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INTRODUCTION

Every few years, new foreign language teaching methods arrive on the scene.
New textbooks appear far more frequently. They are usually proclaimed to be
more effective thah those that have gone before, and, in many cases, these
methods or textbooks are promoted or even prescribed for immediate use.
New methods and textbooks may reflect current developments in linguistic/
applied linguistic theory or recent pedagogical trends. Sometimes they are
said to be based on recent developments in language acquisition theory and
resedrch. For example, one approach to teaching may emphasize the value of
having students imitate and practise a set of correct sentences while another
¢mphasizes the importance of encouraging ‘natural’ communication between
learners. '

How is a teacher to evaluate the potential effectiveness of new methods? One
important basis for this evaluation is, of course, the teacher’s own experience
with prévious successes or disappointments. In addition, teachers who are
informed about some of the findings of recent research are better prepared to
judge whether the new proposals for language teaching are likely to bring
about positive changes in students’ learning.

This book about how languages are learned has been written for second and
foreign language teachers. We believe that information about findings and
theoretical views in second language acquisition research can help teachers
evaluate claims made by textbook writers and proponents of various language
teaching methods.

The book begins with a chapter on how children learn their first language.
This background is important because both second language research and
second language teaching have been influenced by changesin our understanding
of how children acquire their first language. In fact, one of the significant
findings of second language acquisition research has been that there are
important simlarities between first and second language acquisition. In
Chapter 2, several theories which have been proposed to account for second
language learning are presented and assessed. Questions raised in Chapters 1
and 2 include: What aresome of the characteristics of language learningin the
early stages? Is language learning just like any other kind of learning? To what
extent can theories of first language acquisition be applied to second language
learning? Is there a biologically determined age limit for language acquisition?
How important are imitation and practice for language learning? Does it help
to correct learners when they make errors?
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Introduction

In Chapter 3, we turn our attention to how individual learner characteristics
and different contexts for second language learning may affect success. The
discussion includes issues such as the importance of learners’ attitudes toward
the second language and its speakers, and the possibility that there is a special
aptitude for language learning. The question of how the learner’s age affects
success in second language learning is also discussed.

In Chapter 4, we review some of the research findings about second language
learners’ changing knowledge of the language and their ability to use that
knowledge. Welook at interpretations of learners’ errors and at the characteristics
of learners’ language at different stages of development.

Chapter 5 begins with a comparison of natural and instructional environments
for second language learning. We then examine some different ways in which
classroom researchers have observed and described teaching practices in
second lariguage classrooms. Transcriptions of teacher—student interactions
illustrate some of the ways in which language learning in the classroom may
be affected by the special characteristics of that environment.

In Chapter 6, we examine five proposals for the most effective way to teach a
second language. For each of the proposals, research findings are presented
and discussed. This makes it possible to reflect on the type and amount of
evidence available for assessing the effectiveness of the different approaches.

In Chapter 7, some popular views about language learning and teaching are
critically examined in light of current research.

A Glossary provides a quick reference for a number of terms which may be
new or which have specific technical meanings in the context of language
acquisition research. Glossary words are italicized where they first appear in
the text. For readers who would like to have more detailed information about
some of the research, a list of sources and further readings is included at the
end of each chapter, and there is a Bibliography at the end of the book.

Wehave tried 1o present the information in a way which does not assume that
readers are already familiar with research methods or theoretical issues. Each
chapter summarizes important developments in firstand/or second language
acquisition research and theory. Examples and case studies are included
throughout the book to illustrate the research ideas. Many of the examples are
taken from second language classrooms. We have included a number of
activities which give readers the opportunity to practise some of the techniques
of observation and analysis from which we have drawn the ideas presented in

this book.
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Languages are learned mainly through imitation.

_strongly agree I I | strongly disagree

Parents usually correct young children when they make grammatical
errors.

strongly agree | R A O strongly disagree

Peéple with high 1Qs are good language learners.
strongly agree | | [ | strongly disagree

The mostimportant factor in second language acquisition suceess is

-motivation.

strongly agree | [ | strongly disagree

The earlier a second language is introduced in school programs, the
greater the likelihood of success in learning.

strongly agree I T Y B strongly disagree

Most of the mistakes which second language learners make are due to
interference from their first language.

strongly agree | T S strongly disagree

Teachers should present grammatical rules one at 2 time, and learners
should practise examples of each one before going on to another.

strongly agree ] | | | | strongly disagree

Teachers should teach simple language structures before complex ones.

strongly agree [ L1 | strongly disagree
g

Learners’ errors should be corrected as soon as they are made in order to
prevent the formation of bad habits.

strongly agree | | | l | strongly disagree

Teachers should use materials that expose students to only those language
structures which they have already been taught.

strongly agree ! { | | { strongly disagree

When learners are allowed to interact freely (for example in group or pair
activities), they learn each others’ mistakes.

strongly agree | [ [ l strongly disagree

Students learn what they are taught.

