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Preface

[t is more than a little humbling to find that a book one has spent much
of one’s professional career trying to write can claim to be no more than
an introduction. The ideas in it have developed over twenty years.
Whenever I can, | have said where they come from, but I am certain that
there will be many sources that I do not recall, notions and phrases I
have absorbed from reading and teaching and listening, and that I pass
on into the public domain of knowledge. I take this opportunity to
thank my teachers, colleagues, and students.

Apart from the longish incubation period, the writing of this book
took a number of years. An unexpected gap in a teaching programme
gave me the opportunity to prepare a dozen or so lectures on current
theories of second language learning; this later formed the basis for a
paper | was invited to give at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
conference in 1985. From these initial notes, the book started to take
shape, but the bulk of the work of writing waited for a year’s leave from
Bar-Ilan University; without the sabbatical, I doubt that it would have
been finished.

[ am grateful therefore to Bar-Ilan University for the time to write the
book, to the University of London Institute of Education, which made
me a research fellow while I was writing, and to Carmel College, which
provided me with an ideal setting for scholarly work. In particular, I
must thank my colleagues at Bar-Ilan, who allowed me a year free from
departmental responsibility; Henry Widdowson, who took a deep
interest in the book and whose questions I have tried to answer, often
unsuccessfully, but always feeling 1t was worth trving; Peter Skehan,
who provided access to computers and—even more important—a fund
of useful information and a continuing availability for discussion; and
the Headmaster, Phillip Skelker, of Carmel College, its statf, and pupils,
who encouraged and suttered and shared in the case study. I also want
to thank a number of universities in Britain, Japan, the Netherlands, and
New Zealand, which during the year I was on sabbatical leave gave me
the opportunity to try out some of the formulations on captive
audiences; questions raised in those lectures led to much necessary
rethinking.

[ should like also to thank Raphael Nir tor discussions and
collaboration on a larger Hebrew language study, part of which is
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reported here; Robert Cooper for providing a critical and friendly ear
over the years; Ellen Bialystok, whose wise comments on the draft
manuscript helped solve some problems and raised others I am unable
(or unwilling) to answer; and Cristina Whitecross, Anne Conybeare,
and others at the Oxford University Press, who have encouraged me and
helped me prepare the book for publication.

The dedication recognizes a quarter-century of love, companionship,
stimulation, and the sharing, among other things, of conditions for
second language learning, preference rules, computers, and our two
children, whose characters and actions honour their mother and delight
their father.

Jerusalem

February 1988
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Introduction

The need for a general theory

The task of a general theory

Like many other workers faced with ditficult and often unrewarding
tasks, language teachers long for someone to offer them a simple and
effective method that will suit all kinds of learners. Responding to this
demand, scholars who have built theories of second language learning
have often set as their main criterion not the elegant parsimony expected
of a scientific theory but the stark appeal of a crisp advertising slogan.
Translatability (even translation) into a teaching method rather than
accounting for the empirical facts has been the goal pursued by many
theory builders.

With the toppling of the Audio-Lingual Method from its throne,
however, it seemed for a while that a general acceptance of eclecticism in
language teaching would relax pressure on theorists and let them get on
with their own particular job. All indications were, Stern (1985)
remarked, that the profession would get over the ‘century-old obsession’
with finding a panacea and that ‘a more sophisticated analysis of
pedagogy would no longer be satished with the global and ill-defined
method concept’. We might even have hoped that the sound notion of
informed language teaching described by Strevens (1985) would come to
hold sway, but the seventies and eighties have continued the search for
the pot of gold, and there has been a new method boom. Where once
they were faced with Berlitz Methods, and Army Methods, and
Ollendorf Methods, and Direct Methods, and Series Methods, language
teachers are now offered the Total Physical Response, Community
Counselling, and Suggestopedia. Even scholars who started in solid
theoretical research have caught the methods fever, as Oller and
Richard-Amato (1983) published Methods that Work and Stephen
Krashen, who made an important attempt to assemble current research
into an integrated theory, latched on to the Natural Approach' and
went from theorizing to promotion.

