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How Languages are Learned




POPULAR IDEAS ABOUT
LANGUAGE LEARNING
REVISITED

In the Introduction, we presented a number of commonly expressed
opinions about how languages are learned. We asked you to indicate how
strongly you agreed with these opinions. Now that you have read about
some of the theory and research in second language acquisition, take another
look at those ideas. Have you changed your mind about the importance of
imitation or feedback on errors, or whether starting second language
instruction early is the best approach? Do you feel that your views about
second language acquisition have been changed or only confirmed by what
you've read in the preceding chapters?

To conclude this introduction to second language acquisition research, here
are some of our own reflections on these popular ideas about language
learning,

I Languages are learned mainly through imitation

It is difficult to find support for the argument that languages are learned

- L - - - - e,
mainly through imitation. For one thing, learners produce many novel

—

sentences that they could not have heard before. These sentences are based
ommmng understanding of how the language systm
isevident in children’s sentences suchas T'm hiccing up and I can't stop’, and
‘It was upside down but I turned it upside right’, and with second language
learners who say “The cowboy rided into town’, or “The man that I spoke to
him is angry’. These examples and many others provide evidence that
language learners do not simply internalize a great list of imitated and
memorized sentences.

This does not mcanﬁm@. that imirarian has no role to play in language
learning. Some children imitate a great deal as they acquire their first language,
@h'@jf do not imitate everything they hear. Instead, they selectively imitate
certain words or structures that they are in the process of learfiing. It is also the
casetharchitdren who do little overt imitation learn language as quickly and as
well as those who imitate ore. Thus, imitation may be an individual learning
strategy but it is not a universal characteristic of language learners.
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Like first language learners, second language learners produce many 3 E
sentences that they could not have heard. Some may find that they benefit 7
from opportunities to imitate samples of the ne“-rfé_ngtwgc, and imitation is
w in developing pronunaation and intonation. For some The |
advanced learners who are determined to improve their pronunciation, predic
careful listening and imitation in a language laboratory can be very valuable. the Ia
But for beginning learners, the slavish imitation and rote memorization that whod
characterized audiolingual language approaches to language teaching can in na
lead to a dead end. Learners need to do more than recite bits of perfectly l@
accurate language. They learn as they make the effort needed to understand variet
and make themselves understood in genuinely meaningful interaction. es’[‘);t;
Otherwise, they may have acquired little more than a collection of sentences, metal
waiting for the moment when those sentences will be useful! guage
not b
2 Parents usually correct young children when they 7
make grammatical errors ]
There is considerable variation in the extent to which parents correct their CEEAR
children's speech. The variation is based partly on the children’s age and_ e
partly on the parents social, linguistic, and educational background. When
children are very young, parents rarely comment on grammatical errors, 747
although they may correct fapses in politeness or the choice of a word that
doesn’t make sense. As children reach school age, parents may correct the &
kinds of non-standard speech that they hope their children will outgrow, for Every,
example, ‘Me and Fred are going outside now’. who ¢
Extensive observations of parents and children show that, as a ryle highly
tend to focus on meaning rather than form when they correct children’s Weke
speech. Thus, they may correct an incorrect word choice, an incorrect 7&%
statement of the facts, or a rude remark, but they do not often react to errors o g
that do not interfere with communication. What this tells us is that children langu:
cannot depend on consistent corrective feedback in order to learn the basic that ¢
structure (the word order, the grammatical morphemes, the intonation learni:
patterns) of their language. Fortunately, they appear to be able to acquire the styles
adult form of the language with little or no explicit feedback. Teach
—
The case for second language learners is more complex. On the one hand, xceon
both children and adults can acquire a great deal of language without any and Ii
formal instruction or feedback on error. On the other hand, the evidence le;u:n
suggests that, without corrective feedback and guidance, second language ::;};Eh
v
IWME[ in using certain ungrammatical forms for years. et
age, 1
studet

motiv
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3 Highly intelligent people are good
language learners

The kind of intelligence that is measured byis often a good

predictor of success in classrooms where the emphasis s on learning about

The Janguage (for example, grammar rules and vocabulary item}]?gg_p\lg
who do well on IQ tests may do well on other kinds of tests as well(However)
in natural language learning settings and in classrooms where interactive
language use is emphasized, research has shown that learners with a wide
variety of intellectual abilities can be successful Tanguage learners. This is
especially true if the emphasis is on oral communication skills rather than
metalinguistic knowledge. Most important, perhaps, is the fact that lan-
guage learning involves a great variety of skills and abilities. Students should
not be excluded from opportunities to learn another language on the
grogndﬁhat they do not have the academic ability to succeed. In many edu-
cational contexts, students from immigrant or minority groups have no
choice about learning a second language. What is essential is finding ways to
engage the different kinds of ability that students bring to the learning
environment.

