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INTRODUCTION

When new foreign language teaching methods and textbooks are intro-
duced, they are often said to be based on the latest research in psychology,
linguistics, or pedagogy. Teachers are told that they will be more effective
than those that have gone before. In many cases, the new approaches are
prescribed for immediate implementation in a school or region. Sometimes,
the new materials come with opportunities for extensive training in their
implementation. Sometimes, they are simply ordered and distributed to
teachers who have to do their best to use them effectively.

Teachers have seen many different approaches over the past fifty years. One
approach requires students to learn rules of grammar and lists of vocabulary
to use in translating literary texts. Another emphasizes the value of having
students imitate and practise a set of correct sentences and memorize entire
dialogues. Yet another stresses the importance of encouraging ‘natural’ com-
munication between students as they engage co-operatively in tasks or
projects while using the new language. In some classrooms, the second
language is used as the medium to teach subject matter, with the assumption
that the language itself will be learned incidentally as students focus on the
academic content.

How are teachers to evaluate the potential effectiveness of new methods? To
be sure, the most important influence on teachers’ decisions is their own
experience with previous successes or disappointments, as well as their
understanding of the needs and abilities of their students. We believe that
ideas drawn from research and theory in second language acquisition are also
valuable in helping teachers evaluate claims made by proponents of various
language teaching methods. The goal of this book is to introduce teachers—
both novice and experienced—to some of the language acquisition research
that may help them not only to evaluate existing textbooks and materials but
also to adapt them in ways that are more consistent with our understanding
of how languages are learned.

The book begins with a chapter on language learning in early childhood.
This background is important because both second language research and
second language teaching have been influenced by changes in our under-
standing of how children acquire their first language. In fact, one significant
research finding concerns the similarities between first and second language
acquisition.
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In Chapter 2, several theories that have been advanced to explain second
language learning are presented and discussed. In Chapter 3, we turn our
attention to how individual learner characteristics may affect success. In
Chapter 4, we look at second language learners’ developing knowledge and
their ability to use that knowledge. Chapter 5 begins with a comparison of
natural and instructional environments for second language learning, We
then examine some different ways in which classroom researchers have
observed and described teaching and learning practices in second language
classrooms.

In Chapter 6, we examine some of the proposals that have been made for
second language teaching. Examples of research related to each of the
proposals are presented, leading to a discussion of the evidence available for
assessing their effectiveness. The chapter ends with a discussion of what
research findings suggest about the most effective ways to teach and learn a
second language in the classroom.

A Glossary provides a quick reference for a number of terms that may be new
or have specific technical meanings in the context of language acquisition
research. Glossary words are shown in small capital letters where they first
appear in the text. For readers who would like to find out more, a list of
suggestions for further reading is included at the end of each chapter. The
Bibliography provides full reference information for the suggested readings
and all the works that are referred to in the text.

We have tried to present the information in a way that does not assume that
readers are already familiar with research methods or theoretical issues in
second language learning. Examples and case studies are included
throughout the book to illustrate the research ideas. Many of the examples
are taken from second language classrooms. We have included a number of
opportunities for readers to practise some of the techniques of observation
and analysis used in the research that we review in this book.

Before we begin ...

It is probably true, as some have claimed, that most of us teach as we were
taught or in a way that martches our ideas and preferences about how we
learn. Take a moment to reflect on your views about how languages are
learned and what you think this means about how they should be taugh.
The statements on the following pages summarize some popular views about
language learning and teaching. Think about whether you agree or disagree
with each opinion. Keep these statements and your reactions to them in
mind as you read about current research and theory in second language
learning, We will return to these opinions in Chaprer 7.
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Popular opinions about language learning and teaching

Indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement by marking an X at
the appropriate point on the line between ‘strongly agree’ and ‘strongly
disagree'.

