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This book developed from a concern that arose when |

had to choose from a number of books on the basic theo-
ries and fundamental principles of second language acquisi-
tion. The necessity to provide the students with basic and
systematic knowledge as well as to stimulate their interest in
this course motivated me to take the responsibility to draft
a book suitable for students whose theoretical knowledge in
language acquisition has not yet matched their immense in-
terest.

The book includes an introduction, in which the basic
terms in language learning and acquisition and the general
approaches to language studies are introduced. This is fol-
lowed by six chapters in which a series of problems are
tackled, including the nature of language acquisition and
the external and internal factors affecting language acquisi-

tion, the roles of classroom and naturalistic settings, and
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individual learner differences in terms of their approaches
to language acquisition, learning strategies, and personal
factors. All these chapters are about the basic issues of
language acquisition and learning.

My gratitude goes to Professor Wang Ying, Dean of the
Continuing Education Department of BISU, who encour-
aged me to use the early draft of this book in my classes
and supported me throughout the preparation and publish-
ing of this book. I would especially like to express my
sincere thanks to Professor Ma Zhuanghuan for his helpful
inspiration and wise comments on both my study of
language acquisition and the draft of this book. Equal
thanks also go to Professor Ma Dengge and Professor Lu
Zhibao for their careful reading and valuable suggestions.

The content of this book owes a great deal to many
professionals in this field whose names and books are listed
in bibliography.

if the book can make any modest contribution to
foreign language teachers and students to build up an un-
derstanding of language acquisition or to inspire further
studies and discussions about second language acquisition,
it will be thanks to them.

Che Ningwei
April 2006
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e INTRODUECTION

An Overview of Language and
Language Acquisition

The study on second language acquisition (SLA/L2 acqui-
sition), which took place around the 1960s, has been developed
into “a rather amorphous field of study with elastic boundaries”
(Ellis 1997: 2) within which linguistic, cognitive, psychological,
and social factors get involved. Quite a lot of efforts have been
made in describing the characteristics of the second language
(L2), seeking for the internal and external determinants for the
development of SLA, and constructing and testing theoretical
hypotheses and models for SLA. This book attempts to present
an account of what has generally been known about SLA and of
some major issues that have aroused a growing interest in SLA
studies.

\UNDERSTANDING OF LANGUAGE

People live in a world of words. They listen to others and
invite more talks through their responses. Language provides
them with so easy an access to communication and exchange of
information that it has for long been taken for granted. On the
other hand, language is something so complex that it can hardly
be fully performed by any of its speakers. But what does
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language — an integral part of our life — mean and what does it
mean to know a language?

First of all, language is a matter of individual behavior.
People speak and write what they intend to convey, they read
and hear what is expressed to them, and they may suffer from
misunderstanding if they don’t acquire the knowledge required
by and the skills of communication in language.

Apart from the observable speech behaviors, some internal
mechanisms operate the production and the understanding of
speeches. In this sense, language relates with the functions of
the mind. People are in possession of a genetically determined
innate capacity for language learning, but not with specific
language skills that can be acquired and developed to different
degrees. In other word, language is not only concerned with
general human cognitive systems and psychological mechanisms
which underlie language performance, that is, the comprehen-
sion and production of speech, but also how language speakers
go through the process of acquiring the skills and knowledge
required for language performance.

Besides, language is a social phenomenon. The principal
function of language is communication. A speaker understands
and is understood due to not only the common linguistic char-
acteristics of the language shared by both the speaker and the
hearer, but also the same conventions, including their beliefs,
attitudes, knowledge of the world, etc.. Language must be
responsive to different social situations and the speaker’s free-
dom of the choice of words, structures and styles is actually
within a limitation of the conventional system. In other word,
both the speaker and his audience agree on “a set of ‘agreed’
ways of behaving” (Corder 1973: 25). Language is in this sense
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a socially conditioned and culturally determined phenomenon,
which is inseparable from the traditions and values in a society
or community, which govern its members’ usage of languge and
guarantee the smooth language communication among its mem-
bers.

From the viewpoint of linguists, language is an object of
study, whose entities and the relations among the entities can be
explicitly observed and precisely described. On the basis of the
knowledge taken from scientific observation and description, the
grammar of a particular language and the way to evaluate a
grammar are provided. In this aspect, language is studied “for
its own sake” (Saussure 1960).

-
(UNDERSTANDING OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

Among a number of terms essential to the understanding
and examining of SLA, the distinction of acquisition and learn-
ing should first of all be explained.

In Krashen’s (1981) five hypotheses for language acquisi-
tion, acquisition-learning distinction lies at the core. Language
learning refers to conscious knowledge of a language and the 3
conscious use of language rules. In contrast, acquisition of a
language occurs when the focus is on meaning, that is, when
language is used for communication subconsciously. According-
ly, SLA is the process of the subconscious development of a
person’s second (or foreign language) in a natural setting, in
which both the native speakers and learners aim at meaning
exchange which preconditions the subconsciousness of language
use.

