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Introduction to Second Language ﬂadlzng

Part I Introduction to Second Language
Teaching

The practice of language teaching, especially second or foreign language
teaching has been subjected to a tremendous change, especially the second
or foreign language teaching throughout the twentieth century. It has been
practiced more than any other discipline, in various adaptations, in language
classrooms all around the world. As Celce-Murcia (2006) claims that second
language teaching is a field in which fads and heroes have come and gone
in a manner fairly consistent with the kinds of changes that occur in youth
culture (p.3). Though language teaching, especially foreign/second language
teaching (FLT/SLT) has undergone a long history with the development of
a human history, the twentieth-century approaches of language teaching are
believed to be the most influential in the development of language teaching
tradition, which the book will briefly touch upon in the opening chapter,
in an attempt to reveal the importance of research in the selection and
implementation of the optimal methods and techniques for FL/SL teaching in
reality.

For a better understanding of the issues discussed in this book, it is
necessary to clarify some basic terms in the language teaching field.
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1 Basic Terms of Language Teaching

Focus on

* First language / Second language

* Second language / Foreign language / Target language
* Acquisition / Learning

* Approach / Method / Technique

* Activity / Task / Exercise

As language teachers, we inevitably encounter such terms as second
language, foreign language, target language; language learning, language
acquisition, etc. It is assumed that such terms are quite familiar in our
language-conscious profession. But in fact, they are often ambiguous and
sometimes downright confusing. Therefore, it is crucial for second/foreign
language teachers to be aware of these terms at the outset of their profession,
at least try to minimize the misunderstanding or confusion of them since the
appropriate understanding of them will be of great help in their forthcoming
or later teaching practice.

1.1 First language / Second language

The common-sense definition of first language was introduced by Catford
in 1959. He claims “One may, for convenience, use the abbreviation ‘L1’ for
primary language, and ‘L2’ for secondary language. L1 is usually, but not
always, the language first acquired in childhood; it is the language of its
speaker’s intimate everyday life; it is also, to a large extent, the language of
counting and other forms of self-stimulation, or ‘thinking in words’” (Catford
1969:137- 8). The second language, as defined or accepted by the ELT
(English Language Teaching) professional world, is a language that a person
can speak which is not the first language they learnt naturally as a child (e.g.
German is my second language).

The L1/L2 distinction became common in the 1960s, particularly in
Britain. It has remained in use and is now quite widely used in professional
parlance in the English-speaking world.

The relationship between first and second language is the same as
the relationship between foreign and native language. This distinction is
expressed in the following two sets:

L1 2

first language second language
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native language non-native language
mother tongue foreign language
primary language secondary language
stronger language weaker language

(Stern 1987:9)

These two sets of terms — like such words as “up” and “down”, “black”
and “white”, “at home” and “abroad” — are always relative to a person or a
group of persons. They indicate a subjective relationship between a language
and an individual or a group. They never refer to any particular language, for
example, French, English, Japanese or Chinese. It is perfectly true to say that
for most French Canadians, French is the first language or mother tongue
which they acquired first in their early childhood and they have a “full” or
“perfect” command of it. For them, English is a second language which is
less important in their lives and less perfect in use. However, for the English
native speakers in Canada, French is their second language. It is not so
important or perfect as the mother-tongue English in everyday use.

To sum up, L1 is used to indicate that the language is acquired in one’s
infancy and early childhood (also referred to “first” or “native” language) and
generally used within the family while L2 is learnt with effort and for some
purposes (e.g. for office work).

1.2 Second language/Foreign language/Target language

Before entering the classroom, teachers need to consider whether the
language to be taught is referred to as second language or foreign language.
And what is the difference between second|/foreign language and target
language. In the past, the term foreign language was widely used in contrast
to native language. In recent decades the other term second language has
been increasingly applied to all types of non-native language learning. Mostly
the two are used synonymously, but in some cases a conceptual distinction is
expressed in the use of second or foreign.

In contrasting second and foreign language there is today consensus that
a necessary distinction is to be made between a non-native language which is
spoken within a country or a community (e.g. English in Quebec, Canada) to
which the term second language is applied, and a non-native language which
is not spoken within a country or a community (e.g. English in China and
French in Singapore) to which the term foreign language is commonly given.

In applied linguistics and second-language pedagogy, the term target
simply refers to any language that learners are trying to learn in addition to
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their native language, whether as a second or foreign language.
It should be noted that in this book, the author uses second language (L2)
instead of foreign language (FL) for the purpose of conciseness.