I Languages are learned mainly through imitation.

strongly agree |azecemlie el ies ) strongly disagree

2 Parents usually correct young children when they make grammatical
errors.

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

3 Highly intelligent people are good language learners.

strongly agree A [k i Lot ki strongly disagree
4 The mostimportant predictor of success in second language acquisition is

motivation.

strongly agree f el o dlammedfiiiiesd strongly disagree

5 The earlier a second language is introduced in school programmes, the
greater the likelihood of success in learning.

strongly agree e 1} lusd 4} | strongly disagree

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

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

7 The best way to learn new vocabulary is through reading.
strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

8 ltis essential for learners to be able to pronounce all the individual sounds
in the second language.

strongly agree | | fo s | strongly disagree

9  Once learners know roughly 1000 words and the basic structure of a
language, they can easily participate in conversations with native speakers.

strongly agree | [ | | | strongly disagree

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

strongly agree i o 15 B strongly disagree
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14
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17

Teachers should teach simple language structures before complex ones.

strongly agree et ey of = neaied = strongly disagree

Learners’ errors should be corrected as soon as they are made in order to
prevent the formation of bad habits.

strongly agree | | | strongly disagree

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

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

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

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

Students learn what they are taught.
strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

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

strongly agree [ S [ strongly disagree

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.

strongly agree | | | | | strongly disagree

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press




LANGUAGE LEARNING IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION is one of the most impressive and fascinating
aspects of human development. We listen with pleasure to the sounds made
by a three-month-old baby. We laugh and ‘answer’ the conversational ‘ba-ba-
ba’ babbling of older babies, and we share in the pride and joy of parents
whose one-year-old has uttered the first ‘bye-bye’. Indeed, learning a
language is an amazing feat—one that has attracted the attention of linguists
and psychologists for generations. How do children accomplish this? What
enables a child not only to learn words, but to put them rtogether in
meaningful sentences? What pushes children to go on developing complex
grammatical language even though their early simple communication is
successful for most purposes? Does child language develop similarly around
the world? How do bilingual children acquire more than one language?

In this chapter, we will look briefly at some of the characteristics of the
language of young children. We will then consider several theories that have
been offered as explanations for how language is learned. There is an
immense body of research on child language. Although much research has
been done in middle-class North American and European families, there is a
rich body of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural research as well. Researchers
have travelled all over the world to observe, record, and study children’s early
language development. Our purpose in this chapter is to touch on a few
main points in this research, primarily as a preparation for the discussion of
SECOND LANGUAGE acquisition, which is the focus of this book.

The first three years: Milestones and
developmental sequences

One remarkable thing about FIRST LANGUAGE acquisition is the high
degree of similarity in the early language of children all over the world. -
Researchers have described DEVELOPMENTAL SEQUENCES for many aspects
of first language acquisition. The earliest vocalizations are simply the
involuntary crying that babies do when they are hungry or uncomfortable.
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Soon, however, we hear the cooing and gurgling sounds of contented babies,
lying in their beds looking at fascinating shapes and movement around
them. Even though they have little control over the sounds they make in
these early weeks of life, infants are able to hear very subtle differences
between the sounds of human languages. In cleverly designed experiments,
Peter Eimas and his colleagues (1971) demonstrated that tiny babies can
hear the difference between ‘pa’ and ‘ba, for example. And yet, it may be
many months before their own vocalizations (babbling) begin to reflect the
characteristics of the language or languages they hear.

By the end of their first year, most babies understand quite a few frequently
repeated words. They wave when someone says ‘bye-bye’; they clap when
someone says ‘pat-a-cake’; they eagerly hurry to the kitchen when ‘juice and
cookies are mentioned. At twelve months, most babies will have begun to
produce a word or two that everyone recognizes. By the age of two, most
children reliably produce at least fifty different words and some produce
many more. About this time, they begin to combine words into simple
sentences such as ‘Mommy juice’ and ‘baby fall down’. These sentences are
sometimes called ‘telegraphic’ because they leave out such things as articles,
prepositions, and auxiliary verbs. We recognize them as sentences because,
even though FUNCTION WORDS and GRAMMATICAL MORPHEMES are
missing, the word order reflects the word order of the language they are
hearing and because the combined words have a meaning relationship _that
makes them more than just a Tist of words. Thus, for an English-speaking
child, *kiss baby’ does not mean the same thing as ‘baby kiss'. Remarkably,
we also see evidence, even in these early sentences, that children are doing
more than imperfectly imitating what they have heard. Their two- and three-
word sentences show signs that they can creatively combine words. For
example, ‘more outside’ may mean ‘I want to go outside again.’ Depending
on the situation, ‘Daddy uh-oh” might mean ‘Daddy fell down’ or ‘Daddy
dropped something’ or even ‘Daddy, please do that funny thing where you
pretend to drop me off your lap.’

