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introduction

About the book

This book is an introduction to some of the discoveries and ideas which
have emerged from recent research into foreign and second language
learning. In writing the book, I have tried to concentrate especially on
those aspects which seem likely to help us develop more effective
approaches to teaching.

The distinction between teaching and learning needs no explanation:
the former is carried out by the teacher and the latter by the learner. It is
surprising, then, that it is only comparatively recently — since the early
1970s — that the distinction has aroused much interest in language-
teaching circles. In most of the considerable literature that exists about
classroom methods and techniques, the focus of attention is clearly on the
activity of teaching, as if learning were merely a straightforward reflec-
tion of the teacher’s actions. ‘To learn’ means, above all, to react to
stimuli and instructions provided by the main actor in the classroom: the
teacher.

What, then, has led people to look more closely at the other partici-
pants in the teaching-and-learning process? It is not within the scope of
this book to offer a detailed analysis of developments. However, I would
mention the following factors as being particularly influential:

1 Inalmost every sphere of education, there has been a growing tendency
to become more ‘learner-centred’. We have come to realise that each
person is ultimately responsible for his own learning and needs to
engage his own personality in the educational process.

2 In language teaching, our methods and techniques have often failed to
produce effective learning, however sound they may have appeared in
theory. To discover why, we must study the learner.

3 Related to the previous point, we have become increasingly aware that
individual learners are different from each other. They are not simply
soft clay, waiting to be shaped by the teacher, but have their own
personalities, motivations and learning styles. All of these characteris-
tics affect how learners act in the classroom.

4 The active role which learners perform in developing their language
has also been emphasised by studies of first language acquisition. These

1




Introduction

have led to similar work in foreign and second language learning
which, again, has shown the learner to be an active participant in the
developmental process.

The content of the present book relates mainly to points 3 and 4 above:
the nature of language development, the learner’s role in it, and the
factors which influence it. The aim of the book relates mainly to point 2:
to examine aspects of learning which might help us improve teaching.

Outline of the book

Chapter 1 discusses some of the studies and ideas about first language
acquisition which have been influential in the field of second -
and foreign language learning.

Chapter 2 examines the habit-formation theories which were often
dominant before this influence was felt.

Chapter 3 discusses learners’ errors and what these might tell us about
the internal processes which produce learning.

Chapter 4 looks at evidence that these processes dispose learners to
master a language in predetermined sequences, which may
conflict with our teaching sequences.

Chapter § considers why some people learn more successfully than
others.

Chapter 6 tries to integrate some of the conclusions of previous chapters
into a coherent picture of the learning experience.

Chapter 7 looks at some studies of how learners make use of a second or
foreign language in order to communicate.

Chapter 8 suggests some ways in which recent evidence and ideas about
learning may influence our approach to teaching.

At the end of the book, there are suggestions for further reading about

many of the topics discussed in the book.

How some terms are used in the book

A distinction is often made between ‘foreign’ and ‘second’ language
learning. Briefly, a ‘second’ language has social functions within the com-
munity where it is learnt (e.g. as a lingua franca or as the language of
another social group), whereas a ‘foreign’ language is learnt primarily for
contact outside one’s own community. [ agree that this is a useful
distinction. However, I have not needed to maintain it during most of the
discussion in this book, and have therefore used the term second language
as a cover term for both ‘foreign’ and ‘second’ language.

2



Introduction

Another distinction which is sometimes made is that between ‘learn-
ing’ and ‘acquisition’. Learning refers to conscious processes for inter-
nalising a second language, whereas acquisition refers to subconscious
processes. Again, I have not found it necessary to make the distinction
systematically. In any case, our knowledge about what is conscious and
what is subconscious in second language learning is too vague for us to
use the distinction reliably. I have therefore decided to use learning as a
cover term, except when the distinction is crucial to the immediate
discussion. When discussing a child’s first language, I have followed the
common convention of using ‘acquisition’ more freely.

Some writers reserve the term ‘learning strategy’ for conscious efforts
to internalise language, in contrast with subconscious ‘learning pro-
cesses’. For other writers, a learning strategy may be either conscious or
unconscious. It is the second usage that I have followed in this book.

Finally, whenever I have needed to use a pronoun to refer to the nouns
‘learner’ and ‘teacher’, I have used ‘he’, ‘him’ or ‘his’. This is purely a
linguistic convention and does not imply that the person is more likely to
be male than female.




1 Firstlanguage acquisition

1.1 Introduction

Over the past two decades, research in first language acquisition has had
an enormous influence on the study of second language learning, both at
the theoretical and at the practical level.

At the theoretical level, researchers in first language acquisition have
been working with exciting new ideas about language and the learning
process. Concepts such as imitation and habit-formation have to a large
extent been replaced by notions which emphasise the child’s own cre-
ativity in constructing his knowledge of the language. These same ideas
have stimulated researchers to view second language learning from a
similar perspective and to seek out concrete evidence to support this view.

