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Unit 1

Language Learning

1. THE DEFINITION OF LEARNING

Name some of your experiences of learning. What are the general purposes

Task 1
of learning?

If you learn something or learn to do something, you get knowledge of it or
skills in doing it by your own efforts and hard work, for example, by studying a
subject at school. Some theorists think that learning is a relatively permanent
change in a behavioral tendency and is the result of reinforced practice. Others
hold that learning is internally acquiring or getting knowledge of a subject or a
skill by study, experience, or instruction.

The concept of learning has been greatly influenced by the psychological
study of the learning process. In its broad sense, learning goes far beyond
learning directly from a teacher or learning through study or practice. It does
not only refer to learning skills or acquiring knowledge, but also refers to
abstract and psychological aspects of learning. For example, you may learn
some social values, social roles, or certain outlook on the world. You may learn
to learn and learn to think and after learning your attitudes towards certain
things may change, you may develop an interest in something, and learning

may also result in changes in your personality.
2. DIFFERENT KINDS OF LEARNING

There are different kinds of learning. And it has been classified in many
different ways. The most useful classification is based on the task of learning,



[LLJ Unit 1 Language Learning

or rather, what is being learned. As the nature of the learning task indicates,
there are three general types of learning:

Skill learning refers to the learning of skills that includes acquisition of: a)
sensory motor processes such as sewing, drawing, writing, playing a musical
instrument, or acquiring a new movement combination such as in table tennis
or swimming; b) habitually performed acts such as social habit like greeting,
leave-taking and shaving; c) biologically useful techniques such as learning
how to learn.

Affective and social learning refers to the acquisition of emotional conduct
and expression, interests, social attitudes and values.

Cognitive learning refers to conceptual and verbal learning that includes
information, knowledge, ideas, concepts and systems of thought.

(Tak 2 What kind of learning does 12 learning belong to according to this

classification ?

& i A

Generally speaking, there exist two opposing views on human learning,
the behavioristic and the cognitive view. The following is a brief survey of these
two views.

1. BEHAVIORISTIC VIEW OF HUMAN LEARNING

The behavioristic view regards language as a human behavior and holds
that human beings learn language through a chain of “ stimulus-response
reinforcement” . Thus it focuses on publicly observable responses, which can be
objectively perceived, recorded and measured. A behaviorist defines learning as
the alteration in the behavioral tendency and the result of the reinforced
practices of stimuli and responses.

As far as this theory is concerned, some similarities exist between humans
and animals acquiring a set of habits. But learning is unique to human beings
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because learning involves not only passive stimulus-response behavior, but also
active and conscious focus on and acting upon events outside or inside the
organism. Animals cannot learn like human beings because their changes in
behavior are no more than the results of repeated stimulus and response or
rewards and punishment.

On its own, the behaviorist theory of habit formation cannot account for
second language learning in every aspect. There must be other processes at
work. However, this does not mean that habit-formation plays no role at all.
Indeed, imitation may be an important component of the learning process.

//—\\

(e 3 Can you think of any experience in your 12 learning which is based on

this theory?
2. COGNITIVE VIEW OF HUMAN LEARNING

The cognitive view of learning represented by N. Chomsky and others was
popular in the 1960s. It regards language not as a human behavior, but as an
internal linguistic-processing ability of the human individual. Children learn
their native language very quickly and with little effort. The linguistic input is
limited and of poor quality, but the output is a perfect language system. On the
other hand, children in the world learn their first language in very different
environments. However, they follow more or less the same stages in their
linguistic development. All these seem to suggest that language is somewhat
innate and human beings are born with some device for acquiring a language.
There must be aspects of linguistic organization that are basic to the human
brain and that make it possible for human beings to acquire linguistic

competence creatively despite the complex nature of language.
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Language learning may include that of all kinds in which formal teaching
may or may not be involved. First, we all learn a first language. Secondly, in

the natural second language settings, we, without any specific instruction,
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learn new terms, meanings, jargons, slang, codes or registers. We may learn
new patterns of intonations, new gestures, or postures, or acquire a new dialect.
We cannot ignore all such “natural”, “unguided” or “informal” language
learning. In order to have a better understanding of 12 learning, we should
make distinctions between the following terms.

1. BASIC CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS

1) L1 vs. L2

We all have some experience how children acquire their first language
easily and well at a very young age. But when we learn an 12, especially in
the classroom setting, we often meet with great difficulty and sometimes even
failure.

L1, also called mother tongue or native language, refers to the first
language one starts to learn as a child. That learning means an intuitive, full
or perfect command of the language, a high level of proficiency.

L2, also known as foreign language, or non-native language, refers to a
language which is not a native language in a country. It is often learned either
for communication with foreigners who speak the language or for reading
printed materials in the language.

Sometimes a distinction is made between foreign language and second
language. A foreign language is one that is taught as a school subject but is not
used as a medium of instruction in schools nor as a language of communication
within a country. A second language is one that is not a native language in a
country but is widely used as a medium of communication (e. g. in education
and in government) .

(Tm Can you think of any examples of 12 and foreign language according to
this distinction?

2) Acquisition vs. learning

In the case of language learning, the term “acquisition” is often preferred
to “learning” because the latter is sometimes linked to a behaviorist theory of
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learning. We use acquire to refer to second language learning which is similar to
the way we acquire our first language naturally without focusing on linguistic
form when we were children. That is to say, the former refers to subconscious
learning in the natural environment without any formal instruction about the
L2 rules and system or about errors against the L2 rule system. In the case of
L1 acquisition, the result is not affected by the intellectual and mental
development of the child, that is, it always leads to the good mastery of the
native language without failure. Learning, on the other hand, is a conscious
process of language development, which is the result of intended and explicit
instruction about the rules or errors against the [2 system in the artificial
environment such as formal language classroom. In sequence of time, L2 is
without exception learned after L1 and is lower in proficiency than L1.

@ Think about what you are doing. Do you think you are acquiring or
* learning the English language?

3) Learning vs. teaching

Learning is the prerequisite and basis of teaching. Teachers’ understanding
of how learners learn determines not only their philosophy of teaching but also
their teaching style, their teaching approach, their methodology as well as their
classroom techniques. The same is true of the relationship between language
learning and teaching. Since language learning is a kind of practical activity, a
process of mastering language skills, the learner has an even greater role to
play in the teaching-learning process. However, this does not mean to play
down the role of the teacher. Learning something with the aid of an instructor
should, if instruction is effective, be less dangerous or risky or painful than
learning on one’s own.

1) In what way may teaching influence learning? Give examples to

illustrate your point.

2) What are the ideas behind teacher-centeredness and student-centeredness?



