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The Authors’ Pursuit and Hope of the Book

e Objective; reflecting objective laws in language teaching and learning
e Open: no prescriptions, capable of further extension and refinement
e Optional: not irrevocably and exclusively attached to any linguistic or educational theories or

practices, providing options for users

Flexible: adaptable for use in different circumstances for different teachers

e Dynamic: not fixed, in continuous evolution in response to changing factors

In all, we hope that the book can be helpful to readers in understanding the laws in language

learning and teaching, so that their teaching can follow the laws and thus effective.
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Chapter

The Main Framework of Foreign Language
Teaching and Learning

—TFactors Affecting Foreign Language Learning

1.1 Introduction ' ‘Q

/
To teach effectively is what teachers seek, but how to reach the goal is not a simple qﬁ&
The first step to know language teaching is to know the process of language learning. It is kn
that language learning is an immensely complex phenomenon. “I cannot imagine how any teacher
could operate without taking into [ the ELT classroom | a set of understandings and beliefs not only
about how languages can be and are learnt, but also about how and what teaching is all about”
(Harmer, 2003 288). To have a better understanding of it, we strive to provide a conceptual
framework devised for identifying the main factors relevant to the learning and teaching of
languages and the relationships between them and for giving effective direction to the practice of
language teaching.

G
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However, how to turn the hope, to teach effectively and help students learn more efficiently,
into reality? In the past, people laid their hope on finding the best teaching method. This has been
popular even in the whole educational field in our country. The traditional course referring to
teaching in normal schools is called “teaching materials and methods” ( Z(#f #7% ) , restraining
the contents into the methods to teach the teaching material.

In the language teaching field, for over a century, “language educators sought to solve the
problems of language teaching by focusing attention almost exclusively on Method” , questioning
“which method or approach was the most effective for language teaching” (Stern, 1983 452). A
century later, most people are no longer asking this question. It has been understood that methods ,
traditionally seen as a theoretically consistent set of teaching principles that would lead to the most
effective learning outcomes if followed correctly, are not, and cannot provide, the key to more
effective foreign language teaching and learning.

“Methods can be studied not as prescriptions for how to teach but as a source of well-used
practices, which teachers can adapt or implement based on their own needs” ( Richards &
Rodgers, 2001; 16).

With the developments in theoretical and practical research, people have come to understand
that there does not exist a “best method” in language teaching and learning. They agree that
language learning, as well as language teaching, is a complex process that is affected by a great
variety of factors. Many variables are involved in the learning process and at every point of each
class, a teacher has a number of options available. To become a better teacher, it is important to
be aware of as many options as possible. The factors and variables can be generally classified into
three dimensions’: the learning object (the language) , the learning subjects ( the learners) , and
the learning context ( environmental factors). We can also observe language teaching and learning
from those three perspectives. In the following section, we will analyze the factors from those three

dimensions.

1.2 The Learning Object—Language

1.2.1 What is language?

The teacher’s understanding of language is critical for his/her language teaching, because
what is learned in the language classroom and what students can learn, result from the teacher’s
understanding of language ( Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009:15). Language is the object of language
teaching and learning, and teachers need to constantly reflect on what language is.

An understanding of language as “open, dynamic, energetic, constantly evolving and personal”
encompasses the rich complexities of communication. This expanded view of language also makes the
educational experience more engaging for students. Language is not a thing to be studied, but a way of
seeing, understanding and communicating about the world and each language user uses his or her

language (s) differently to do this. People use language for purposeful communication and learning a
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new language involves learning how to use words, rules and knowledge about language and its use
in order to communicate with speakers of the language (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009 16).

As language i1s an immensely complex phenomenon, it is difficult to give it an exact
definition. “A definition is a statement that captures the key features of a concept. Those features
may vary, depending on your own (or the lexicographer’s) understanding of the construct”
(Brown, 2007: 16). If we consult references, we can find various definitions. Here are two from
dictionaries ;

a. The use by human beings of voice sounds, and often written symbols representing these
sounds , in organized combinations and patterns in order to express and communicate thoughts and
feelings.

b. A system of words formed from such combinations and patierns, used by the people of a
particular country or by a group of people with a shared history or set of traditions. ( William
Morris , 4076)

The system of human communication which consists of the structured arrangement of sounds (or
their written representations) into larger units, e. g. morphemes , words, sentences, utterances ( Richards
& Schmudt, 2010 311).