At the practical level, first language researchers have developed new
techniques for collecting and analysing children’s speech. These same
techniques, together with others, have been used in the field of second lan-
guage learning, to gather data and accumulate evidence about the sequen-
ces and processes that are involved.

With this narrowing of the gap between theories and methods in the
two fields, it is not surprising that a recurrent theme has been to consider
the similarities and differences between first and second language learn-
ing. Often, our increased knowledge of first language acquisition has
served as a backcloth for perceiving and understanding new facts about
second language learning. In addition, many researchers see their long-
term goal as to produce a single ‘theory of language acquisition’, which
would account for first and second language learning within one
framework. After all, the two experiences are both manifestations of the
general human capacity to learn and use language.

These are the main reasons, then, why the opening chapter in this book
about second language learning is devoted to a survey of some recent
work in first language learning.

1.2 Firstlanguage acquisition and behaviourism

Before the 1960s, the study of child language was dominated mainly by
the ‘behaviourist’ approach to language and learning. The best-known
proponent of this approach was B. F. Skinner.

4



1.3 Inadequacies of the bebaviourist approach

The title of one of Skinner’s major books, Verbal Behavior (1957),
captures the essence of the behaviourist approach to language. Language
is not a mental phenomenon: it is behaviour. Like other forms of human
behaviour, it is learnt by a process of habit-formation, in which the main
components are:

1 The child imitates the sounds and patterns which he hears around him.

2 People recognise the child’s attempts as being similar to the adult
models and reinforce (reward) the sounds, by approval or some other
desirable reaction.

3 In order to obtain more of these rewards, the child repeats the sounds
and patterns, so that these become habits.

4 In this way the child’s verbal behaviour is conditioned (or ‘shaped’)
until the habits coincide with the adult models.

The habit-formation process is essentially the same as when a pigeon’s
behaviour is shaped, so that it pecks at the correct discs in order to obtain
food.

Within this framework, the child’s own utterances were not seen as
possessing a system in their own right. They were seen as a faulty version
of adult speech. The ‘mistakes’ were simply the result of imperfect learn-
ing: the process of habit-formation had not yet had time to run its full
course.

1.3 Inadequacies of the behaviourist approach

The behaviourist view of first language acquisition was strongly challen-
ged from the 1960s onwards, especially under the influence of Noam
Chomsky’s linguistic theories and cognitive psychology. These are some
of the arguments which have convinced most researchers of the inade-
quacies of the behaviourist approach:

1 The basic view of language is no longer acceptable. Language is not
merely ‘verbal behaviour’. Underlying the actual behaviour that we
observe, there is a complex system of rules. These enable speakers to
create and understand an infinite number of sentences, most of which
they have never encountered before.

This creativity would not be possible if we had to rely on individual
bits of learnt behaviour. It is only possible because we have inter-
nalised the underlying system of rules. The knowledge of these rules is
our linguistic ‘competence’, which is different from the ‘performance’
that we can actually observe.

2 What children learn, then, is an abstract knowledge of rules (or
‘competence’). However, this is not what they are exposed to: they are

5



First language acquisition

exposed only to people’s speech (‘performance’). This process of
extracting abstract knowledge from concrete examples cannot be
explained by habit-formation.

3 Such an explanation becomes even less feasible if we consider that the
rules are often reflected very indirectly in the actual surface structure of
the speech. For example, the surface structure of John is easy to please
looks identical to that of John is eager to please, yet their ‘deep’ struc-
ture is completely different: in the first, it is a question of other people
pleasing John, whereas in the second, it is John himself who wants to
do the pleasing. Such information about deep relationships could not
be acquired simply by observing and imitating verbal behaviour.

4 The learning task is therefore a complex one. It is perhaps more
complex than any other learning task that most human beings under-
take. Yetit occurs at a very early age and with exceptional speed: by the
age of between three and a half and five, normally-endowed children
have internalised all the basic structures of their language. Again, this
cannot be explained by habit-formation alone.

5 Although children are exposed to different actual speech, they arrive at
the same underlying rules as other children in their community. The
evidence also suggests that they pass through similar sequences in
acquiring these rules. From the outset, children seem to be constructing
their own rule-systems, which they gradually adapt in the direction of
the adult system. This means that the child’s language is not simply
being shaped by external forces: it is being creatively constructed by
the child as he interacts with those around him.

As we shall see later, this ‘creative construction” hypothesis has also
had considerable influence on people’s theories about second language
learning.

1.4 Aninnate language-learning capacity?

Factors such as those just discussed have led many people to believe that
children are born with an innate capacity for acquiring language. To
describe this capacity, the term ‘Language Acquisition Device’ (often
shortened to LAD) was coined by researchers. Some characteristics of the
LAD would be:

1 It is specific to the human species and never fails to operate in normal
human beings, from infancy to about the age of eleven.

2 It gives children a means of processing the speech in the environment so
that they can construct its underlying system.

3 To enable it to operate so quickly, it may already contain some of the
‘universal’ features which are found in all known languages, such as



