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FOREWORD

Over the past few decades, second language acquisition researchers have
been studying how language learners learn. They approach it from different
theoretical perspectives—linguistic, psychological, cognitive and sociocultural,
and recommend various learning hypotheses—input, interactive, cognitive
processing and output. On the other hand, second language teachers are
concerned about the ways in which second language can be learnt effectively in
the classroom context. They have been integrating theoretical constructs with
pedagogy and pedagogical tasks. Engaging learners in discussion is frequently used
by second language teachers in their classrooms.

This book addresses both theoretical and pedagogical concerns. The study
investigates how three different forms of student-and-teacher discussion facilitate
the learning of the target grammatical form(i. e. , relative clause)from Vygotsky’s
sociocultural perspective in the Chinese learning context. It is found that teacher—
student + student-student form of discussion promotes learning and the zone of
proximal development most. More importantly, good quality of interaction rather
than quantity and unfocussed interaction impacts learning. The findings shed
insights into the significance of interaction and grouping in second language
acquisition. Simply putting learners into groups and asking them to talk without
paying much heed to participants and their strategies may not be beneficial to
learning. With a view to enhancing the quality of interaction and output, second
language teachers should be aware of grouping impact and should learn how to
manage discussion themselves by using the appropriate scaffolding strategies. It is
without doubt that the book has made significant contributions to the learning and

teaching of English in the Chinese context.

Dr. Cynthia Lee

Associate Professor

MA in Language Studies Programme Director
Language Centre

Hong Kong Baptist University
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

This chapter first introduces the background and the specific context for this
study, in particular, the construct of sociocultural theory and Chinese students”
learning culture in the English language classroom. It then briefly reviews the
literature and highlights the gap in previous research. The purpose of the study is

then summarized and finally the structure of the book is outlined.
1.1 Background

1.1.1 Theoretical Background

Within the trends of second language acquisition research, there has been an
increasing emphasis on social interaction examining the second language learning
process from the sociocultural perspective. Ideas from sociocultural theory,
originating from the Soviet developmental psychologist Lev S Vygotsky (1978) ,
have begun to influence second language teachers and researchers. Sociocultural
theory focuses on the social processes that contribute to cognitive development. It
argues that the development of higher forms of thinking is mediated by social
interactions(see Gallimore & Tharp, 1990; Kozulin, 1998; Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf
& Appel, 1994; Moll, 1990; Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch, 1985, 1991). Therefore, an
individuals knowledge is socially and dialogically constructed through social
interactions in which language is the principal means.

Two central concepts of sociocultural theory are zone of proximal
development ( ZPD) and scaffolding. ZPD refers to the distance between the
learner’s actual level and potential level of development(Lantolf & Appel, 1994) . It
is the cognitive gap between what the learner can do alone and what he can do
with the help of others. Moving from one level to another may require assistance
from adults or other capable peers. This assistance is portrayed as scaffolding, the
temporary support which helps the learner extend his or her current skills and

knowledge to a higher level of competence ( Rogoff, 1990). Accordingly, the
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concept of scaffolding is indeed a metaphor about how people learn, as it
demonstrates how interactive support functions as a symbolic tool to achieve
goals.
1.1.2 English Language Learning in the Chinese Context

Recent years have witnessed the blossoming of English language learning in
China. @ In spite of some individual differences in learning within the same
culture among Chinese learners of English due to educational and geographical
factors(in this case, Hong Kong®@ and Wuhan in the China Mainland®) , Chinese
learners, in general, share significantly similar features in the English learning
classroom as their behaviour is to some extent interwoven with the Chinese
culture of learning. Researchers who have studied the two groups of Chinese
English learners” language learning behaviour generally agree that many of them
are accustomed to teacher—centred classrooms where the teacher plays a superior
and authoritative role in the process of learning and students are ready to accept
the traditionally dominant role of the teacher( Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Lee, 1999;
Liu, 1998). This can be argued from the influence of the Confucion tradition of
Chinese culture upon Chinese students” learning attitude and social behaviour
(Lee, 1999). Chinese students are taught to respect authority by listening to the
teacher and the elderly, and passively receive knowledge as they are reluctant to
adopt active speech roles in the learning process ( Liu & Littlewood, 1997).
Moreover, researchers have pointed out three common features of English
language learning culture in the Chinese context in spite of some individual
differences within the same culture and across the regions: the emphasis on
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar and the result of learning, the likelihood of
student passivity and teacher—centredness, and the inextricable relationship

between Chinese ways of learning, Chinese culture and society ( Cheng, 2002;

Koch & Terrell, 1991; Lee, 2004). Accordingly, in a broad sense, Chinese

@ Kachrus(1992) call for a paradigm shift to World Englishes indicates that China is in
the extending or expanding circle contexts of global English where English has enjoyed a higher
social status than other foreign languages.

@ English in Hong Kong is designated as an official language, an important symbolic
capital indispensable for both upward and outward mobility(Bolton, 2002; Li, 1999).

3 English learning is given a very high status in education in the China Mainland for
syllabus requirements, career advancement or “social and economic mobility”(Zhao & Cambell,

1995) .
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students in the two regions behave more or less the same in the English learning
classroom as they are influenced by the Chinese learning culture. Although some
people may feel that they are two distinctive groups of learners, these learners
indeed share similar background and experience in learning English grammar,
such as learning motivation, the way of learning grammar, and the strategy to
deal with difficulties in grammar ( see Section 5.4). Ultimately, learners from
either Hong Kong or Wuhan would behave similarly in classroom interaction under
the same learning culture in the Chinese context. In this light, it is feasible to
claim that they are akin to each other, instead of being distinctive or
homogeneous, representing Chinese learners from two different areas. Their
interactional behaviour in the classroom is applicable and generalized to Chinese

learners in different areas of China.
1.2 A Brief Review of Literature

Recent studies have examined the effects of scaffolding on second language
learning with the focus on form. Researchers have shown how target language
features may be incorporated into learners” independent discourse through
scaffolding ( Lantolf, 2000). Studies to date have been smallscale and have
generally relied on qualitative and interpretative research procedures. Researchers
have focused on either expert-novice scaffolding or peer-peer scaffolding in
noticing form and meaning in second language classrooms (e.g., Aljaafreh &
Lantolf, 1994; Anton, 1999; Swain & Lapkin, 1998). Further, most research has
investigated either expert-novice scaffolding involving early language learners or
adolescents in elementary or high schools (e.g., Gibbons, 2002; Nassaji &
Cumming, 2000; Pei, 2005), or peer-peer scaffolding involving adult learners like
collegedevel students(e. g. , Donato, 2000; de Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; Ge &
Land, 2003) . However, studies that compare the different degrees of effectiveness
of teacherstudent and student-student scaffolding on handling the target form,
particularly the grammatical form, are scant. Similarly, little research has
explored the issue of extending the ZPD®. Moreover, reports on adult language

learners are also very few and investigation in the Chinese tertiary language

@D In this book, extending or stretching the ZPD refers to the movement from the actual
level of development to the potential level of development in the existing ZPD, and then the

potential level is pushed forward to a more advanced level of development in a new ZPD.



