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Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Background of the study

There are two views of language learning. One is modular approach, while the
other is non-modular (Dick et al., 2001). Based on universal grammar (UG),
modular approach suggests that language learning involves innate language-specific
faculty (Anderson, 1983). Second language acquisition (SLA) research based on
the aforementioned innateness position has been challenged by empiricists
(Segalowitz & Lightbown, 1999: 45). In contrast, non-modular approach to SLA®
sees it as a special case of complex skill acquisition (Segalowitz, 2003; Gu, 2009
20). That is to say, within this skill acquisition domain, the pattern of L2
development is very similar to other skills being learned. The present study,
standing on the footing of cognitive psychology in general and skill acquisition
theory in particular, is concerned with whether Chinese EFL learners at certain
stages of learning can put to use any second language (L2) automatically and in a
spontaneous way.

1.1.1 Insufficient attention paid to the issue of automaticity

One aspect of skill acquisition that has long attracted considerable attention is
the development and the role of “automaticity” in performance. In a nutshell, the
hallmark of skilled behavior is automaticity, a central notion in cognitive
psychology. In the cognitive psychological sense, every layman has experienced
automaticity. For example, now I am typing words into my computer very quickly
and efficiently, without having to look at the keyboard. Namely, when typing, I
don’t think about the various components and subcomponents involved. But initially

@ Adopting R. Ellis’s (1985) and Long's (2012) view, this study doesn't intend to contrast Second
language acquisition with foreign language acquisition. SLA is used as a general term that covers
acquisition in both naturalistic and classroom environments. In order to more accurately describe the
Chinese participants in the present study, I call them EFL learners, for they are mostly involved in a
classroom situation to acquire English and seldom use English outside of the classroom.
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I was troubled a lot by making my fingers locate the key by position. This escape
from the need to focus evidences that my typing skill has reached automaticity. The
automaticity, that is, the speed and ease with which we ultimately carry out tasks,
is the result of a slow process that we call automatization (DeKeyser, 2001:125).

As proposed by many researchers (e. g., N. Ellis, 1993; Hulstijn, 2001;
Segalowitz,2003; Segalowitz, Segalowitz & Wood, 1998), the ultimate goal of L2
learning and teaching is to develop the ability to use the target language
spontaneously and efficiently (Jiang, 2004; 2007). This requires the development
of knowledge that can be retrieved and applied automatically in real-time
communication. This requirement is quite demanding. Previous studies have shown
that even for relatively proficient bilinguals, the L2 is likely to be processed less
automatically (e.g., Segalowitz & Hulstijn, 2005). In fact, the age-old problem of
EFL students who know all the rules but can’t speak is not one of a gap between
competence and performance but one of a gap between insufficiently
proceduralized/automatizated explicit knowledge, on the one hand, and very
limited implicit and/or automatized knowledge on the other hand (DeKeyser,
2007h).

In the field of applied linguistics, the notion of automatization (the gradual
bringing out of automaticity through practice) was used loosely by advocates of
audiolingualism(e.g., Rivers, 1964) and cognitive code (e.g., Chastain, 1971) and
elaborated didactically by early communicative methodologists (Paulston & Bruder,
1976). These authors claimed, respectively, that automaticity was to be achieved
by extensive drill practice, and the careful sequencing of mechanical, meaningful,
and communicative drills. At that time, no psychological theory of automaticity
existed, that would have allowed testing these claims in any empirical detail.
Additionally, psychological methodology of the 1960s and 1970s was insufficiently
developed to address the complex issue of automaticity in language learning.

In the field of Second language acquisition, McLaughlin (1978, 1980 )
suggested using the distinction between “controlled” and “automatic” processing
(proposed by Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977) to replace
the terms of “learning” and “acquisition” (proposed by Krashen, 1978). According
to McLaughlin (Ibid.), the advantage of adopting the new distinction is to avoid
the disputes about “conscious” and “subconscious” experience, which in Krashen's
view (1978) helps draw a clear line of demarcation between *“learning” and
“acquisition”. While the conscious-subconscious distinction can not meet the
requirement of falsifiability, the controlled-automatic distinction can be tied to



