philosophy, psychology, and sociology. Under
the influences of these three disciplines, there are two essential sides—teachers
and learners. They interact with each other through the medium of a language.
Thus, teaching linguistics and language are knitted together although they ap-
proach language from different perspectives. Linguistics makes a scientific
study of language while the basic aim of language teaching is to enable learners
to grasp a language, in this case the foreign language is English. In the follow-
ing sections, we will have a close look at linguistic theories, language learning

theories, and teaching theories guiding ELT practice.
1.1 Linguistic theories

In the field of second/foreign language teaching, teachers theoretically
teach what linguists and grammarians have described. The relationship has also
been changing along with the development of linguistic studies and L2 teaching
in the past 130 years, i.e. 1880—2010.

The first stage extending from the 1880s to 1940 is the period in which
modern linguistics emerged. Around the turn of the 20th century, Ferdinand
de Saussure (1857—1913), a Swiss linguist, laid a solid foundation for linguis-
tic studies by raising dichotomies like synchronic and diachronic linguistics. He
then justified the study of a language synchronically in Europe. In America,
Franz Boas (1858-—1942), an American anthropologist, worked independently
to add a cultural component to modern linguistics. Although modern linguistics
emerged and developed quite rapidly during this period, there were sporadic re-

cordings of the application of linguistic theories in L2 teaching.



Table 1-1 Changes in the relations between linguistics and L2 teaching
(adapted from Hu & Jiang®)
. . . Typical
Stages Linguistics L2 teaching
features
The 1st stage Emergence of Grammar
(1880s—1940) | modern linguistics Translation M
Implicit
Method; €
Basically | Direct method t
mono- h
The 2nd stage | Structural linguistics Lo Audiolingual Positive
disciplinary
(1940s—1960) method powerful
The 3rd stage | T-G grammar The cognitive Negative
(1960s—1970) approach powerful
The 4th stage | Systemic-Functional Communicative )
(1970s—1980) | Grammar Approach
o
Sociolinguistics Inter- Natural Approach . '
Psycholinguistics disciplinary Community Language ; Inconsistent
Linguistics applied Teaching TPR
s
Silent Way
The 5th stage TBLT; eclectic,
(1980s—2000) Multi- balanced, approach Prin- Diverse
Applied linguistics o ciple .
The 6th stage disciplinary “Post-approach” focus complicated|

(2000—2010)

language teaching

In the second stage, linguistics was regarded as a key factor in .2 teaching

theory under the influence of the American Structuralism. Structuralism was

represented by Leonard Bloomfield (1887—1949), who presented a compre-

hensive description of American structural linguistics, in which language was

seen as a hierarchical structure. Bloomfield’s approach to linguistics was char-

acterized by its emphasis on the scientific, descriptive basis of linguistics, ad-

@ HuZ. L. & Jiang W. Q. Linguistics: An Advanced Course Book. Beijing: Peking
University Press. 2002. p. 606.
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herence to behaviorism, and positive contribution to a new language teaching
method (Audiolingual method). The influence of Bloomfieldian structural lin-
guistics declined in the late 1950s and 1960s as the theory of Generative Gram-
mar developed by Noam Chomsky began to dominate,

At stage three, as mention above, the proponents of Transformational-
Generative (TG) Grammar launched intensive attacks on Structuralism. But
unlike Structuralism which was the impetus for developing a language teaching
method, the major contribution of TG was to function as negative yet powerful
force, which greatly dampened language teachers’ beliefs about the Audiolin-
gual Method. The emergence of the cognitive approach brought a revolution in
linguistic studies but its effect on language teaching was insignificant in the
classroom.

The next stage (1970s—1980) saw a more complicated situation than the
previous stages. The cause of the increased complexity was that linguists
showed interdisciplinary interests while L2 teaching methods were diversified.
Sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, linguistics-applied, cognitive linguistics all
gradually established themselves as legitimate subjects and the one-to-one cor-
respondence in linguistics and 1.2 teaching could no longer be identified. Sever-
al teaching methods were developed: the Natural Approach, the Community
Language Learning, the Communicative Approach, and so on. This is general-
ly a transitional stage in the sense that some teaching methods were based on or
influenced by several linguistic disciplines previously developed in the 1st and
2nd stage, while other methods were not connected with any linguistic theories.