As children progress through the discovery of language in their first three
years, there are predictable patterns in the emergence and development of
many features of the language they are learning. For some language features,
these patterns have been described in terms of developmental sequences or
‘stages’. To some extent, these stages in language acquisition are related to
children’s cognitive development. For example, children do not use temporal
adverbs such as ‘tomorrow’ or ‘last week’ until they develop some under-
standing of time. In other cases, the developmental sequences seem to reflect
the gradual mastery of the linguistic elements for expressing ideas that have
been present in children’s cognitive understanding for a long time. For
example, children can distinguish between singular and plural long before
they reliably add plural endings to nouns. Mastering irregular plurals takes
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even more time and may not be completely under control until the school
years.

Grammatical morphemes

In the 1960s, several researchers focused on how children acquire gram-
matical morphemes in English. One of the best-known studies was carried
out by Roger Brown and his colleagues and students. In a LONGITUDINAL
study of the language development of three children (called Adam, Eve, and
Sarah) they found that fourteen grammatical morphemes were acquired in a
remarkably similar sequence. That research is reported in Brown’s 1973
book. The list below (adapted from that book) shows some of the
morphemes they studied.

present progressive -ing (Mommy running)
plural -s (Two books)

irregular past forms (Baby wen?)

possessive s(Daddy shat)

copula (Annie is happy)

articles theand

regular past -ed (She walked)

third person singular simple present -s (She runs)
auxiliary e (He is coming)

Brown and his colleagues found that a child who had mastered the
grammatical morphemes at the bottom of the list was sure to have mastered
those at the top, but the reverse was not true. Thus, there was evidence for a
‘developmental sequence’ or order of acquisition. However, the children did
not acquire the morphemes at the same age or rate. Eve had mastered nearly
all the morphemes before she was two-and-a-half years old, while Sarah and
Adam were still working on them when they were three-and-a-half or four.

Brown’s longitudinal work was confirmed in a CROss-SECTIONAL study of
twenty-one children. Jill and Peter de Villiers (1973) found that children
who correctly used the morphemes that Adam, Eve, and Sarah had acquired
late were also able to use the ones that Adam, Eve, and Sarah had acquired
carlier. The children mastered the morphemes at different ages, just as
Adam, Eve, and Sarah had done, but the order of their acquisition was very
similar. They were similar to each other and similar to Adam, Eve, and Sarah.
Many hypotheses have been advanced to explain why these grammarical
morphemes are acquired in the observed order. Researchers have studied the
frequency with which the morphemes occur in parents’ speech, the cognitive
complexity of the meanings represented by each morpheme, and the
difficulty of perceiving or pronouncing them. In the end, there has been no
simple satisfactory explanation for the sequence, and most researchers agree
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that the order is determined by an interaction among a number of different
factors.

To supplement the evidence we have from simply observing children, some
carefully designed procedures have been developed to further explore
children’s knowledge of grammatical morphemes. One of the first and best
known is the so-called ‘wug test’ developed by Jean Berko Gleason in the
1950s. In this ‘test’, children are shown drawings of imaginary creatures with
novel names or people performing mysterious actions. For example, they are
told, ‘Here is a wug. Now there are two of them. There are two . or ‘Here
is a man who knows how to bod. Yesterday he did the same thing, Yesterday,
he . By completing these sentences with ‘wugs’ and ‘bodded’, children
demonstrate that they know rules for the formation of plural and simple past
in English. By generalizing these patterns to words they have never heard
before, they show that their language is not just a list of memorized word
pairs such as ‘book/books’ and ‘nod/nodded’.

The acquisition of other language features also shows how children’s
language develops systematically, and how they go beyond what they have
heard to create new forms and structures.

Negation

Children learn the functions of negation very early. That s, they learn to
comment on the disappearance of objects, to refuse a suggestion, or reject an
assertion, even at the single word stage. However, as Lois Bloom’s (1991)
longitudinal studies show, even though children understand these functions
and express them with single words and gestures, it takes some time before
they can express them in sentences, using the appropriate words and word
order. The following stages in the development of negation have been
observed in the acquisition of English. Similar stages have been observed in
other languages as well (Wode 1981).

