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Abstract

A traditional method of acquiring first or second language literacy,
reading a text repeatedly as well as learning certain language chunks by
heart, is still extensively practiced in China, but little research has been
conducted on this method. This research focuses on the ways in which this
practice affected the literacy behavior and beliefs of a group of senior-level
English majors enrolled in Nanjing University. It consisted of four small-
scale studies which, through examining the students’ retrospective recalls
and journal reports, investigated how they noticed language chunks in
reading, how they used them in writing, and what beliefs they held about
this method.

It is mainly through reading that the students expand and reinforce
their command of language chunks. In the course of reading, even when
they are primarily engaged in making sense of the text, they often inten-
tionally focus on the way words are put together, that is, on language
chunks they find important, useful, and thus worth learning. They often
make great efforts to memorize chunks, and they learn, through trial and
error, to use them appropriately in their productive work.

In writing, the students exercise the knowledge of grammar but also
draw extensively on memorized chunks. The use of chunks enables them
to bypass conscious knowledge of grammar, and it helps them to achieve
accurate and precise expression and to keep pace with idea development
during the composing process.

These students also hold conscious beliefs as to what learning strate-
gies work for them. They hold the method of memorizing texts and
chunks to be effective in helping them improve both their speech and writ-
ing, despite the hardship they have experienced when using the method.

The results of these studies support a view of language as operating
both on grammar (Chomsky 1965) and on formulaic chunks (Bolinger
1976). This dual-nature view implies that in addition to learning gram-
matical patterns, the practice of memorizing text and learning to use lan-
guage chunks has its place in the second language classroom, especially in
countries such as China where this practice has played an important role in
first language literacy.
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