The 5th and 6th stage showed more momentum in applied linguistics when
the subject made a further shift from interdisciplinary into multidisciplinary.
L2 teachers and researchers lost an interest in searching for the best method.
Ecological features were considered in language teaching practice. Eclectic
principle was often mentioned in the selection of teaching methods. What ex-
perts believed was not teaching by methods, but “teaching by principles”®.

Coming into the 6th stage, the “post-methodical” teaching era, teachers and

@ Brown H.D. Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedu-
gogy. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Regents. 1994. p. 1.
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researchers drew widely from neology, psychology, sociology, education,
computer science, cognitive science, linguistics, pragmatics etc. to develop
their theories and practices in language teaching.

In reviewing the past developments of linguistics and language teaching,
we see in linguistics the trend of from being monodisciplinary to interdiscipli-
nary to multidisciplinary and in L2 teaching the trend of from being method-fo-
cused to post-methodical, principle-focused. Generally, the relationship be-
tween linguistics and L2 teaching changed from one-dimension to multi-dimen-

sion, from simplicity to complexity.

1.2 Learning/acquisition theories

So far many theories regarding language development in human beings
have been proposed. Such theories have generally risen out of related disci-
plines such as psychology and linguistics. In the following, we will have a close

look at some key positions and differences.
1.2.1 Nurture vs Nature

Language acquisition theories have long centered around the “nurture” and
“nature” distinction (or “empiricism” and “nativism”). The fundamental idea
behind empiricism is that all knowledge comes [rom experience and practice—
our interaction with the environment through our reasoning or senses, Nativ-
ism holds that at least some knowledge is not acquired through interaction with
the environment, but is genetically transmitted and innate. In other words, the
former has based their theories on environmental factors while the latter be-
lieves that it is the innate factors that determine the acquisition of language.
However, it should be borne in mind that neither side totally disagrees with
the ideas of the other side. What counts is the relatively little or more weight
they lay on the environmental and inherent factors,

The next section lists some most important language acquisition theories

resulting from the two opposing views mentioned above.
1. 2.2 Theories of language acquisition

(1) Behaviorism

Behavioristic view of language acquisition claims that language develop-
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ment is the process of habit formation. This view has been influenced by the
theory of learning described by psychologist J. B. Watson in 1923, and termed
behaviorism. Behaviorism believes knowledge is the product of interaction with
the environment through stimulus-response conditioning.

Behaviorism believes that all learning, whether verbal (language) or non-
verbal (general learning) takes place by means of the same underlying
process—via forming habits. In 1957, the psychologist B. F. Skinner produced
a behaviorist account of language acquisition in which he maintains that lan-
guage development is the result of a set of habits. The theory also claims that
both L1 and L2 acquirers receive linguistic input from speakers in their envi-
ronment and positive reinforcement should be provided for their correct repeti-
tions and imitations.

Meanwhile, the theory sees errors as first language habits interfere with
the acquisition of second language habits. If there are similarities between the
two languages, the language learners will acquire the target structures easily.
If there are differences, acquisition will be more complicated. This approach is
known as the contrastive analysis hypothesis (CAH). According to the hy-
pothesis, the differences between languages can be used to reveal and predict
all errors and the data obtained can be used in foreign/second language teaching
for promoting a better acquisition environment.

Skinner’s view of language acquisition is a popular example of the nurture
philosophy. Behaviorism has been generally accepted by the influential Bloom-
fieldian structuralist school of linguistics and produced some well-known appli-
cations in the field of foreign/second language teaching and learning, for in-
stance, the Audiolingual Method. The theory sees the language learning as a
process of accumulation with no built-in knowledge within the learner.

(2) Social constructivism and ZPD

Social constructivism is most often associated with Jean Piaget, a Swiss
psychologist and Lev Vygotsky, a Soviet psychologist. Both of them emphasize
the influences of cultural and social contexts in learning and support a discovery

model of learning. According to Vygotsky®, “Every function in the child’s

® Vygotsky L. S. Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological
Processes. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1978. p. 57.
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