Stage 1
Negation is usually expressed by the word ‘no’, either all alone or as the first
word in the utterance.

No. No cookie. No comb hair.

Stage 2

Utterances grow longer and the sentence subject may be included. The
negative word appears just before the verb. Sentences expressing rejection or
prohibition often use ‘don’t’.

Daddy no comb hair.
Don’t touch that!
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Stage 3

The negative element is inserted into a more complex sentence. Children
may add forms of the negative other than no’, including words like ‘can’’
and ‘don’t’. These sentences appear to follow the correct English pattern of
attaching the negative to the auxiliary or modal verb. However, children do
not yet vary these forms for different persons or tenses:

I can’t do it. He don’t want it.

Stage 4
Children begin to attach the negative element to the correct form of

auxiliary verbs such as ‘do” and ‘be’:
You didn’t have supper. She doesn’t want it.

Even though their language system is by now quite complex, they may still
have difficulty with some other features related to negatives.

I don’t have no more candies.

Questions

The challenge of learning complex language systems is also illustrated in the
developmental stages through which children learn to ask questions.

There is a remarkable consistency in the way children learn to form
questions in English. For one thing, there is a predictable order in which the
‘wh- words' emerge (Bloom 1991). “What' is generally the first wh- question
word to be used. It is often learned as part of a cHuNk ("Whassat?’) and it is
some time before the child learns that there are variations of the form, such
as "What is that?” and “What are these?’

‘Where’ and ‘who’ emerge very soon. Identifying and locating people and
objects are within the child’s understanding of the world. Furthermore,
adults tend to ask children just these types of questions in the early days of
language learning, for example, “Where’s Mommy?’, or “Who's that?’

“Why emerges around the end of the second year and becomes a favourite
for the next year or two. Children seem to ask an endless number of
questions beginning with ‘why’, having discovered how effectively this little
word gets adults to engage in conversation, for example, “Why that lady has
blue hair?’

Finally, when the child has a better understanding of manner and time,
‘how’ and ‘when’ emerge. In contrast to ‘what', ‘where’, and ‘who’ questions,
children sometimes ask the more cognitively difficult ‘why’, ‘when’, and
‘how’ questions withour always understanding the answers they get, as the
following conversation with a four-year-old clearly shows:
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Child When can we go outside?
Parent In about five minutes.
Child 1-2-3-4-5!! Can we go now?

The ability to use these question words is at least partly tied to children’s
cognitive development. It is also predicted in part by the questions children
are asked and the linguistic complexity of questions with different wh- words.
Thus it does not seem surprising that there is consistency in the sequence of
their acquisition. Perhaps more remarkable is the consistency in the acqui-
sition of word order in questions. This development is not based on learning
new meanings, but rather on learning different linguistic forms to express
meanings that are already understood.

Stage 1
Children’s earliest questions are single words or simple two- or three-word
sentences with rising intonation:

Cookie? Mummy book?

At the same time, they may produce some correct questions—correct
because they have been learned as chunks:

Where’s Daddy? What's that?

Stage 2
As they begin to ask more new questions, children use the word order of the
declarative sentence, with rising intonation.

You like this? I have some?

They continue to produce the correct chunk-learned forms such as “What's
tha?” alongside their own created questions.

Stage 3
Gradually, children notice that the structure of questions is different and
begin to produce questions such as:

Can I go? Are you happy?

Although some questions at this stage match the adult pattern, they may be
right for the wrong reason. To describe this, we need to see the pattern from
the childs perspective rather than from the perspective of the adult grammar.
We call this stage ‘fronting’ because the childs rule seems to be that questions
are formed by putting something—a verb form or question word—at the
‘front’ of a sentence, leaving the rest of the sentence in its statement form.

Is the teddy is tired? Do I can have a cookie?
Why you don’t have one? Why you catched it?

g N hed e
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Stage 4

At stage 4, some questions are formed by subject—auxiliary inversion. The
questions resemble those of stage 3, but there is more variety in the
auxiliaries that appear before the subject.

Are you going to play with me?

At this stage, children can even add ‘do’ in questions in which there would be
no auxiliary in the declarative version of the sentence.

Do dogs like ice cream?

