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Children as Language Learners

Aims of the unit

In this unit, we are going to focus on the following:

1) How do we learn our first language?

2) What are some of the similarities and differences between the learning of a first language and a
foreign language?

3) What are some of the characteristics of children as language learners?

4) How children’s individual differences affect their learning?

5) Why should we treat children as equal human beings?

6) What makes a good primary English teacher?

We all know that learning a foreign language in a school context is not an easy task.
As we all learned our first language without much difficulty, it is naturally helpful
for us to look at the ways how we learned our first lJanguage so that implications can
be drawn for teaching and learning a foreign language. Then we will move on to
look at children as language learners in terms of how different they are compared
with adults in learning languages. Children have their own ways of seeing, thinking
and doing things and the way we teach children a foreign language should definitely
be different from the way we teach adults. This is a big challenge for teachers of
young learners. Therefore, it is necessary to discuss what qualities a good English

teacher of young learners should have.
Learning one’s first language

There are many differences between learning one’s first language (L1) and a foreign
language (L2), but there are also similarities. Let us first look at how people learn their

L1 and see what we can learn from such experiences for teaching L2.
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Unit 1 Children as Language Learners

1.1.1 How do children acquire their first language in general?
£ TASK 111

The following are some statements made by different people about the ways
people learn L1. Check the box if you agree with it. Add more, if you have ob-
served others and try to give some examples for your statements. Then discuss
them with a partner.

(] By imitations.

[ By repetitions.

[ By singing songs and saying rhymes.

[ By reciting poems.

(] By being corrected by parents.

(] By listening to stories.

[ By learning language rules.

(] By talking to oneself.

(] By acting and performing.

[] By talking about pictures.

[] By watching television cartoons.

[0 By drawing and talking.

(] By talking to others.

[] By playing games.

]

]

]

Discussion Point

We can definitely learn something from the way children acquire their first language.
Children learn their first language by listening to adults, imitating what adults say, draw-
ing and talking, singing songs, reciting poems, playing games with other children, look-
ing at pictures and recognizing words, watching cartoon films, and listening to stories.
Research into L1 shows that the most important factor for L1 development is when chil-
dren are interacting with people around them and when they are involved in using the
language for doing things — listening, speaking, playing, singing, viewing, acting, etc.
That is to say, sitting in front of a television only provides them with the input; it is their
engagement in conversation with others and getting things done with the language that
drives their language development. Therefore, language learning process is a socializing
process. Interaction and experimenting with the language in communication are impor-
tant ways for language learning. In L1 learning, mothers play an important role. They are
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normally very patient and try to interpret their children’s intention from the context. They
talk to children using simple language and use the context and body language to help

children understand.

In teaching another language to children, we should always remember how we can
engage children in learning by using similar experience they have had with their first
language. Young children can develop a fascination for language if the methodology
of the classroom is stimulating and involves the learners as fully as possible. To
engage them as much as possible, teachers need to give the learners something to:

- look and say - imagine

- listen to - respond to

- sort or set - sequence/order

- solve - compare

- match - guess

- choose - draw and describe
- make - count

- repeat - read aloud

- read silently - memorize/recite
- write/copy - spell orally

- hold and say - touch and guess
- do as you say - chant and sing

- pass to someone - mime

- perform/act out - research/find out

- compete in groups

Adapted from Cheater and Farren, 2001

1.1.2 Howdidyou learnto speak Chinese as your firstlanguage?

How did you learn to speak Chinese? If you cannot remember, think of a young
child that you know and recall the way he or she learns Chinese. Can you find
any instances when children said something that was totally unexpected or inter-
esting but grammatically unacceptable? Put together a few examples and dis-
cuss the following questions.

a) Where do they come from?

b) What in general are the parent’s attitudes toward them?

¢) What do they tell us about the process of learning?
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d) How would you relate this to learning a foreign language?

Discussion Point
The following are some utterances made by Chinese children as well as English children
acquiring their mother tongue. Do you find them interesting? Can you add more examples?
A.
a) fFTIRIF? BRLE: MfT3RF. (. IR, fAD)
b) RUKE T, BEE: HEAET.,
O XKHT., BRE: RRET,
d)
B.
a) Don’t running.
b) Switch off the dark. I don’t like the dark shining.
¢) Mama a girl.

We can see that children are able to produce utterances which cannot possibly be learned
from an adult. Obviously, they have created them! Children are active and creative lan-
guage learners. They do not need to hear every sentence to be able to say it. They can
make sense of the world from what they see and hear and create their own utterances
when there is a need for them to communicate their own meaning. Parents seldom try to
correct children. They often feel very amused at children’s creativity. Foreign language
learners, we believe, can be just as creative as first language learners. We simply need to

create the opportunity for them to do so.

According to Peccei (2000:55) mothers interpret children’s meanings from their in-
complete utterances and expand their utterances to provide correct language input.
They“rarely call attention to grammatical errors in an explicit way”. Research by Shatz
(1982, in Peccei, 2000:55) has shown that “only about 4 percent of all children’s errors
are explicitly corrected by parents and the overwhelming majority of these are vocabu-
lary errors”. The research results indicate that it is very important to make language

learning experience a positive and encouraging one.

Differences and similarities between learn-
ing L1 and L2

Having looked at the way how L1 is learnt, we now move to look at the ways most people
learn an L2. Compared to the fact that most children learn their L1 successfully, the

reality that a small number of children can learn an L2 successfully is a bit worrying.
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1.2.1 What are the differences and similarities between
learning L1 and L2?

We have all had the experience of learning both Chinese and English with Chinese as our
L1 and English as a foreign language. Do you agree that learning English as a foreign
language is more difficult than learning Chinese? Why is it s0?

M Task121A

Think about the differences that exist between children learning their L1 and chil-
dren learning a L2. Make a list of the differences.in the space given below and
discuss them with a partner. Then, think about the ways by which we can minimize
the differences so as to make learning another language easier and with more

success.
L1 learning L2 learning What can we do?
Exposure to language Natural and adequate
Length of time All day long

, Supportive, friendly,and
| earning context el
tolerant

Types of input Natural and in context

Listening before

Strategies for learning ]
speaking

Remain high for commu-

Motivation for learning |
nicative needs

Value of error correction  |Not of much value

Support and guidance Constant and patient

Opportunities for experi— | Opportunities all the
menting with the language | time round

Feedback forms Always encouraging
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2 Task 1218

What are the similarities between the learning of L1 and L27? Discuss with your
partner and make a list in the space below.

Similarities between learning L1 & 1.2

Discussion Point
The acquisition of L1 and L2 is quite different in many aspects. For L2 learners, the
language input is limited. The time spent on learning L2 is much shorter. The learning
context is formal and errors are often corrected. Also, the development of the four skills
begins almost at the same time. Moreover, L2 learners often do not have the need to
communicate in the target language; therefore, there are few opportunities for pupils to
interact except in the classroom and little real context for children to experiment with the
language. With 40-60 pupils in one class for just a few hours a week to learn the language,

teachers are not able to check on progress with every pupil and be patient and supportive

to every child.

However, there are some similarities between the learning of L1 and L2. Rich context
and input, opportunities for using the language, interaction with others, etc. are important
in learning any languages. Teachers should create a nice environment and interesting

activities for pupils to use the language to do things.

1.2.2 Howcanwe better help childrenlearn aforeignlanguage?

Goaacas Task122

Which is a better way for children to learn a foreign language? Please check
from the speech bubbles below. Then read Reading 1.2.2(P.26) and make a list
of suggestions for teaching English to children based on that reading.