4 The best predictor of success in second language
acquisition is motivation

Everyone aggees that learners who want to learn tend to do better than those
\ib_g_dnnit_:__But e must not interpret this too rigidly. Sometimes, even.
highly motivated learners encounter great challenges in language learning.
We know; for example, that learners who begin learning a second language as
adu!ﬁs rarelz dchieve the fluency and accuracy that children do in first
anguage acquisition. This should not be taken as evidence that adult second
%Tﬂ;ﬂﬁme not motivated to learn. It may be a reflection of changes
that come with age or of other individual differences such as language

learning aptitude or how the instruction interacts with individual learners’
styles and preferences for learning.

Teachers have no influence over learners’ intrinsic motivation for learning a_
second languagg. Students come to classrooms from different backgrounds
and life experiences, all of which have contributed to their motivation to
learn and attitudes toward the target language and the community with
which it is associated. Tl}gp_rincipal way that teachers can influence learners’
motivation is by making the classroom a supportive environment in which
’smwl‘_a@m&ed in activities that are appropriate to their
—age, interests, and cultural backgrounds, and, mosﬂ@gt}ﬂh’:@?
w experience success. This in turn can contribute to positive

motivation, leading to still greater success.
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5 The earlier a second language is introduced in
school programmes, the greater the likelihood of

success in learning

The decision about when to introduce second or foreign language
instruction must depend on the objectives of the language programme in the
particular social context of the school. When the objective is native-like
performance in the second language, then it may be desirable to begin
exposure to the language as early as possible. The research evidence is fairly
strong that those who begin second language learning at an early age are
most likely to eventually be indistinguishable from native speakers.

However, even in cases where native-like proficiency is targeted, it is import-
ant to recognize certain disadvantages of an early start for second language
learning. When an early start means that children have little opportunity to
continue to develop their first language, the resulting subtractive bilingual-
ism mady have fasting negative consequences. For children from minority-
language backgrounds, programmes promoting the development of the first
language both at home and at school may be more important for long-term
success in the second language than an early start in the second language
itself. Research shows that a good foundation in the child’s first language,
including the development of literacy, is a sound base to build on, Children
wiho cam begin their schooling in a language they already know will have
more self-confidence, will be able to learn more effectively in the early school
years, and will not lose valuable time in a period of limbo during which they
struggle just to understand what is happening in the classroom.

For many children, there is no opportunity to have their early schooling in
their first language. They are members of small minority groups where it is
not practical for schools to offer them an educational programme in their
first language, or they live in jurisdictions where legislation has mandated a
single language of education for all children, regardless of their background.
For these children, it is crucial to have sensitive educators who respect the
children’s difficulty, who encourage parents to maintain the home language,
and who understand that second language learning takes time and effort.

For foreign language instruction or for second language instruction where
the level of proficiency that is targeted is not native-like performance by all
students, the situation is quite different. When the goal of the educational
programme is basic communicative skill for all students, and where there is a
strong commitment to maintaining and developing the child’s first
language, it can be more efficient to begin second language teaching later.
Older children (for example, ten-year olds) are able to catch up quickly to
those who began earlier (for example, at six- or seven-years old) in
programmes offering only a few hours a week of instruction. Lhis is
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especially true if the foreign language course includes a period of more

intensive exposure to the new language. All school programmes should be

based on realistic estimates of how long it takes to learn a second language.
%whwweek—cven for seven or eight years—will not produce

advanced second language speakers. This ‘drip-feed” approach often leads to V

frustration as learners feel that they have been studying Tor years' without S

making much progress. Sadly, they are sometimes right about this. E

6 Most of the mistakes that second language
learners make are due to interference from their

first language
First, we should recognize that knowledge of one or more languages can
contribute positively to many. mperﬁwcnnd or foreign language learning.
If the languages are relatively close cousins (for example, English and
German, Spanish and French, English and bpaﬁgﬁj,—there is much that
learners already ‘know’—including the alphabet, cognate words, as well as

some basic principles of syntax.