Krashen’s acquisition-learning distinction is not favored by
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all linguists, and acquisition being subconscious is still far from
being defined clearly enough. Therefore, there is reason not to
rigidly adopt the learning-acquisition distinction in his book and
both terms, if without explicit reference, will be used inter-
changeably, which will be advantageous in comparing relevant
theories and study results whose investigators may or may not
have employed the acquisition-learning distinction.

First language acquisition, second language ac-
quisition, and foreign language acquisition

The processes of first language acquisition (L1 acquisition)
and L2 are both interrelated with and different from each other.
All children whose physical and mental capacities are normal
acquire their mother tongue naturally and gradually. 12
acquisition, generally speaking, takes place when the learners
have been possessed of some knowledge and skills in their
mother tongue; L2 is something additional. Since both the native
language and target language get involved in L2 acquisition
process, the influence of the acquired language-native language
must thus be taken into consideration. L2 acquisition can either
be a “pick-up” process along which learners gradually acquired
L2 through their communication with native speakers or other
L2 learners, or a classroom activity in which leamers have ac-
cess to both L2 knowledge and the guidance from reference
books or formal instruction.

In short, L2 acquisition is put forward in contrast to L1
acquisition. It is the process for the learners who have acquired
their native language to acquire an additional language system.
But L2 acquisition does not stand in contrast with foreign
language acquisition; it is often used as a general term to refer
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to the process of acquiring any language other than the native
language.

But if language leaming settings are emphasized, L2 ac-
quisition and foreign language acquisition can be of difference.
L2 may refer to the language used as a recognized means of
communication among some community members who speak
some other language as their mother language, while foreign
language plays no major role in the community and is primarily
learnt in the classroom. In this book, L2 is generally employed
to be in contrast to L1, indicating any language other than na-
tive language.

\ COMPETENCE AND PERFORMANCE |

The requirement of defining language as an object that can
be studied scientifically necessitates separating the heteroge-
neous individual manifestations of language from its collective
system. The distinction between competence and performance
(Chomsky 1965) was put forward to meet the requirement and
helps to identify the nature of language data, through the analy-
sis of which researchers investigate SLA process and on which
they build up SLA theory.

I

The distinction between competence and perfor-
mance

According to Chomsky (1965), competence is what the
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speaker knows about language. It is the ideal language user’s
knowledge of rules of a language. Competence is stable and
abstract and is embodied in actual language use — performance.

e
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Competence can be subdivided into grammatical and com-
municative competence. The former enables the speaker to
identify grammatical sentences, to recognize relationships
between sentences, and to allow the speaker the potential to un-
derstand and produce utterances that he may never find either
opportunity to understand or to produce. Communicative com-
petence, “the speaking rules” named by Hymes (cited in Ellis
1985), includes something beyond language itself; it helps the
speaker to recognize which is appropriate in different contexts
and to talk coherently and to the point.

Performance, the speaker’s actual language behavior and
the actual realization of competence, is a limited ability in both
production and comprehension. Due to some physiological and
psychological reasons, such as pressure, anxiety, or embarrass-
ment, it is impossible for the speaker to fully employ and exhaust
all the possible languge entities or to use language correctly all
the time. The speaker may run out of breath, lose track of what
he originally intends to say, make unnecessary pauses, or even
commit errors because of his carelessness or slip of the tongue.

The object of language acquisition investigation

Performance is impossible without competence, therefore
linguists describe competence first and foremost. The object of
language study is the ideal speaker’s competence which consists
of a set of rules that can be applied to generate or understand
language sentences, including the ones the speaker has never
heard or used before or will not hear or use in the future. Com-
petence is stable, which makes it possible to be investigated; on
the other hand, competence is abstract. Since there is no direct
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access to competence, only through performance can research be
done. Therefore, the task of SLA research is to discover the
characteristics of the development of L2 competence based on
the data observed from the speaker’s performance. There is no
denying of the necessity to examine how the leamner’s perfor-
mance reflects the internal L2 system.

But there is disagreement on what kind of performance can
be the best evidence of acquisition. Some researchers work with
the learner’s production data while others work with the learn-
er’s intuitions or retrospections about L2; some take the first ap-
pearance of a language feature as a signal for acquisition while
others take the achievement of a predetermined criterion level of
accuracy, usually 90%(Ellis 1997), as a milestone for acquisition.

Due to the different interpretations and criteria for acquisi-
tion, difficulty comes up in the comparison of the study results.
Therefore, before jumping to the conclusion or hastening to use
the results shown in different study contexts, researchers have to
take into consideration the nature of the data and the way in
which acquisition is measured.

\THE APPROACHES TO SLA g

Inductive vs. deductive methodology

An inductive theory arises from empirical observations and
consists of a set of laws that describe the data and are discov-
ered from or built up on the data. The components of the theory
form a network of relations and the components of low-level or
intermediate-level precondition the ones of advanced level. In
short, the inductive method is advantageous in that it stays close

intraduction  Au Overview of Lanyuass and Lasgusis Acnuisition ,__L