The shared key features are: the system of human communication, the structured

arrangement, and sounds.
1.2.2 Key features of language

Dunlap & Weisman (2007 10) identify the key features of language as follows:

Language :

- develops naturally;

- develops in stages;

+ has structure;

« is intertwined with culture;

- 1s linked to cognition;

- has varieties;

« is learned in social contexts;

» is influenced by purpose and context.

A central characteristic of language is that we have to account for the infinite number of
sentences that any one of us can produce in the languages we know, but at the same time, this
infinite capacity is based on finite components and a finite set of rules for what constitutes an

acceptable sentence in that language.
1.2.3 Main components of language

It is commonly agreed that the main components of a language are: speech sounds in

phonology ; words in morphology; sentences in syntax; and discourse in use ( pragmatics).

RER
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In order to have a more comprehensive discussion, the former three are introduced in the
perspective of the branch of learning: phonology, morphology and syntax.

A. Phonology ( Richards & Schmidt, 2010; 435)

Phonology is the establishment and description of the distinctive sound units of a language
( phonemes) by means of distinctive features.

Phonology is also concerned with :

a. the study of word-to-word relations in sentences; that is, how sound patterns are affected
by the combination of words. For example, /giv/ give and /him/ him may combine to /givim/
give him.

b. the investigation of intonation patterns.

B. Morphology ( Richards & Schmidt, 2010. 376)

Morphology is the study of morphemes and their different forms (allomorphs), and the way
they combine in word formation. For example, the English word unfriendly is formed from friend ,
the adjective-forming suffix -ly and the negative prefix un-.

A morphemic system: in this sense, one can speak of “comparing the morphology of English
with the morphology of German”.

C. Syntax ( Richards & Schmidt, 2010. 579)

As a major component of the grammar of a language ( together with the lexicon, phonology,
and semantics) , syntax concerns the ways in which words combine to form sentences and the rules
which govern the formation of sentences, making some sentences possible and others not possible
within a particular language.

D. Discourse and text

Discourse refers to units of language that go beyond the sentence. Thus, a discourse can be a
short interaction, an entire conversation, a written paragraph, a speech, and so on. The idea
behind discourse is coherence; that is, within a discourse, multiple sentences or propositions
logically follow each other. ( VanPatten & Williams, 2015 81)

Discourse refers to language as use, and to the purposes and functions linguistic forms serve
in texts. Here the linguistic patterns of finished texts point to contexts beyond the page, implying a
range of social constraints and choices which operate on writers in any context. (Hyland, 2002; 11)

A text can be any meaning-producing event, a book, a film, an advertisement, a phone
conversation and so on. A text can be seen from two key perspectives: as a thing in itself that can
be recorded, analyzed and discussed; and also a process that is the outcome of a socially produced
occasion. ( Knapp & Watkins, 2005; 14)

What are the differences between discourse and text? Scholars have different ideas.
Widdowson (2007: 6-7) gives the following explanation :

People produce texts to get a message across, to express ideas and beliefs, to explain
something, to get other people to do certain things or to think in a certain way, and so on. We can

refer to this complex of communicative purposes as the discourse that underlies the text and

w
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motivates its production in the first place. But at the receiving end readers or listeners then have to
make meaning out of the text to make it a communicative reality. So the term discourse is taken
here to refer both to what a text producer means by a text and what a text means to the receiver.

