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Introduction

This book will explain what applied linguistics is about, how the subject
develops, what applied linguists do, and what relationships exist between the
academic subject and professional activity in language education. Many
readers will be encountering these controversies, theories, and areas of
research for the first time, and for those readers the book will explain to them
and open up areas for deeper reading and questioning; many other readers,
who are more advanced in their studies through academic courses or profes-
sional training, should find many of their own questions explored and many of
their assumptions questioned.

This book is organized in four sections, representing the major divisions of
the subject. Each section has a short scene-setting introduction, reviewing
some of the fundamental questions and research areas encountered in the
section. Each section then consists of a number of chapters which present the
current state of play in terms of theory, research, and development concerning
the major questions for that section. Thus, many of the questions are familiar
and often asked, while much of the discussion may be unfamiliar, controver-
sial, and up to date. Of course, both questions and answers (in so far as there
are any!) should be challenging.

Nobody reading this kind of book can fail to acknowledge the debt owed to
S. Pit Corder for Introducing Applied Linguistics (1973), which not only
shaped the thinking of a generation of applied linguists, but moulded the
discipline-based contributions into a coherent subject, arguably for the first
time, giving equal weight both to extrapolation of ideas and methods from
linguistics, psychology, and education, and to direct and independent investi-
gation of second language learners through error analysis, thus establishing
second language acquisition as it then became as a field of intellectual enquiry
which was and is central to the new discipline.
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Section 1
What is applied linguistics?

The first section consists of only two chapters: together they present a view
of what applied linguistics is about, what applied linguists do, how applied
linguistics constructs its theories and understandings, and how the aca-
demic subject relates to professional questions in language education. The
subject may be traced back many years (for example, to the nineteenth-
century language teaching innovators Vietor in Germany and Gouin in
France) but an obvious recent point for purposes of comparison through
time is the 1969 Congress of the International Association for Applied
Linguistics (AILA), which followed the formation of the Association earlier in
the 1960s, and the creation of the 40 or so national affiliate bodies including
the British Association for Applied Linguistics. The early history of these
movements in Britain and Europe is detailed in the papers by Trim and van
Els in Grunwell (1988). The huge expansion in numbers attending and the
great evolution of topics and subtopics represented at the successive
meetings of AILA, comparing, for example, AILA Cambridge 1969 (14
sections, 340 papers with AILA 1996 at Jyvaskyla, Finland (160 Symposia,
900-1000 papers and poster presentations) testify to the sustained interna-
tional interest in the subject. Similar histories of expansion could be told for
the national organizations which invite international attendance at their
conferences, for example TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages) in the US and IATEFL (International Association of Teachers of
English as a Foreign Language) in the UK. However, attendance at such
events implies some obvious restrictions: registration and travel do not
come cheap, so participation is less easy for those at the lower-paid end of
the profession. Nevertheless, this book intends to demonstrate that the
developments are available and interesting to all practitioners and students
in the language professions ({teaching, research, testing, evaluation, admin-
istration).

This expansion has been driven by a variety of factors, of which the most
obvious have been:

* the rise of the (mainly, but not solely, English) language teaching industry,
lucrative in terms of employment for many teachers in many national
contexts and many expatriate teachers in different parts of the world, and
valuable in terms of consumption of publishing, and exporting education,
to national budgets of several countries;

* the explosion of research in second language learning and acquisition,
motivated by some of the same factors, and by theoretical interest;
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the incorporation of more and different areas of research with relevance
to language over the years;

the ever-changing array of language problems in our societies:

* majority and minority languages;

prestige and low-valued dialects;

multi-language institutions;

employment patterns and migration of workers and their families;
students going abroad for study;

multinational companies operating in foreign language environments;
legal rights;

bilingual education, mother-tongue education;

access to markets;

access to the Internet.



|

Applied linguistics and language education:
how the one affects the other

Some questions from practice

First of all, we will look at three examples from language education. The first
refers to a highly respected piece of teaching material, first published in 1987
and subsequently in two further editions, 1993 and 1996 — Focus on First
Certificate (O'Connell 1996). The second is an extract from a real English
class, given as part of a course for intending students of a variety of subjects
at a British university EFL unit. The third is a stream-of-consciousness record
of a learner of Greek practising a writing assignment. In each case, the
commentary highlights some of the intriguing questions that each extract
suggests about the language teaching/learning process, which applied
linguistics has either researched or might be expected to come up with some
answers for.