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press




Introduction

Before we begin . . .

It is probably true, as some have claimed, that most of us teach as we were
taughe or in a way that reflects our ideas and preferences about learning. Take
a moment to reflect on your views about how languages are learned and what
the implications are for how they should be taught. On page xv are twelve
popular views about language learning. Think about whether you agree or
disagree with some of these views. Complete the questionnaire and keep these
ideas in mind as you read about current research and theory in second
language learning.

In the last chapter of this book, we will return to these popular views and
examine them in the light of the research on language learning which is

discussed in Chapters 1-6.
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LEARNING A FIRST
LANGUAGE

Language acquisition is one of the most impressive and fascinating aspects of
human development. We listen with pleasure to the ‘coos’ and ‘gurgles’ of a
three-month-old baby. We laugh and ‘answer’ the conversational ‘ba-ba-ba’
babbling of older babies, and we share in the pride and joy of parents whose
one-year-old has urtered the first ‘bye-bye’. Indeed, learning a language is an
amazing feat—one which has attracted the attention of linguists and
psychologists for generations. How do children accomplish this? What is it
that enables a child not only to learn words, but to put them together in
meaningful sentences? What pushes children to go on developing complex
grammatical language even though their early simple communication is
successful for most purposes?

In this chapter, we will look briefly at some of the characteristics of the
language of young children. We will then consider several theories which have
been offered as explanations for how language is learned.

Milestones and patterns in development

One remarkable thing about first language acquisition is the high degree of
similarity which we see in the early language of children all over the world.
The carliest vocalizations are simply the involuntary crying that babies do
when they are hungry or uncomfortable. Soon, however, we hear the cooing
and gurgling sounds of contented babies, lying in their beds looking at bright
shapes and colours around them. Even in these early weeks and months of life,
however, infants are able to hear very subtle differences between the sounds
of human language. In cleverly designed experiments, scientists have been
able to show that tiny babies can hear the difference between ‘pa’ and ‘ba’, for
example. And yet, it will be many months before their own vocalizations
(babbling) begin to reflect the characteristics of the different languages they
are learning.
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Learning a first language

By the end of their first year, most babies understand quite a few frequently
repeated words. They wave when someone says ‘bye-bye’; they cla;? v_\!hen
someone says ‘pat-a-cake’; they eagerly hurry to the kitchen when juicé and
cookies’ are announced. At 12 months, most babies will have begur to
produce a word or two that everyone recognizes. From this time on, the
number of words they understand and produce grows rapidly. By the age of
two, most children reliably produce at least fifty different words and some
produce many many more. About this time, they begin to combine words
into simple sentences such as ‘Mommy juice’ and ‘baby fall down’. These
sentences are sometimes called ‘telegraphic’ because they often leave out such
things as articles, prepositions, and auxiliary verbs. We recognize them as
sentences because, even though function words and grammatical morphemes
are missing, the word order reflects the word order of the language they are
hearing and the combined words have a meaning relationship berween them
which makes them more than just a list of words. Thus, for an English-
speaking child, ‘kiss baby’ does not mean the same thing as ‘baby kiss'.
Remarkably, we also see evidence, even in these early sentences, that children
are doing more than imperfectly imitating what they have heard. Their two-
and three-word sentences show signs that they are creatively combining
words: ‘more outside’ in a situation where the meaning seems to be ‘I want to
go outside again’ or ‘Daddy uh-oh’ which seems to mean ‘Daddy fell down’.

By the age of three-and-a-half or four years, most children can ask questions,
give commands, report real events, and create stories about imaginary
ones—complete with correct grammatical morphemes. In fact, it is generally
accepted that by age four, children have mastered the basic structures of the
language or languages which have been spoken to them in these early years.
In addition to the evidence we have from simply talking and listening to
children, some carefully designed procedures have been developed to explore
children’s knowledge of language. One of the best known is the so-called ‘wug
test” developed by Jean Berko Gleason. In this ‘test’, children are shown
pictures of imaginary creatures with novel names or people performing
mysterious actions. For example, they are told, ‘Here is a wug. Now there are
two of them. There are two ___.” or “Here is 2 man who knows how to bod.
Yesterday he did the same thing. Yesterday, he ___ " By completing these
sentences with ‘wugs’ and ‘bodded’, children demonstrate that they actually
know the rules for the formation of plural and simple past in English, not just
a list of memorized word pairs such as ‘book/books’ and ‘nod/nodded’, and
can apply these rules to words which they have never heard before.

Children’s ability to understand language and to use it to express themselves
develops rapidly in the pre-school years. Metalinguistic awareness—the ability
to treat language as an object, separate from the meaning it conveys—
develops more slowly. A dramatic development in meralinguistic awareness
occurs when children begin to learn to read. Although metalinguistic