More scholars ( Harris, 1952; Stubbs, 1983 ) use discourse and text exchangeably. The
connotation of the two terms in this book is a combination based upon Knapp and Watkins’, and
Celce-Murcia and Olshtain’s definitions and Widdowson’s explanation, and the two terms will be

used interchangeably.
1.2.4 Typical differences between English and Chinese

These differences are necessary for an English teacher to learn and master. Studies show that
negative transfer from the learner’s first language can interfere with learning another, though the
extent of error resulting from the interference is various. While Dulay and Burt (1973—cited in
Ellis, 1997 . 302) reported that negative transfer accounted for only 3 percent of the errors in their
corpus of Spanish-speaking learners’ English, Tran-Chi-Chau (1975) found it accounted for 51
percent of errors in adult, Chinese-speaking learners’ English. We can find a high percentage of
errors results from first language interference if we analyze students’ speeches and writing. As for
Chinese learners, Chinese is the native language and is firmly rooted in learners’ minds. English
learning cannot occur without referring to Chinese. Chinese can facilitate, as well as inhibit,
English learning. All languages share some language cores, which can help and facilitate learners
to learn English effectively. But the differences can inhibit and interfere with learning to a great
extent. Let us give some examples in four dimensions.

A. Speech sounds

What are the typical differences which interfere with learners’ English learning in phonetics?

Intonation language vs. tone language

Why is there a strong Chinese accent when many Chinese learners speak English? One
important factor is that English is an intonation language while Chinese is a tone language.

Chinese is a typical tone language. There are two distinctive features in such language ; one is
that each word is pronounced with clear articulation and full tone as all words end with a vowel
sound ; the other is that words of different meanings consist of identical sequences of consonants
and vowels and are distinguished merely by contrasts in pitch. However, English is an intonation
language. In such languages, all prosodic characteristics of a linguistic utterance are not tied to a
single sound and intonational features are an overlay on segmentable individual sounds.
Suprasegmental features, such as pitch, pausing, loudness, reduction, liaison, etc., are involved
in speaking. If a speaker ignores the features and speaks English in the manner of a tone
language, “Chinglish” appears.

B. Lexicon

Inflecting vs. isolating language

Inflecting language is “a language in which the form of a word changes to show a change in
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meaning or grammatical function. Often there is no clear distinction between the basic part of the
word and the part which shows a grammatical function such as number or tense. ” ( Richards &
Schmidt, 2010, 281)

Isolating language is “a language in which word forms do not change, and in which
grammatical functions are shown by word order and the use of function words. ™ ( Richards &
Schmidt, 2010 302)

English is an inflecting language, and Chinese is an isolating one. It is easy for teachers to
find that students forget to change word forms in English, which shows they do not have this kind
of awareness, still treating English as Chinese.

For example, the form of the Chinese word “E" (v. ) doesn’t change when used in different
contexts; but the English form of “go” can change responding to contexts: “goes™, “went”,
“have/has gone” , “had gone” , “be going” , etc. Chinese learners may often forget to change the
word form in use.

The wrong word form is a typical example of negative transfer from the first language for
Chinese learners.

C. Sentences

Compact vs. diffusive

English sentences follow syntactic rules strictly, with the subject-verb structure as the
sentence kernel. And all sentences should be full sentences. Word forms are also restrained by
syntactic rules and must strictly change in accordance with the context.

Chinese sentences do not always have a subject-verb structure, and minor sentences exist.
Thus syntactic structure is flexible, and is not restrained by structures and word forms.

Therefore, English is compact while Chinese is diffusive in syntax.

For example ;

TR/ M RIS S5 SRR T /NVINEITAT 0 T3 & LB AES AEke T, Bk
S R B, TR PRV, SCASE 1, R ) R R R AR R B 25, — ISR R T, & A B AEAR A
F =B A mAEE PSS RER T . (AL, (MRFBHB))

After the boats large and small had moored, all lit tiny oil lamps and fixed up mat canopies.
Rice was boiled in iron cauldrons over fires in the stern, and once this was cooked the vegetables
were fried in another pan of sizzling oil. When the meal was ready, everyone aboard could wolf
down three or five bowls. By then it was dark. (Translated by Gladys Yang)

D. Discourse

Hypotaxis vs. parataxis

How are the sentences in a text connected? In English, they are usually connected by explicit
connectives, such as grammatical devices, lexical devices or logical devices, which is hypotaxis.
While in Chinese, this cohesion is often realized by meanings, which can be called parataxis. If
one writes English in the Chinese way, the text is full of loose sentences, which is a fallacy of

some learners’ English writing.
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