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| INTRODUCTION

1. The Purpose of the Book.

There are hundreds of millions of language learners around the
world, who learn using a variety of widely differing methods. Some
methods focus on written language, others on spoken; some emphasize
accurate reproduction of grammatically correct sentences, others fluent
communication; some demand that the teacher always be in complete
control, others that the learners take responsibility for their own learning;
some view error with terror, others see it as natural. Academics, Educa-
tion Ministry officials and Course and Materials writers in different
countries tend to favour a particular method and insist that teachers and
students follow it. But which method is best? Can any method be best in
all circumstances? This book aims to consider these questions from the
point of view of Psycholinguistics and Second Language Acquisition
(SLA). It thus aims to try and link theory to practice.

Research into Psycholinguistics and SLA is concerned with trying
to discover the mental processes that language users go through in order
to understand and produce any language, or to learn a second language.
The evidence from such research can, it is hoped, provide a clearer pic-
ture of the nature of language and of language learning. Such a picture
should help those engaged in language learning and teaching to see what
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factors need to be considered if they are to teach/learn a language effec-
tively. Most of the work in this field has been done in English speaking
countries, especially the United States. As a result the language that has
been most closely studied is English. However, we feel that what the
research evidence suggests about the nature of the English language and
how it may best be learned is relevant to languages and language learn-

ing in general.

2. How the Book Is Organised ?

Chapter 1 outlines, in brief, the development of language teaching
methods in the West over the past 500 (and especially the last 100) years.
From this it can be seen how attitudes to what should be taught and how
it should be taught have varied, and how some of the methods still in use
are by no means new. This chapter then looks at what is, in fact, meant
by the term 'Method'. Broadly following Richards and Rodgers (1986), a
Method is defined as:

the ideas about the nature of language and about how learning
takes place that are the basis for decisions made about the syllabus, the
materials, and what should happen in the classroom.

Since the view taken of language and of learning directly affects all
other aspects of language teaching, it is important, for those involved in
language teaching, to have as clear an understanding as possible of the
nature of language and language learning.

Chapters 2 to 5 try to show what the evidence from psycholinguistic
research suggests about both the nature of language and what should and
should not be done in order to help language learning take place. Each
chapter considers the practical implications of the research for language

learning and teaching. Chapter 6 summarises the implications of the psy-
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cholinguistic evidence for the teaching of the language structure and lan-
guage skills. ,

Chapters 7 to 9 deal with various brénches of SLA research; the
differences and similarities between first and second language acquisi-
tion, the role of formal classroom teaching and the effects on learning of
learners' individual differences. Chapter 10 summarises the implications.

Any change in language teaching also requires different language
tests and in Chapter 11 implications for Language Testing are consid-
ered.

Chapter 12 looks at the assumptions about the nature of language
and learning that underlie some commonly used methods, and at the ex-
tent to which these assumptions match the evidence provided by psy-
cholinguistic and SLA research. The book concludes by considering
what questions need to be asked by anyone planning a course of 1.2
learning, and illustrates how these might be answered for a specific
group of Chinese learners.

Before reading Chapters 2 to 5 and 7 to 9, it is suggested that time is
spent on the questions that are posed at the beginning of each. The ques-
tions relate to the main points covered and brief answers to them are
given in the summary at the end of the chapters. Possible ways of using
the questions are: '

a) as pre-reading questions to discover what the readers already
know about the topics to be covered; to activate the readers’ general
knowledge.

b) to provoke discussion and speculation about aspects of the lan-
guage comprehension, production and learning processes that readers
may not previously have thought about.

c) to provide a purpose for reading the chapter and a focus for post-
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reading discussion.

3. Who Is the Book for?

The book is intended for anyone who is involved, directly or indi-
rectly, on a day to day basis, in the teaching of foreign languages or the
training of foreign language teachers at Middle Schools, Normal Col-
leges or Universities. It is not aimed at specialist linguists, let alone spe-
cialist Psycholinguists, and does not therefore claim to be an in-depth
study of every area of language processing and production, learning and
acquisition. These by their very nature are controversial areas that will,
no doubt, continue to be argued over by interested academics for years to
come. The book discusses the data provided by a number of previous
surveys of the field and focuses on what such data can tell us about the
nature of language and learning, and thus its implications for the teach-
ing and learning of foreign languages. The book is essentially a practical
book, and although some discussion of underlying linguistic and applied
linguistic theory cannot be avoided, this is kept to a minimum.
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