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Preface

It is generally acknowledged that teachers of foreign languages should
be equipped with some metalinguistic knowledge which distinguishes them
from native speakers of the target language and bilinguals or even multilin-
guals. However, it is not enough for language teachers to have merely met-
alinguistic knowledge, rather, it is more important for them to be informed
of metacognitive knowledge which makes learning more efficient and effec-
tive plus pleasurable.

Therefore, before going into an introduction to this book at length, I
would like to quote from Saville-Troike that “ Being an effective teacher of
any discipline requires a steadfast commitment to self-improvement as a
scholar, thinker, and communicator over the long haul. No one becomes a
master teacher overnight. ” ( Saville-Troike, M. 2006). This book is writ-
ten in the attempt of introducing the basic knowledge regarding the above
two dimensions of knowledge which otherwise has to be obtained from a
number of linguistic and cognitive works. Provided in here is a repertoire
of expertise accumulated over a decade’s years of continuous research and
teaching based on the forerunners’ effort. It is written in the hope that the
information provided in this book will shed some light on research in SLA
and make the teaching and learning of English in a mother tongue environ-
ment easier in the context of globalization since, in my opinion, to shorten
the duration of English formal instruction, is the only solution to language
planning in China and to achieve this goal, to find more efficient and ef-
fective methods of teaching and learning, is the only solution for China and
all other non-English speaking countries.

SLA Research goes hand in hand with cognitive psychology develop-
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ments, whereas, the advances in cognitive psychology depends largely on
the findings in neuroscience. The inseparable nature between language and
thought makes studies of language acquisition a major component of memo-
ry research because information processing is, to a great extent, language
processing. Hence, second language research cannot be divorced from
cognitive theories.

In the last few decades, SLA research has drawn upon many cognitive
theories, such as attention, ACT-R theory, information processing models
etc. However, these cognitive theories are mostly explaining the role of
conscious learning and functions of explicit memory. As to how implieit
memory works and whether there is a division on two memory systems,
there are still a lot of debates going on. In this book, the author posits one
major hypothesis concerning implicit memory, that is, the working of the
implicit memory or unconscious memory depends on, above all other fac-
tors, frequency of occurrence, which is especially true in language acqui-
sition and learning. In other words, implicit or unconscious learning takes
place through frequency effect. Although other affective factors, such as e-
motional needs, interests and levels of priority may also come into play,
the major factors that make the transformation from receptive skills into
productive skills, or from declarative knowledge into procedural knowledge
are but two: attention and frequency, with the former responsible for ex-
plicit learning, the latter, implicit learning.

This theory has important implications for language leaming. For in-
stance, between watching the same movie six times and watching six dif-
ferent movies, which has a greater effect on the learning result? To apply
generally, this hypothesis addresses the different effect between receiving
the same input multiple times and receiving different inputs just one time.
To answer this question involves a number of other key issues regarding
how memory encodes, retains and retrieves information, i. e. how memory

works. In general, it concerns how to use the same amount of time to pro-
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duce more effective leamning results. It also addresses the question why in-
tensive reading plays a much different role from extensive reading in vo-
cabulary development.

Language and cognition development cannot be separated from each
other. Therefore, it is hypothesized in the book that learning a foreign lan-
guage in a mother-tongue environment will hinder the vertical cognitive de-
velopment of the child. The optimal age to learn a second language in a
mother tongue’ s environment is a very complex issue since it also involves
social cultural political considerations in the making and implementing of
language policies for a country.

Stance of the book

In recent years, the focus of SLA research has shifted from product
(output) to process (input — intake — output) since it is generally be-
lieved that .2 learning is the result of the interaction between the learner’ s
internal mechanism with the external environment. Therefore, SLA re-
searchers and foreign language practitioners alike should, on the one
hand, concentrate their efforts on understanding the nature of the learner’ s
mental processes, the working of the mind; and on the other hand, the
working of the target language — the object of the learning process. This
book, thus, serves as a point of departure for the endeavor in that direc-
tion.