Even at this stage, however, children seem able to use either inversion or a

g . . . < 3
wh- word, but not both. Therefore, we may find inversion in ‘yes/no
questions but not in wh- questions, unless they are FoRMULAIC units such as

“What'’s that?’

Stage 5
Atstage 5, both wh- and ‘yes/no’ questions are formed correctly.

Are these your boots? Why did you do that? Does Daddy have a box?
Negative questions may still be a bit too difficult.
Why the teddy bear can't go outside?

And even though performance on most questions is correct, there is still one
more hurdle. When wh- words appear in subordinate clauses or embedded
questions, children overgeneralize the inverted form that would be correct
for simple questions and produce sentences such as:

Ask him why can’t he go out.

Stage 6
At this stage, children are able to correctly form all question types, including
negative and complex embedded questions.

Passage through developmental sequences does not always follow a steady
uninterrupted path. Children appear to learn new things and then fall back
on old patterns when there is added stress in a new situation or when they are
using other new elements in their language. But the overall path takes them
toward mastery of the language that is spoken around them.

The pre-school years

By the age of four, most children can ask questions, give commands, report
real events, and create stories about imaginary ones—using correct word
order and grammatical markers most of the time. In fact, it is generally
accepted that by age four, children have mastered the basic structures of the
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language or languages spoken to them in these early years. Three- and four-
year-olds continue to learn vocabulary at the rate of several words a day. They
begin to acquire less frequent and more complex linguistic structures such as
passives and relative clauses.

Much of children’s language acquisition effort in the late pre-school years is
spent in developing their ability to use language in a widening social
environment. They use language in a greater variety of situations. They
interact more often with unfamiliar adults. They begin to talk sensibly on
the telephone to invisible grandparents (younger children do not under-
stand that their telephone partner cannot see what they see). They acquire
the aggressive or cajoling language that is needed to defend their toys in the
playground. They show that they have learned the difference between how
adults talk to babies and how they talk to each other, and they use this
knowledge in elaborate pretend play in which they practise using these
different ‘voices’. In this way, they explore and begin to understand how and
why language varies.

In the pre-school years, they also develop METALINGUISTIC AWARENESS,
the ability to treat language as an object separate from the meaning it
conveys. Three-year-old children can tell you that it’s ‘silly’ to say ‘drink the
chair’, because it doesn’t make sense. However, although they would never
say ‘cake the eat’, they are less sure that there’s anything wrong with it. They
may show that they know it’s a bit odd, but they will focus mainly on the
fact that they can understand what it means. Five year-olds, on the other
hand, know that ‘drink the chair’ is wrong in a different way from ‘cake the
cat’. They can tell you that one is silly’ but the other is ‘the wrong way
around’.

The school years
Although pre-school children acquire complex knowledge and skills for

language and language use, the school setting will require new ways of using
language and bring new opportunities for language development.

Children develop the ability to understand language and to use it to express
themselves in the pre-school years. In the school years, these abilities expand
and grow. Children also develop more sophisticated metalinguistic
awareness. Learning to read gives a major boost to this aspect of language
development. Seeing words represented by letters and other symbols on a
page leads children to a new understanding that language has form as well as
meaning. Reading reinforces the understanding that a ‘word’ is separate
from the thing it represents. Unlike three-year-olds, children who can read
understand that ‘the’ is a word, just as ‘house’ is. They understand that

1 T el AT
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‘caterpillar’ is a longer word than ‘train’, even though the object it represents
is substantially shorter! Metalinguistic awareness also includes the discovery
of such things as ambiguity. Knowing that words and sentences can have
multiple meaning gives children access to word jokes, trick questions, and

riddles, which they love to share with their friends and family.