On the other hand, the transfer of patterns from the native language is one of
thgmapuw-rce&oﬂﬂ@wg@ge. When errors are caused by
learners’ percepti ial similarity between the first and second
languages, they may be difficult to overcome\especially when learners are
frequently in contact with other learners who make the same errors.

Aspects of the second language that are different from the first language will
not necessarily be acquired later or witli'mm&éﬂw_ﬁts
thFalgﬂ[g”sLmilar. Second language learning is not simply a process of putting
second-language words into first-language sentences. In fact, learners may
not always be able to take advantage of similarities unless they are pointed
out to them. We saw that learners can be overly discriminating, failing to
take advantage of similarities because they assume, incorrectly sometimes,
that the languages must be different.
R e

However, the first language is not the only influence on second language
learning. Learners from different backgrounds often make the same kinds of
errors, and some of these errors are remarkably similar to those made by first
fanguage learners. In such cases, second-language errors are evidence of the
learners’ efforts to discover the structure of the target language itself rather
than attempts to transfer patterns from their first language.
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7 The best way to learn new vocabulary is
through reading

This statement is absolutely true. But it does not tell the whole story.

Children expand their vocabulary dramatically during their school years,
and reading is the major source of this growth. Second language learners can
also increase their vocabulary knowledge through reading, Bt Tew sec g, but few second
language learners will read the amount of target language text that a child
reads throughout more than a decade of schooling, Research evidence
suggests that second language learners benefit from opportunities to read

material that is interesting and important to them. However, those who also
receive guidance from instruction and develop good strategies for learning
and remembering words will benefit more than those who simply focus on
getting the main ideas from a text. What is perhaps most striking in the
research is the evidence that in order to successfully guess the meanings of
new words in a text, a reader usually needs to know 90 per cent or more of
the words in that text.

8 It is essential for learners to be able to pronounce
all the individual sounds in the second language

Research on pronunciation has shown that second language speakers ability
- e TSN A . g
to make themselves understood depends more on their a roduce

the phrasing and stress patterns—the ‘melody’ of the language—than on
their ability to articulate each individual sound. Another important
emphasis in current research is the undeniable fact that most languages of
the world are spoken in many different varieties. Thus, it no longer seems
appropriate to insist that learners be taught only one language variety or that
only native speakers of a particular variety are the best teachers. Rather,
learners need to learn to understand and produce language varieties thar will
permit them to engage in communicative interaction with the interlocutors
they are most likely to encounter.

9 Once learners know roughly 1,000 words and the
basic structure of a second language, they can easily
participate in conversations with native speakers

It is true that most conversational language involves only a relatively limited

number of words and sentence types. Koweven)learners will find it easier to
understand and to make themselves understood if they also have an

understanding of some of the pragmatic features of the new language. It 1S

— - . -
sometimes useful for them to focus their attention on such things as how
speakers show respect, apologize, or make requests. The cultural differences
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in these types of interactions sometimes lead to communication breakdown
or misunderstandings, even when the words and the sentence structures are
correct.

10 Teachers should present grammatical rules one
at a time, and learners should practise examples
of each one before going on to another

Second language learning is not simply linear in its development. Learners-
mdy use a particular form accurately at stage x (suggesting that they have
learned that form), fail to produce the form (or make errors when they
attempt it) at stage y:_a__nd produce it accurata}_; again at stage z. The decline
in accuracy at stage y may show that learners are incorporating new informa-
tion about the language into their interlanguage. We saw, for example, how
learners may ask correct formulaic questions such as “What's that?’, or ‘How
do you say prachein English?’, and then produce questions like “What you're
doing with that?’ at a later time. Language development is not just adding
one rule after another. Rather, it involves processes of integrating new
language forms and patterns into an existing interlanguage, readjusting and
restructuring until all the pieces fit.

Some structure-based approaches to teaching are based on the false assump-
cmTﬁW guage development is a sort of accumulation of rules.
I'his'can be seen in the organization of textbooks that introduce a particutar
language feature in the first unit and reinforce it in several subsequent units,
and then move on the next feature, with only rare opportunities for learners
to practise the ones previously taught. This isolated presentation and
practice of one structure at a time does not provide learners with an oppor-
tunity to discover how different language features compare and contrast in
normal language use. It is also likely that, without opportunities to continue
hearing, seeing, and using them, the language features learned in the first
unit will have been forgotten long before the last.