Teaching material
Focus ov First CERTIFICATE

First Certificate in English (FCE) is a language qualification which is offered
by the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate and taken
worldwide by some hundreds of thousands of learners every year. This
preparatory material is divided into a number of teaching units, which provide
material for a number of actual lessons. Each teaching unit, which gives
material for the teacher to use in several actual lessons, has a similar overall
structure:

lead-in

text and exercises
communication activity
focus on writing

focus on grammar

text and exercises
focus on listening
focus on grammar
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communication activity
focus on listening
focus on writing
language review.

This material shows up a number of assumptions which it is worth spelling
out, since they have been the subject of some controversy over the years.

Language exposure is centre stage. Thus, it is assumed to be part of the
materials’ job to contain appropriate examples of the language. These
materials actually go a little further than that fairly innocuous assumption —
they assume that the examples of the language should be genuine, from the
culture in which the language is spoken. There is in fact a considerable amount
of debate about this issue of authenticity, exactly what it means, and how
important it is. Many people argue that it is easier to learn from real examples
of the language, because learners can relate to that; others argue that authentic
language is often too difficult, and specially written language teaching
material is more suitable.

Related to this issue is that of correctness of the language itself. To what
extent can the language contained within a 270-page book be a true reflection
of the language ‘as she is spoken’? The selection of texts has to be monitored
therefore by some kind of editing process which is aware of modern descrip-
tions of up-to-date language, so there is a role here for linguistic description.

Another issue here, but which is not so evident from the first unit, concerns
the cultural embeddedness of the language. Many learners do not share the
cultural assumptions underlying the examples of the new language they are
exposed to, and there is a host of issues here from hindrances to comprehen-
sion to cross-cultural offence which need to be addressed. The first unit is
built around the idea of young people being able to contemplate exotic
holidays as pictured, and this is very foreign in many of the countries in
which there are candidates for First Certificate. One might assume that
language proficiency is independent both of the topics people wish to use the
language for, and the cultural assumptions of the people(s) who speak it as a
first language. But can there really be culture-free or culture-fair language
teaching materials?

These materials also isolate language features such as grammar rules and
vocabulary in language analysis boxes. There is evidently an assumption that
isolation of such features enables the learner to concentrate on them and
improve their understanding and control of them in their own linguistic
repertoire. As such, these materials subscribe to canons of good practice in the
profession that have been hallowed for many years. However, research on
language learning has been hard put to it to find objective justification for the
success of this kind of language teaching. After all, the best language learners
of all, children acquiring their first language, get by happily without it. Indeed,
it is only relatively recently that researchers have returned to the idea of what
is nowadays called consciousness-raising or even more recently focus on form
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or input enhancement. In Chapter 5, we will trace some of the history of the
research involvement with second language acquisition (SLA).

The materials also specify when and how and to whom the learners should
talk. Once upon a time, materials presented dialogues for learners to repeat and
perhaps learn by rote, assuming that learners should only be allowed to
produce correct utterances. These materials, however, in common with many
of the period, give guidelines for paired conversations and other kinds of group
work, in which the learners are free to invent their own expression in the
foreign language. This assumption, that language is learnt by using it, or
‘learning to talk by talking to learn’, is very important to a communicative
approach to language learning, as is the use of authentic material; but many
people sense there is a contradiction between exposing the learner to only
authentic materials while expecting the learner to invent their own language
for use with other learners.

Note also that the language examples are embedded in a large amount of
language addressed directly to the learner — procedural language. In some
kinds of materials, procedural language is often in the language of the learner,
to avoid misunderstanding. Here, it is expected that this kind of direct com-
munication with the learner will be in the target language, although the learner
may not be expected to respond in it about the procedures or the language,
rather, just carry out the instructions. This reveals an assumption here that
learners also learn through comprehension and appropriate action. In fact
some authorities have argued that it is in these elements of the lesson that true
communication occurs and is available to drive the learning process forward,
rather than in the pseudo-communication characteristic of doing paired
conversations under guidance.

Lastly, it is worth speculating what model of language the textbook
assumes: what it is in fact trying to teach. Put simply, a successful learner will
be able to control the language they produce, understand written and spoken
texts, and command a range of written styles. In the next chapter we shall see
that specifying what ‘knowing a foreign language’ actually means is in fact a
rather complicated thing to do.

