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Chapter 1  Basic Concepts
Regarding English Language
Teaching and Learning ( ELT/L)

Introduction

Before going to probe theories on English teaching and leaming,
it is useful for us to look at the nature of language that determines the
strategies of English teaching and learning in a little more detail. Bas-

ic concepts discussed in this chapter include:

o Concept of Language

o Concept of Language Teaching (LT)

o Concept of Language Learning (LL)

e A Review of Insights into Objectives of Foreign Language Teach-
ing and Learning ( FLT/L) from Literatures

eObjectives of English Language Teaching and Learning ( ELT/L)

in China
1 Concept of Language
What is language? For as long as people have been learning and

teaching language, linguists and philologists have been trying for cen-
. 3.



turies to define the term. But it is far from easy to give a simple an-
swer to such a simple question because a language is a highly integrat-
ed system, involving many factors. In fact, different linguists have de-
fined the term language differently. Some used to describe it as a sys-
tem of arbitrary, vocal symbols which permit all people in a given cul-
ture, or other people who have learned the system of that culture to
communicate or to interact, defined it as a system of communication
by sound to operate through the organs of speech and hearing, among
members of a given community, and to use vocal symbols possessing
arbitrary conventional meanings. In fact, from different dictionaries

we can get different definitions to it:

— Language is any means, vocal or other, of expressing or com-
municating feeling or thought...a system of conventionalized signs, es-
pecially words, or gestures having fixed meanings ( Webster’s New In-
ternational Dictionary of the English Language, 1934).

— Language is a systematic means of communicating ideas or
feelings by the use of conventionalized signs, sounds, gestures, or
marks having understood meanings ( Webster’s Third New International
Dictionary of the English Language, 1961).

— Language is any set or system of linguistic symbols as used in
a more or less uniform fashion by a number of people who are thus en-
abled to communicate intelligibly with one another ( Random House
Dictionary of the English Language, 1966) .

— Language is the use of words in an agreed way as a method of
human communication and system of words of a particular community

or country etc. ( Oxford English-Chinese Dictionary, 2002).

Definitions of language are far more than those described above,

g -



and all these ones have capsulized many significant characteristics and
some of the controversies about the nature of language. But, of
course, as can be seen easily, different definitions emphasize different
profiles about it. For example, some of them emphasize that language
mainly serves as vocal symbols, limit their definitions to human lan-
guage, thus implying that animal communication and language are es-
sentially different from human language, which is exclusively worth
studying. In fact, both of the Webster’s and other two definitions in-
clude more than vocal symbols as the mere nature of language.

According to Jack C. Richards and Theodore S. Rodgers
(1986) , language is a system for the expression of meaning. The pri-
mary function of language is for interaction and communication, and it
is embedded in its structure which reflects the functional use of lan-
guage; the primary units of language are not merely its grammatical
and structural features, but categories of functional and communicative
meaning as exemplified in discourse.

Under the influence of Noam Chomsky’s linguistic theories and
cognitive psychology (1959, 1966), language is not merely “verbal
behavior” which we observe in our actual behavior. It has a complex
system of rules. In communication, speakers create new sentences and
understand an infinite number of sentences which they have never met
before based on these rules. Without the rules, no sentence can be
created. Language in modem linguistics is looked upon as a system of
relationships or as an elaborate structure of mutually supporting parts,
arranged in some hierarchical order ( Brumfit, 1980, 1992)

To sum up, there are mainly four different views about the nature
of language.

1.1 The structural view

The first and most traditional of the four is the structural view

5.