11 Teachers should teach simple language structures
before complex ones

Research has shown that no matter how_Iang_uage is presented to learners,
certain structures are acquired before others. This suggests that it is neither

necessary nor desirable to restrict learners’ exposure to structures that are

e I T i T P 3 .

perceived in linguistic terms to be, szmple}—pamcularly when this involves
¢ isolated presentation, orderingyard practice of simple to “complex’

reatures.

S
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At the same time, there is no doubt that second language learners benefit
from the efforts of native speakers and fluent bilinguals to modify their
speech to help them understand. The language used in modified interaction
may contain a variety of linguistic structures, some ‘simple’ and some
‘complex’. However, it also includes a range of adjustments that enable
second language learners to engage in interactions with native and more
advanced speakers of the second language more easily—more repetition,
slower rate of delivery, paraphrasing, etc.

Teachers must also be awar inguistic forms are so rare
in classroom language that learners have little opportunity to hear, use, and
learn them if the teacher does not make a point of providing them. T hese are
not necessarily difficult or complex forms. As we saw in Chapter 6 (Study
31) some common language forms turn out to be extremely rare in
classroom language.

12 Learners’ errors should be corrected as soon as
they are made in order to prevent the formation

of bad habits
E?Eﬂ%mnﬁhnmﬁming. This is true of the development
ofa child’s first language as well as of second language learning by children
and adults. Errors reflect the patterns of learners’ d cveloping interlanguage
systems—showing where they have overgeneralized a second anguage rule
or where they have inappropri t language partern to the
s @WM%

Teachers have a responsibility to help learners do their best, and this includes
the provision of explicit, form-focused instruction and feedback on error.
When errors are persistent, especially when they are shared by almost all
students 1n  class, It is important o bring the problem to their attention.
This does not mean that learners should be expected to adopr the correct
form or structure immediately or consistently. If the error is based on 2
developmental pattern, the instruction or feedback may be useful only when
the learner is ready for it. It may be necessary to repeat feedback on error
many times.

Excessive feedback on error can have a negative effect on motivation, of
Het O ] T e e ]

course, and teachers must bhe sensitive to their students reactions to
— . - -

correction. The amount and type of correction that is offered will also vary
according to the specific characteristics of the students, as well as their
relationship with the teacher and with each other. Children and adults with
little education in_their first language will not beneht greatly from
— o a . . . r T e
sophisticate inguistic explanation{ but niversity students who are

advanced learners of the language may find such explanations of great value.
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Immedia ion to errors in_an oral communication setting may
embarrass some students and discourage them from speaking, while for
others, such correction is exactly what is needed to help them notice a
persistent error at just the moment when it occurs.

p——

13 Teachers should use materials that expose
students only to language structures they have
already been taught

Such a procedure can provide comprehensible input of cours given a
meaningful context—Ilearners can comprehend the generat meaning of or&l
or written texts that contain vocabulary and structures they have not
‘mastered’. Thus, restricting classroom second language materials to those
that contain little or nothing that is new may have several negative conse-

. - . N
quences, There will undoubtedly be a loss of motivation if students are not
- mepm— —— . -
sufficiently challenged. Students also need to develop strategies for dealing
with ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ material if they are eventually going to be prepared
for language use outside the classroom. They do this first with the teacher’s
guidance and then independently. Restricting students to step-hy-step
exposure to the language extends their dependency.

When a particular form is introduced for the first time, or when the teacher
feels there is a need for correction of a persistent problem, it is appropriate to
use narrow-focus materials that isolate one clement in a context where other
things seem easy. But it would be a disservice to students to use such
_— : .

materials exclusively or even predominantly. We should remember that
learners who successfully acquire a second language outside classrooms
certainly are exposed to a great variety of forms and structures they have not
mastered.

14 When learners are allowed to interact freely
(for example, in group or pair activities), they
copy each other’s mistakes

If the activities are well designed and learners are appropriately matched, pair

ami—gmew__J_f_k_MdL&r more practice in speaking and participating in
conversations than a teacher-centred class ever could, Somewhat surpris-
ingly, research has shown that learners do-not praduce any more errors in
their speech when talking to learners at similar levels of proficiency than they
do when speaking to learners at more advanced levels or to native speakers.
“The research also shows, however, that learners at similar Jevels cannot
ordinarily provide each other with information_twefg to correct

those errors. However, some studies show how tasks can be devised in such a
e
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way that learners working together can discover how to express or interpret
meaning in the second language. In order for this to happen, the tasks must
be carefully planned to give learners access to new language they need.