Lesson transcript extract

Teacher: J; Course: August 97 pre-sessional, Essex University

This is a reading lesson, and the teacher has divided the time up between
whole-class activities and silent reading for individuals and pairs for various
goals. The first activity is scanning for a particular group of words. The
second activity involves vocabulary attack strategies, the third, consideration
of a whole reading passage about biological effects of stress (conducted in
pairs, looking for unknown words), and the last involves working through a
test for stress which is ancillary to the reading passage. In between the teacher
leads whole-class activities concerned with monitoring their understanding of
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individual words and other features of the reading. This extract follows the
last but one activity in the lesson, in which she checks the students’ under-
standing of a number of words in the passage prior to having them perform
the stress test.

1 T OK stop there. Let’s look through them because Albert’s
desperate to do the stress test so let’s see if we’ve got
time to do the stress test. Let’s just go through the words
A urbanized Yoshio
from a town
good exactly well done — B eliminate eliminate Hitoshi
get rid of
yes exactly (writes on whiteboard) — modify
make changes
yes make changes, alter — indicators
things that show you something
things that show you something so for example on a car
the little lights that show if you’re turning left — and
nutrition, Chen-wei
food, for health
good, well done, and evaluate we did — and highlight
Miyuki
focus on
forecast? oh focus yes well done, even better because you
20 gave me focus on which is the right preposition
OK What I'd like you to do next then is not to do this for
yourself I'd like you to interview your partner, first of all,
and what you have to do when you do the stress test is
1 is almost never [obviously a misreading of always]
25 2 is frequently
3 is occasionally
4 is almost never
5 is never
So, interview your partner and go through these questions
30 with your partner. So you’ll need to sit next to the same
person tomorrow

10
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This example of interaction between teacher (T) and students M, C-W, X, Y,
H - together, S) forms a very small part of this one and a half hour lesson. In
this teacher’s style, such sequences are inserted for particular purposes.
However, it exhibits some features of structure which are relatively common
in EFL classes, but which give rise to a number of interesting questions. It is,
once again, the concern of applied linguistics to make sense of, and find
answers to, those questions.
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This activity is bounded very clearly by boundary markers — OK (lines 1,
18). These separate off different sections of the lesson and are often accompa-
nied, as here with the teacher returning to her chair, by rather definite actions.
Of course, the teacher’s division of the lesson time may not coincide with the
learners’ perceptions, and it is not infrequent to find that students, especially
weaker ones, still believe they are in a previous section with different proce-
dures and demands long after the teacher has moved on. There is no evidence,
however, of that happening here.

There is considerably more teacher talk than student talk, and the talk
emanating from both parties clearly differs in several ways. To start with, T
speaks mostly in syntactically complete sentences, (except, however, in a
particular form of interaction, T abandons full sentences and speaks in noun
phrases (113-14)), whereas Ss respond in noun and verb phrases, and do not
volunteer anything more. In other parts of the lesson, they do: neither side
seems to consider that they need to in this section. T talk seems to have at least
four different functions here:

Display questions, in which the meaning (in the form of a synonym or two) of a
phrase or word in the text is required as the answer. Note the form of the question
is in fact a single word announcement, and clearly understood as such (L 4, 6, 8,
10, 14, 16). This section of the extract is a good example of an Initiation/
Response/Feedback exchange.

Procedural instructions (lines 21-31) are given to move the lesson along and to
make sure that all the participants know what they are supposed to be doing.

Explanations (lines 9, 11) augment the information already elicited from the
students about the words, but for some reason the teacher is selective about what
is expanded in this way.

Feedback (lines 6, 8, 16, 18) in this case mostly congratulatory, is given to the
students for answering the questions correctly.

By contrast, the range of functions of S talk is highly constrained — responses
to T’s questions. The most notable feature of the S talk is that it is by invitation
from nominated students, by the teacher, not initiated by the students them-
selves. This example of imbalance between teacher and students can be seen
as a reflection of the distribution of power, authority, and responsibility across
the participants — but it is also notable that there is no evidence of the students
objecting to the existing distribution.

Learning opportunities in the lesson may be assumed to exist in the silent
reading opportunities, the strategic practice, interaction between students, and
interaction with the teacher. While the opportunities may be obvious, the
take-up of those opportunities in learning itself is difficult to observe and
attest, and may only be inferred.

T is very much in control, in this section, the Ss compliant; there is no
obvious release of control of topic or procedure to the students. This is a
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widespread feature of many kinds of teaching, and this teacher has clearly
chosen to conduct this part of the lesson using such ground rules. This
situation is often contrasted with teaching based on one principle of the
communicative approach, in which the motivational element of students
formulating what and when they want to say something is believed to
contribute to learning. However, the extract here is more akin to a test situation
than a communicative one. On the other hand, the participants might have
argued, if we had been able to ask them, that they were communicating
directly about a topic of great concern to them: the language itself.