1.3 Acquisition / Learning

From around the middle of the 1970s the term language acquisition has
been given a special meaning and contrasted with language learning by the
American applied linguist Krashen (1981, cited in Stern 1987:19). Krashen
defines an unconscious process of language as acquisition which involves
the naturalistic development of language proficiency through understanding
language and through using language for meaningful communication.
Learning, by contrast, refers to a process in which language knowledge
is gained through conscious understanding of the forms of language, for
example, through the grammatical rules of the language. Learning, as a
conscious language development process, necessarily occurs in formal
school-like settings. According to Krashen, consciously learned knowledge
can function only as a monitor or editor that checks and repairs the output
of the acquired system, to correct errors in the language use. Learning can
not lead to acquisition. There is “no interface position” with respect to the
relationship between acquisition and learning (Krashen 1985 :38)

However, research evidence for the separation of acquisition from
learning is hard to find. Cook (1993) points out that Krashen et al cite the use
of error correction in L2 teaching as relying on a separate process of learning,
which is more an assumption than a discovery (p.63). His evidence for the
Monitor Hypothesis also can not prove that consciously learned knowledge
does not convert into acquired knowledge. Cook (2000:64) also stresses
that many generations of students who were taught English in Dutch and
Scandinavian universities by studying English grammar books are among
the most fluent L2 speakers of English, which gives the obvious counter-
evidence of the relationship between natural acquisition and volitional
learning. The eminent psychologist Hilgard, drawing attention to the same
distinction between learning with or without understanding, claimed long
ago in Theories of Learning (cited in Stern 1987:404) “Some things we
appear to acquire blindly and automatically; some things we struggle hard to
understand, and can finally master only as we understand them”.

In the second language acquisition research area, there is obviously the
opposite idea to “non-interface position”, claiming that a “cross-over” of
some kind does occur on the language development continuum. Researchers
who hold such an idea claim that new target language forms can be and
are acquired directly in something like the way children acquire the first
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language. They also posit a process whereby forms are initially learned
with some kind of awareness of the learning, and then transformed, e.g.
from learning to acquisition, or from explicit to implicit knowledge, or from
controlled processing and short-term memory to automatic processing and
long-term memory (Larsen-Freeman and Long 2000:324). The debate on the
distinction between acquisition and learning is ongoing and a lot of related
issues need plausible answers.

1.4 Approach / Method / Technique

In the language teaching profession, the terms of approach, method
and fechnique are often confusing teachers. What is an approach? How can
we distinguish approach, method and technique? More than four decades
ago American linguist, Edward Anthony (1963), provided a useful set of
definitions of them which is known as a three-leveled conceptualization and
organization. By Anthony, the three terms are arranged hierarchically with
techniques carrying out a method which is consistent with an approach.

According to Anthony’s model, an approach to a language teaching is
something that reflects a certain model or research paradigm — a theory.
In this sense, your approach to language teaching methodology is your
theoretical rationale that underlies everything that you do in the classroom.
Approach is the level at which assumptions and beliefs about the nature
of language teaching and learning are specified (Anthony 1963, cited in
Richards & Rodgers 1986:15).

A method is an overall plan for systematic presentation of materials of
the target language based on a selected approach, or a generalized set of
classroom specifications for accomplishing linguistic objectives. Methods
tend to be primarily concerned with teacher and student roles and behaviors
and secondarily with such features as linguistic and subject-matter objectives,
sequencing, and materials. Method is procedural. It is the level at which
theory is put into practice.

A technique is a classroom device or activity or task which actually takes
place in the classroom. Techniques are the product of choices made by the
teacher. We can think of a lesson as consisting of a number of techniques,
some teacher-centered, some student-centered, some production oriented,
some comprehension oriented. Moreover, some techniques are highly
manipulative (e.g. ask factual questions), and some are very communicative
(e.g. interview). Technique is implementational. It is the level at which
classroom procedures are described.

Today Anthony’s three levels of conceptualization are still in common use
among L2 teachers. However, his original proposals remain controversial in
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theory. They fail to give sufficient attention to the nature of method itself.
They also fail to account for how an approach may be realized in a method,
or for how method and technique are related. Approach and method are
sometimes overlapping in theory and practice. A couple of decades later,
Richards and Rodgers (1986) propose a reformulation of the three terms
approach, method, and technique for approach, design and procedure
respectively.