However, as is commented by Marysia Johnson (2004 ) that “there is
a false assumption in the ever-expanding field of SLA that unless one’ s re-
search study includes some sort of experiment and inferential statistics, one’ s
contribution to understanding second language acquisition processes is anec-
dotal, marginal, and even non-academic. Therefore, most teachers feel
humbled, viewing their positions as powerless and insignificant, entirely
controlled by theoreticians and researchers whose abstract models and ideas
they feel are impractical and hard to follow. ”
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Hence, both in the east and the west, there appears the situation
where researchers are burying themselves in theorizing and experimenting,
and the practitioners are hardly informed of what is going on in this field of
their inquiry. They are still doing teaching the way the best of their teach-
ers did, with little meta-cognitive knowledge which will make their task
much easier and the teaching much more efficient and sufficient. Howev-
er, Johnson also comments that good experimenting must be based upon
good theorizing to have value and to endure the test of time, on the other
hand, experimenting is also supplementary to solid sound theorizing. If
any new idea has to be empirical to be published in a first-rate journal,
great concepts like “comprehensible input” could not have been intro-
duced to the field due to its untestable nature. But no one can deny the in-
valuable advances the concept has brought about to our understanding of
the role of input in SLA. What’ s more, some experiments have the tend-
ency of experimenting for the sake of experiment and publication. Some
people set out to prove what they believe and creat the experiment in a way
to prove their belief, rather than come to a natural conclusion from fair and
unbiased experiment.

The harm of judging every hypothesis with statistics is that many crea-
tive ideas may never be known or disseminated before they are killed. This
is not to promote progress, rather, it hinders progress in research inquiries
and endeavors. Again, as is remarked by Johnson that “The purpose of a
theory is not to provide all the answers but to provide a focus for investiga-
tion, a point of reference” A model or theory should not be discredited and
overlooked just because it is not testable or erppirical in nature.

We do not deny the fact that though introspection is a good start to the
understanding of cognition, psychological experimentation is not only nec-
essary but also the major way to confirm and disconfirm the introspection
and reflection from teaching and research so as to develop solid scientific

theorization to facilitate good teaching and learning. We merely doubt the
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absolute sole criterion of shaping and filtering each idea, testable or unt-
estable, through experimenting. ,

Some theories proposed in this book, such as the frequency effect,
spacing effect, etc have been tested a hundred years ago and are still un-
dergoing repetitive experiments even now. However, some ideas, for in-
stance, the idea that implicit memory or unconscious memory takes place
through frequency effect has not been proven anywhere in the world, for
which it will probably be labeled as psudo-scientific. Hence, we are loo-
king forward to having someone, at some point in the future, comes up
with some empirical ways to test the theories proposed in this volume. It is
not insurmountable, however, it is undeniable that it will be a very tough

job.
Why a cognitive approach to SLA?

This book is intended as a cognitive approach to the field of Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) and Foreign Language Teaching (FLT). It
emerged from my research on SLA and a course entitled Foreign Language
Teaching Methodologies and Testing. It is cognitive in nature because cur-
rent SLA research and theorizing share a strong cognitive orientation. In-
deed, the answer to the mystery of SLA can only be found through studying
the human mind. What makes the mind work the way it does and what role
language plays in thinking and memory? So far no answers to the above
questions have been provided, yet, every quest in seeking the truth will
bring us a little closer to a better understanding of the brain mechanism. If
the reader of this book can be inspired in any way towards their attempt at
finding the key to better learning, the goal of the book will have been ful-
filled in a sense.

The intended audience of this book is primarily English major gradu-
ate students, but it is also suitable for teachers of English without a sub-
stantial prior knowledge of SLA but are intending to delve further into the
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field.
What goals to achieve?

My goals in writing this book are fourfold: (1) to approach SLA from
a cognitive perspective; (2) to introduce the necessary knowledge in Psy-
cholinguistics, SLA and foreign language teaching methodologies and tes-
ting in one book for teacher training; (3) to synthesize well-established
theories with up-to-date information in SLA research; (4) to fuse SLA
theories with ELT situation in China. In general, the book intends to ac-
quaint English teachers and learners with some meta-cognitive strategies so
as to teach and learn English more effectively and efficiently and to inspire
future interdisciplinary research hetween cognitive research and ELT in
China.