Group and pair work is a valuable addition to the variety of activities that
cncourage _and promote second language development. Used .in
combination with individual work and teacher-centred activities, it plays an
important role in language teaching and learning,

15 Students learn what they are taught

Teachers know from experience that students don'’t learn everything they are

m_;_gg%nj@n however, is the fact that they eventually know far
more than they are taught directly. Some teaching methods typically give

learners the opportunity to learn only a restricted number of words and
sentence types. Even when the language teaching method provides much
richer language input, the fact that something is taught or made available in
the input does not mean learners will acquire it right away. For example,
some aspects of the second language emerge and evolve according to ‘natural’
sequences of development and learners may be more likely to learn certain
language features when they are developmentally ‘ready’. Thus, attempts to
teach aspects of language that are too far away from the learner’s current stage
of development will usually be frustrating.

Other aspects of language, however, for example, vocabulary, can be taught
at any time, as long as the learners are interested in the opportunity to learn
and the teaching methods are appropriate to the learner’s age, interests,
needs, experiences, and learning styles. Fortunately, learners can learn a great
deal that no one ever teaches them. They are able to use their own internal
learning mechanisms to discover many of the complex rules and relation-
ships that underlie the Tanguage they are learning. In this sense, students
learn much more than they are taught.

16 Teachers should respond to students’ errors by
correctly rephrasing what they have said rather
than by explicitly pointing out the error

This kind of feedback, referred to 2 @ has been found to be by far the

most common type of feedback in second language classroams. This has
been shown to be true for learners at different ages and in different
instructional models—from audiolingual to communicative and content-
based instruction. It has the advantage of not interrupting the flow of

interaction. It is seen as indirect and polite, a2 way of giving students the
information they need without embarrassing them.
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Research with adult learners, especially in classes with a general focus on
grammar and accurate language use, shows that learners are responsive to
this kind of feedback. Research in which learners interact individually with
interlocutors has also shown that @35 ts aye perceived as corrective feedback,

even though Tearners may not always know exactly which language features
the feedback is focused on.

——

In content-based instruction (for example, immersion classes) and in com-
municative instruction with younger learners, more explicit forms of
feedback have been found to be more effective in getting learners to respond
immediately. Recasts often appear to be misinterpreted. Learners seem to
hear them as confirmation of meaning rather than as correction of form. In
these situations, recasts have been found to be more effective if the teacher
has a method of signalling to the student—tone of voice, gesture, or facial
expression—that says to the student, ‘I think I understand what you are
saying, and I'm telling you how you can say it better’.

17 Students can learn both language and academic
content (for example, science and history)
simultaneously in classes where the subject matter
is taught in their second language

The advantages of content-based instruction are numerous. Motivation is
increased when the material that is used for language teaching has an _
inherent value to the students. That is, it creates a genuine, immediate need
to learn the langua e;‘C_o_HEnt—based instruction is usually associated with

coppottinity to spend more time in contact with the language, without
I6sing out on instruction in other subject matter. The range of vocabulary
and language structure that students encounter in learning academic
subjects is more varied than that which is typically available in foreign
language classes.

Research has confirmed that students in content-based and immersion
classes develop comprehension skills, vocabulary, and general communica-
tive competence in the new language. Teachers and researchers have also
found, however, that the ability to understaiid the content and to function in
classroom interaction does not ensure that students will continue to improve—
1l certain aspects of their second language, especially in areas of accuracy on
tafiguage features that do not usually interfere with meaning, Thus, for
example, students can spend years in French immersion without achieving
accuracy in marking nouns for gender or verbs for tense. Experimental
studies in which an element of form-focused instruction was added to the
content-based instruction have shown that, with guidance, students can
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improve in these areas as well. Both students and teachers need to keep in
mind that content-based language teaching is also language teaching.

Conclusion

Knowing more about second language acquisition research will not tell you
what to do in your classroom tomorrow morning. We hope, however, that
this book has provided you with information that encourages you to reflect
on your experience in teaching. We hope, in addition, that this reflection will
contribute to a better understanding of your responsibilities as a teacher and
those of your students as language learners.

As we have seen, language learning is affected by many factors. Among these
are the personal characteristics and experiences of the learner, the social and
cultural environment both inside and outside the classroom, the structure of
the native and target languages, opportunities for interaction with speakers
of the target language, and access to correction and form-focused instruc-
tion. It is clear that teachers do not have control over all these factors.
Nevertheless, a better understanding of them will permit teachers and
learners to make the most of the time they spend together in the twin
processes of teaching and learning a second language.
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