Richards and Rodgers maintain Anthony’s term of approach with its
original concept, but see method as related through design to procedure for
the purpose of separating the theoretical principles from the practices, and
technique as procedure. In their concept, designs specify the relationship
of those theories to classroom materials and activities. Procedures are the
techniques and practices that are derived from one’s approach and design
(see Figure 1.4).

Richards and Rodgers’ attempt to give new meaning to an old term,
though soundly conceived, has not caught on in the pedagogical literature.
Method is now more comfortably referred to as methodology, reserving the
old “method” for somewhat specific, identifiable clusters of theoretically
compatible classroom techniques (Brown 2001:49).

1.5 Activity / Task / Exercise

Activity, a very popular term in the literature of language teaching and
learning, may refer to virtually anything that learners actually do in the
classroom. Because an activity implies some sort of active performance
on the part of learners, it is generally not used to refer to certain teacher
behaviors like “giving instructions”, or writing a list of words on the
blackboard”. The latter, however, can indeed be referred to as a technique.

The term task came into deliberate use in applied linguistics in the early
1980s. Today it is a widely used concept both in second language syllabus
design and in second language acquisition research (SLA). Tasks, according
to Ellis (2003), are activities that call for primarily meaning-focused
language while exercises are activities that call for primarily form-focused
language. Task provides a purpose for the use and learning of language other
than simply learning language items for their own sake. However, we need to
recognize that the overall purpose of tasks is the same as exercises — learning
a language — the difference lying in the means by which this purpose is to
be achieved.

Widdowson (1998: 323-33) has pointed out that learners will need to pay
attention to both meaning and form in both tasks and exercises. For example,
learners involved in “making an airline reservation” will need to find the
linguistic forms to explain where they want to fly to, what day and time they
want to fly, what kind of ticket they want, etc. Also, learners completing

6
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a blank filling exercise designed to practise the use of the past simple and
present perfect tenses in English will need to pay attention to the meanings
of sentences to determine which tense to use. Widdowson argues that what
distinguishes a fask from an exercise is not “form” as opposed to “meaning”,
but rather the kind of “meaning” involved. Whereas a task is concerned
with “pragmatic meaning”, i.e. the use of language in context, an exercise is
concerned with “semantic meaning”, i.e. the systemic meanings that specific
forms can convey irrespective of context.

In addition, a task requires the participants to function primarily as
“language users” and give focal attention to message conveyance in the sense
that they must employ the same kinds of communicative process as those
involved in real-world activities. Any learning in this context is incidental.
In contrast, an exercise requires the participants to function primarily as
“learners” and pay attention to deciding what forms to use; here learning
is intentional. In short, as Widdowson (ibid) notes, there is a fundamental
difference between task and exercise according to whether linguistic skills
are viewed as developing through communicative activity or as a prerequisite
for engaging in it.
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2 Introduction to Second Language Teaching History

Focus on

*  Overview of second language teaching methodology
* Communicative language teaching
* Current approaches

The theoretical position of second language teaching methodology we are
adopting in our classrooms can best be understood against the background
of the historical development of second language teaching methodology. It is
crucial for second language teachers, especially those who are preparing to
embark on the profession, to have a brief history of methods or approaches
adopted for the training of foreign language learners in certain period of time.
By tracing back the historical events on which certain methods or approaches
were established, teachers and would-be teachers in the second language
teaching profession can get insight to the theories being discussed at present,
and look at them in a new and more rational way.

2.1 Overview of second language teaching methodology

In the old days, language was taught in most schools by teaching grammar
as a set of rules (e.g. verb conjugations) after the classical languages, Latin
and Greek; practice was done through written exercises; the medium of
instruction was the mother tongue; vocabulary was learnt via translated
lists, often related to the comprehension of written texts; written texts were
seen as the “real” language, superior to the spoken version; written texts
were translated and composition in L2 was regarded as the apex of language
ability; speaking and listening were seen as less important, and mediated via
“conversation classes” which were tagged on as extras to the main course.

During the Renaissance, the formal study of the grammars of classical
languages became popular through the mass production of books made
possible by the invention of the printing press. But later, people found that
the grammar of the classical Latin texts was different from that of Latin being
used for everyday purposes. This occurred at about the same time that Latin
began to be abandoned as a lingua franca.

With the development of exchange between the European countries,
people in one country or region began to find it necessary and useful to learn