There are two points that [ want to make: the first is that there are
serious weaknesses with the theoretical bases of these various methods,
not excluding Krashen's method and the theory it is based on;* the
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second is the more general point that any theory ot second language
learning that leads to a single method is obviously wrong. If you look at
the complexity of the circumstances under which second languages are
learned, or fail to be learned, you immediately see that a theory must not
only be equally complex but must also be able to account for the success
and failures of the many different methods that have been and are used
throughourt the lang:,uage teaching world.

The goal of this book then is certainly not to propose a new method
but rather to explore the requirements for a general theory of second
language learning by examining the conditions under which languages
are learned, and to consider the relevance of such a theory for language
teaching. I describe the theory as general to distinguish it from theories
of formal classroom learning,’ or of informal natural learning,* or the
learning of one part of a language, such as sentence-level syntax.” [ use
the term theory® to mean a hvpothews or set of hypotheses” that has
been or can be verified empirically.” I use the term second language
learning to refer to the acquisition of a language once a first language
has been learned, say after the age of two,” without any technical
definition or jargon or in-group implication for the words learning or
acquisition.'” Within these definitions, I see the task of a theory of
second language learning as being to account both for the fact that
people can learn more than one language, and for the generalizable
individual differences that occur in such learning.

First, it 1s always the case that some individuals are more successtul
than others in mastering the language, even though the language
experience has in all cases been ostensibly identical. Second, for a
particular individual, some aspects of language learning are mastered
more easily than are others. (Bialystok 1978:69)

This makes the task similar in many ways to that of understanding
first language learning at more advanced stages, although it must be
pointed out that current psycholinguistic interest in first language
acquisition has focused on the initial stages of learning and on the
universal acquisition of language rather than on the individual vari-
ations in ultimate accomplishment.

A general theory of second language learning such as [ am seeking to
develop will ‘need to relate in significant ways to a theory of first
language learning. Ideally, rather than seeking separate theories of first
and second language learning, I should perhaps be pursuing a unified
theory of language learning (Carroll 1981), which would, within itself,
distinguish between first and second language learning,'' including, for
instance, the fact that in the case of second language learning, learners
have already succeeded in such crucial issues as distinguishing the
sounds of language from the noise around them, and recognizing the

basic working of speech acts. Omitting this initial stage of first language
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acquisition, much of what I propose here can easily and usefu.lly be
applied to mother tongue learning, to the learning of additional dialects
and registers, to the development of control of standardized andﬁ
classical varieties of one’s first language, and to the complex variation ot
individual achievement in all language learning.

In spite of the attractiveness of this challenge, I have chosen at this
stage to accept the constraint of working to develop a theory of second
language learning independently, accepting the common scientific
practice when dealing with complex systems of attempting to deal with
one definable part at a time. But, as is clear in the use of the term
‘general’ and will be shown in more derail, it is an essential part of my
approach to consider all kinds of second language learning together,
calling on the model (and not some a priori limitation of scope) to show
the differences proposed between, for example, second and foreign
language learning and formal and informal learning.

[f I may use a rhetorical form that is favoured by Joshua Fishman, the
critical issues to be dealt with may be set out in the following question:

Who learns how much of what language under what conditions?

Using this as a mnemonic, a theory of second language learning must
account for:

who: differences in the learner. This includes such factors as age, ability,
intelligence, specific abilities (for example, hearing acuity), special
aptitudes, attitudes (to learning, to a language, and to its speakers),
motivation, choice among strategies, personality. These factors form a
continuum from permanence (for example, those that are biologically
given) to modifiability (under various controls).

learns: the process itself. How many kinds of learning are there? What is
already there, preprogrammed in some way? What is the difference
between conscious (explicit) and unconscious (implicit) knowledge?
Between knowing and being able to? Between learning a single item and
gaining control of functional skill> How does transter work? How does
learning vary individually and culturally?

how much of: What is the criterion for having learned? What part of
language is learned (for example, phonology versus grammar versus
semantics versus culture)? How does one account for learning single
items? How different is the development of functional proficiency?

what language or variety, or mode, or dialect. And what about culture?
under what conditions: Is it amount or kind of exposure that makes the
difference? How does exposure lead to learning? Who is the best person
to learn from?

And how does each of these tactors interact with the others? What kind
of person prefers what kind of strategy? Who learns best under what
conditions? What kind of person learns what parts ot language? What