T gives some attention to Ss’ language, but mainly in a congratulatory way
rather than critically. There is only implied criticism of the pronunciation of
focus because of an apparently genuine misunderstanding. Error correction is
a controversial topic in language teaching theory, and has been the subject of
many pieces of research. How sure can T be that production of synonyms
means the words have been understood in the context of the reading passage?
Comprehension of the passage as a whole is not monitored here, but was in
individual work with the students working in pairs: large sections of the lesson
time are devoted to the teacher going round the working groups listening and
intervening, in fact much more time than T devotes to whole-class T/S
interaction, clearly a deliberate choice in the plan.

The teacher also echoes what the student says by way of response in several
cases (lines 10, 12, 19). Try this in ordinary conversation to see how different
it sounds there compared to the classroom!

Finally, S/S interaction is given a lot of time in other sections of the lesson,
presurnably on the assumption that learning occurs when using the new
language to communicate with another learner. It is a feature of several
approaches to language teaching, but particularly of the communicative
approach, that the other learners are seen as an important learning resource.

These and other issues have been hotly debated in language teaching
methodology and particularly in classroom process research, in which actual
practice in authentic classrooms has been analysed, using a variety of methods.
This fascinating work is described in Chapter 10 and is referred to often
elsewhere.

A learner’s protocol

The third example is of a verbal report of a learner of Greek, who is a language
teacher herself and an experienced language learner, performing a language
task, writing a short composition in practice for a GCSE examination. She
speaks into a tape-recorder at the same time as writing the piece. The protocol
begins:
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8th May

This is the practice paper for the Greek GCSE writing at higher level and I'm
going to try to do one of the questions on the paper. This — I need a piece of rough
paper - I’ve done question 1, now questions 2 and 3. Do one 2 out of 3. Question
3 — ‘something with your parents.” Oh I don’t want to do anything that assumes
you’'re a teenager, so let’s try the second one — ‘Write an account of how you went
to dinner with your friends to a Greek restaurant.” Right, let’s try that. Get a piece
of rough paper. I might have a problem here because although I can use the
dictionary I can’t look up Penny’s [the teacher] list of past tenses of verbs. About
the time. I guess that now I’ve done one there’s maximum half an hour. That
means I’m going to have to use all the verbs that | know in the past tense. The
trouble is, because this is only a practice, [ can look up Penny’s list but perhaps |
ought to try to do this one under exam conditions. Let’s have a look at the instruc-
tions in Greek and see if there are any tips. [reads the rubric in Greek aloud] Why
-ta? I'm going to have to look up -ta on Penny’s list because [ do not understand
either the ending or the form of the verb.

Let’s say sto Londino let’s pretend this Greek restaurant’s in England — sto
Londino there are many restaurants estiatorio is restaurant so polla estiatorio let’s
just check whether that’s right or not — um OK polla estiatorio foreign restaurants
I wanted to say anyway one can eat food from many different countries kai one
can it is possible to I can we can he/she/it can I don’t know borome na fame fagito
how do you spell it apo oles the countries of the world chores chora chores chora
choro omega of the world in all countries world I don’t know what the world is
can’t be cosmos because cosmos means people, better try chora let’s check it o
COSMOos tou Cosmou.

From this short extract, we can see a number of interesting points. This is a
piece of evidence about a learner, but we can ask how we can believe what the
learner says about herself — the problem of validity. We can also ask how deep
into the process of language use or indeed of language learning an individual’s
conscious attention can probe, and therefore what might be going on below
what some psychologists have called the threshold of consciousness.
However, even at face value, the extract raises important questions.

The learner is very concerned to choose the appropriate ground for the
practice: out of the three questions on the paper, one is a repeat, one assumes
the learners are teenagers, which this learner is not, and one asks about some-
thing she can more obviously relate to. Choice of subject therefore matters, not
just because it is easier to relate to something more adult, though ‘plausibility’
is an important criterion, perhaps more so than authenticity, but because she
wishes to find a vehicle for her language that will give her the best chance in
the examination. Choice of subject is connected therefore to motivation, in this
instance through what is usually called level of aspiration. This learner has in
fact chosen to go for the higher level of examination, but selects the most
suitable title within that more difficult level of test.



