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Unit 1

Language Leaming

@ The Concept of Leaming

1. THE DEFINITION OF LEARNING

@ Name some of your experiences of learning. What are the
general purposes of learning?

If you learn something or learn to do something, you get
knowledge of it or skills in doing it by your own efforts and hard
work, for example, by studying a subject at school. Some theorists
think that learning is a relatively permanent change in a behavioral
tendency and is the result of reinforced practice. Others hold that
learning is internally acquiring or getting knowledge of a subject or a
skill by study, experience, or instruction.

The concept of learning has been greatly influenced by the
psychological study of the learning process. In its broad sense,
learning goes far beyond learning directly from a teacher or learning
through study or practice. It does not only refer to learning skills or
acquiring knowledge, but also refers to abstract and psychological
aspects of learning. For example, you may learn some social values,
social roles, or certain outlook on the world. You may learn to learn
and learn to think and after learning, your attitudes towards certain
things may change, you may develop an interest in something, and
learning may also result in changes in your personality.
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2. DIFFERENT KINDS OF LEARNING

There are different kinds of learning. And it has been classified in
many different ways. The most useful classification is based on the
task of learning, or rather, what is being learned. As the nature of the
learning task indicates, there are three general types of learning:

Skill leaming refers to the learning of skills that includes
acquisition of: a) sensory motor processes such as sewing, drawing,
writing, playing a musical instrument, or acquiring a new movement
combination such as in table tennis or swimming; b) habitually
performed acts such as social habit like greeting, leave-taking and
shaving; c) biologically useful techniques such as learning how to
learn.

Affective and social leaming refers to the acquisition of emotional
conduct and expression, interests, social attitudes and values.

Cognitive leaming refers to conceptual and verbal learning that
includes information, knowledge, ideas, concepts and systems of
thought.

@ What kind of learning does L2 learning belong to according to
this classification?

Theories of Learning

—Two Polarized Views of Human Leaming

Generally ‘speaking, there exist two opposing views on human
learning, the behavioristic and the cognitive view. The following is a
brief survey of these two views.

1. BEHAVIORISTIC VIEW OF HUMAN LEARNING

The behavioristic view regards language as a human behavior and
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holds that human beings learn language through a chain of “stimulus-
response reinforcement ”. Thus it focuses on publicly observable
responses, which can be objectively perceived, recorded and measured.
A behaviorist defines learning as the alteration in the behavioral
tendency and the result of the reinforced practices of stimuli and
responses.

As far as this theory is concerned, some similarities exist
between humans and animals acquiring a set of habits. But learning is
unique to human beings because learning involves not only passive
stimulus-response behavior, but also active and conscious focus on
and acting upon events outside or inside the organism. Animals cannot
learn like human beings because their changes in behavior are no more
than the results of repeated stimulus and response or rewards and
punishment.

On its own, the behaviorist theory of habit formation cannot
account for second language learning in every aspect. There must be
other processes at work. However, this does not mean that habit-
formation plays no role at all. Indeed, imitation may be an important
component of the learning process.

Can you think of any experience in your L2 learning which is
based on this theory?

2. COGNITIVE VIEW OF HUMAN LEARNING

The cognitive view of learning represented by N. Chomsky and
others was popular in the 1960s. It regards language not as a human
behavior, but as an internal linguistic-processing ability of the human
individual. Children learn their native language very quickly and with
little effort. The linguistic input is limited and of poor quality, but the
output is a perfect language system. On the other hand, children in
the world learn their first language in very different environments.



