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Preface

Second language acquisition (SLLA) has been a discipline of
deep mystery and enchantment ever since its inception. Although
much has been learned about it, a clear understanding of this
“complex, dynamic non-linear process” (Larsen-Freeman, 1997)
is still far from us. The complexity of SLA process can be
perceived from the proposed factors such as the source language,
the target language, the amount and type of input, the amount and
type of interaction, the amount and type of feedback, the
cognitive styles of the learner, age, motivations, learning
strategies, interests, the instructor factors, the social and cultural
contexts, etc. and various ways of interactions among them. It is
just because of this complexity that renders this field so much
enduring appeal.

This book is an exploration of the interrelationship among
some of the identified factors and how the different interactions
among the factors work to facilitate or inhibit EFL learners’
acquisition of the targeted language system on the basis of an
empirical study of a group of Chinese EFL learners in
Guangzhou. The focus of the discussion in this book is centered
around the nature of the latent knowledge that the learners under
study have constructed and how different types of input together
with other factors exert their impact on the learners’ final
attainment.

The research reported in the book was motivated by the
following considerations. Firstly, second language acquisition
research is in want of a better understanding of whether, when
and how learning takes place among different groups of learners’
learning processes and the role the EFL learners’ attained
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knowledge plays in their pragmatic use. An investigation into the
nature of Chinese EFL learners’ English language attainment can
provide further evidence to assist our understanding in this regard
and help us pinpoint the problems of different sources involved in
the learning process. Secondly, it was motivated by the paucity of
studies on EFL learning in Chinese secondary schools
(Henceforth CSS) and by the urgent need to determine the status
quo of the teaching and learning in CSS so as to propose
constructive suggestions for classroom practice in CSS.

The data employed in this book come from two parts in the
research, i.e. an experiment which aims to examine the learners’
performance in contextualized tasks and decontextualized tasks,
and a follow-up investigation into the learning experiences of the
same group of participants. The research was conducted based on
a working conceptual framework which hypothesizes the possible
relationships among different types of learning process,
performance and possible factors undergirding the learning
processes. The framework assumes that learners’ differences in
their language performance are brought about by the different
types of knowledge represented in their minds which result from
the different interacting factors in the learning process.

This book aims at sketching a rough picture of the secondary
school EFL learning in China, diagnosing some of the problems
in these schools, and exploring how the factors under study work
together to manipulate the trajectory of the learners’ second
language development. It is hoped that the findings of the study
and the discussion carried out in the book can spark further
research and more thinking around Chinese EFL teaching and
learning at different levels.
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