Although not a detailed recount of every theory on cognition and SLA ,
the book provides English teachers a foundation and groundwork for SLA
research, particularly for 12 instruction. Each cognitive theory or concept
conveys a message for teachers who intend to achieve efficacy and efficien-
cy in their teaching. This scenario mirrors the diversity of current convic-
tions about what would bring about the most effective instruction, and it,
in turn, points to the need of concerted effort to develop more metacogni-
tive strategies for L2 learning.

In short, this book aims to answer three major questions: 1. What to
learn? 2. How to learn? 3. When to learn? It is our hope that the readers
can find not only basic theories to a better understanding of how to teach
and learn a foreign language in a mother-tongue environment, but also
good food for thought for their future research.

Why cognitive learning strategies?

As the famous Chinese saying goes that “if you give the student fish,
they can have it for only one day, but if you teach them how to fish, they
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can have fish for life. ” This saying carries much truth and weight in sec-
ond language teaching practice because language learning is one of the ca-
ses where one plus one does not necessarily equal two (1 +122). Even if
learners put in the same amount of time and effort, not everyone will a-
chieve the same level of attainment in the end. Hence, the methodologies
of foreign language teaching and SLA was evolved and born, out of neces-
sity.

As both a teacher and a leamer, I am fully aware how much I have
benefited from this expertise to be a better teacher and leamer of English
personally. Now I present the book to the many learners and teachers who
might also be puzzled by the fact that their English seems to have stopped
pro‘gressing at a certain point no matter how hard they try, and that a big
discrepancy between what they can comprehend and what they can produce
persistently exists no matter what they do, and that their interlanguage is
far short of what is desired when they speak and write in English.

The book does not provide direct and conclusive answers to these
questions, but it does introduce what the best has been known in terms of
these issues in human leaming so far. It is, however, our purpose that
with these concepts and ideas summarized over decades and applied inno-
vatively to China’s situation, the readers of the book will be enlightened
and triggered to provide their own understanding of the mystery of language
learning and add something new to this field of inquiry.

There are many breakthroughs in SLA theory, such as skill learning
theory by Anderson, which explains how explicit memory works and how
we proceed from controlled processing to automatic processing through
practice. Many important issues are still unseitled in language acquisition,
such as the existence of UG, the working of the implicit memory system,
etc. The most innovative idea in this book is that in language acquisition
implicit memory functions mainly through frequency effect. Frequency of oc-
currence, in addition to playing the role of reinforcement and entrenchment,
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reduces the processing load and frees conscious attention so that repeated
language forms create more chance to be noticed so as to get procedualized or
automatized in later encounters. In other words, repeated encounters lower
the activation threshold and pave the way for production through familiarity
effect. This theory is still a hypothetical idea that needs to be proved empiri-
cally.

Despite the many models in SLA put forward so far, it is unrealistic to
expect that one single theory can explain the whole complexity of language
learning. The theories proposed sometimes conflict but also interact with
each other, which may serve as a basis for improvement and for the birth

of a more enlightening theory to better our understanding.
Characteristics of the Book

We take an interdisciplinary approach, investigating SLA from both
linguistic and psychological perspectives. However, theories which are ap-
plicable in SLA environment may not be of vital significance to foreign lan-
guage learning environment. For instance, Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theo-
ry stresses the irreplaceable contribution of social interaction to the success
of 12 acquisition. However, in China’ s situation where English is mostly
learned as a foreign language rather than acquired simultaneously or subse-
quently as a second language along with the first, the social environment is
not as critical as it is in SLA to learning results, therefore, it is not treated
with much emphasis though we do take learner’ s interaction with peers in
and out of classroom as an aid to group improvement, it is mainly dealt
with in view of role of output. In other words, the role of learning from so-
cial interaction is very limited here. But with globalization and the inter-
net, probably and hopefully, the situation can get some drastic change in
the future.
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