10 Applied linguistics and language education

The learner is very concerned about the external constraints on the perfor-
mance — time, rough paper, language reference materials like dictionaries and
grammars, some of which are allowed in the exam and some not. In fact, a
large proportion of the verbal report is taken up with dictionary look-up,
because this learner is highly concerned with accuracy, and one of the
immediate problems she has is in getting the form of the past tense of verbs
right, and another is the confusion caused by the several ways of spelling ‘iz’
in Greek. Because it is a practice for an exam, and there is credit to be gained
for accuracy, this learner uses every piece of evidence to hand to get it right
(dictionary, the exam paper itself) but recognizes the constraints imposed by
the examination conditions: using grammatical reference material in the form
of a list of verb forms prepared for revision by the teacher could lead to further
learning, or at least re-learning, but would not practise reliance on stored
knowledge as required in the examination.

Translation from the mother tongue is very evident in this protocol, and
should surprise no one. There have been many methodological attitudes to
both overt and covert use of translation in language learning, but it is a strategy
which learners use quite independently of their teachers’ exhortations.
Noteworthy here is not only the extent of the translation — there are only a few
stretches of Greek which are uninterrupted by planning in English — but the
frequent changes of plan to accommodate what the learner believes she can
actually put into Greek. Looking for a way of saying ‘There are many foreign
restaurants in London’ the learner finds different ways of saying the same kind
of thing — a strategy of circumiocution: ‘In London there are many restaurants
where one can eat food from many countries of the world’. However, the
strategies employed are highly active and involve considerable transformation
of the original sentence plan, as well as many diversions due to uncertainty
about individual words and their correct shapes in context. Later, we shall look
at the distinction which has been drawn between strategies of learning and of
performance. This kind of incremental sentence composition incidentally
demonstrates how different sentence construction is from the grammatical
analysis of the sentence, which may be used by this learner as a component of
her checks and revisions, but is not reported aloud.

The content of the composition is not particularly important to this learner
except she is concerned to avoid answering a question for teenagers. A little
further on, she remarks ‘better put something in about food’, not inappropri-
ately. The role of content in language learning is in fact a highly intricate topic,
with whole language teaching systems based on contradictory positions, from
grammar translation to content based-language teaching.

Evidence about learning processes comes from a variety of sources, some
direct and some indirect. In this instance, it is clear that the stream-of-
consciousness ‘verbal protocol’ manifests comments about a whole range of
issues, including comments on the language, the planning, the editing and
revision (NB the insistence on copying out, distinguished later from reading
through rather crucially), the nature of the performance and the strategies for
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coping with time pressure, and the unusual situation of speaking a commentary
for research purposes anyway. Later we shall discuss the advantages and
disadvantages of various kinds of research evidence.

The nature of applied linguistics

These examples have shown that many questions arise which need explana-
tion. In some cases, explanations have already been suggested and accepted;
these tend to form the educated assumptions of materials writers and teachers
and help shape the action they take. In many other cases, there are explanations
which are controversial and provoke further research of various kinds; and in
some cases, the questions may be obvious but there are no explanations which
command widespread support.

Of course, applied linguistics is not solely about language classrooms, as we
shall shortly see, but the examples above serve to show how immediately one
can move from real world events to speculation about explanations, and how
quickly what appears straightforward can, on reflection, turn out to be difficult
to understand. Applied linguistics itself may be seen as an autonomous,
problem-solving discipline, concerned broadly with language (mainly, but not
exclusively second language) education and language problems in society.
This practical involvement with society and the aspirations of its members as
language learners and language users contrasts, of course, with the concerns of
linguistics ‘proper’, which is no less strongly committed to a different goal, the
explanation of the nature of language itself and understanding of human
psychology through understanding the most important biological feature of
our species, namely natural language.

There are many traditions, largely depending on the professional’s original
intellectual home (English, modern languages, linguistics, sociology, educa-
tion, biology, experimental science) or on the nature of the problems, but two
broad and complementary approaches may be distinguished, which balance
each other. The first, and perhaps older one, is the pursuit of interpretation and
explanation, bringing to bear the theory, methods, and research results of other
disciplines on the problems that present themselves; and the other is the
collection of the results of direct research on the problems and the subsequent
construction of theories around them. Davies (1995) has dubbed these two
broad approaches ‘speculation’ and ‘empiricism’, and has argued strongly that
both have their place. The history of ideas about how second languages are
learnt (discussed in detail in Section 3) shows influences from both
approaches:

* the extension of behaviourist ideas of habit formation, reward, and
reinforcement to selected phenomena;

* direct investigation of errors and explanation along lines borrowed from
memory studies (e.g. negative and positive transfer);