One of the most impressive language developments in the early school years
is the astonishing growth of vocabulary. Many words are acquired in early
childhood, when the repetition of ordinary events and experiences provides
frequent exposure to a limited number of words. Children enter school with
the ability to understand and produce hundreds or even a few thousand
words. Many more are learned at school. In both the spoken and written
language at school, some words (for example, ‘homework’, ‘ruler’, and
‘workbook’) appear frequently in situations where their meaning is either
immediately or gradually revealed. Words like ‘population’” or ‘latitude’
occur less frequently, but they are made important by their significance in
academic subject matter. Vocabulary grows at a rate between several hundred
and more than a thousand words a year, depending mainly on how much
and how widely children read (Nagy, Herman, and Anderson 1985). The
kind of vocabulary growth required for school success is likely to come from
both reading for assignments and reading for pleasure, whether narrative or
non-fiction. Dee Gardner (2004) suggests that reading a variety of text types
is an essential part of vocabulary growth. His research has shown how the
range of vocabulary in narrative texts is different from that in non-fiction.
There are words in non-fiction texts that are unlikely to occur in stories or
novels. In addition, non-fiction tends to include more opportunities to see a
word in its different forms (for example, ‘mummy’, ‘mummies’, ‘mum-
mified’). The importance of reading for vocabulary growth is seen when
observant parents report a child using a new word but mispronouncing it in
a way that reveals it has been encountered only in written form.

Another important development in the school years is the acquisition of
different language REG1sTERS. Children learn how written language differs
from spoken language, how the language used to speak to the principal is
different from the language of the playground, how the language of a science
report is different from the language of a narrative. As Terry Piper (1998)
and others have documented, some children will have even more to learn.
They come to school speaking an ethnic or regional var1ETY of the school
language that is quite different from the one used by the teacher. They will
have to learn that another variety, often referred to as the sSTANDARD
VARIETY is required for successful academic work. Other children arrive at
school speaking a different language altogether. For these children, the work
of language learning in the early school years presents additional
opportunities and challenges. We will return to this topic when we discuss
BILINGUALISM in early childhood.
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Explaining first language acquisition

These descriptions of language development from infancy through the early
school years show that we have considerable knowledge of what children
learn in their early language development. More controversial, however, are
questions about how this remarkable development takes place. Over the past

fifty years, three main theoretical positions have been advanced to explain it:
behaviourist, innatist, and interactional/developmental perspectives.

The behaviourist perspective: Say what I say

BEHAVIOURISM was a theory of learning that was very influential in the
1940s and 1950s, especially in the United States. With regard to language
learning, the best-known proponent of this psychological theory was
B. E Skinner. Traditional behaviourists hypothesized that when children
imitated the language produced by those around them, their attempts to
reproduce what they heard received ‘positive reinforcement’. This could take
the form of praise or just successful communication. Thus encouraged by
their environment, children would continue to imitate and practise these
sounds and patterns until they formed ‘habits’ of correct language use.
According to this view, the quality and quantity of the language the child
hears, as well as the consistency of the reinforcement offered by others in the
environment, would shape the child’s language behaviour. This theory gives
great importance to the environment as the source of everything the child
needs to learn.

Analysing children’s speech: Definitions and examples
The behaviourists viewed imitation and practice as the primary processes in

language development. To clarify what is meant by these two terms, consider
the following definitions and examples.

Imitation: word-for-word repetition of all or part of someone else’s
utterance.

Mother Shall we play with the dolls?
Lucy  Play with dolls.

Practice: repetitive manipulation of form.

Cindy He eart carrots. The other one eat carrots. They both eat
carrots.

Now examine the transcripts from Peter, Cindy, and Kathryn. They were all
about twenty-four months old when they were recorded as they played with
a visiting adult. Using the definitions above, notice how Peter imitates the

adult in the following dialogue.
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Peter (24 months) is playing with a dump truck while two adults, Patsy and
Lois, look on.

Peter Get more.

Lois  You're gonna put more wheels in the dump truck?

Peter  Dump truck. Wheels. Dump truck.

(later)

Patsy What happened to it (the truck)?

Peter  (looking under chair for it) Lose it. Dump truck! Dump truck!
Fall! Fall!

Lois  Yes, the dump truck fell down.

Peter Dump truck fell down. Dump truck.

(Unpublished data from P. M. Lightbown)

Ifwe analysed a larger sample of Peter’s speech, we would see that 30—40 per
cent of his sentences were imitations of what someone else had just said. We
would also see that his imitations were not random. That is, he did not
simply imitate 30—40 per cent of everything he heard. Detailed analyses of
large samples of Peter’s speech over about a year showed that he imitated
words and sentence structures that were just beginning to appear in his
spontaneous speech. Once these new elements became solidly grounded in
his language system, he stopped imitating them and went on to imitate
others. Unlike a parrot who imitates the familiar and continues to repeat the
same things again and again, children appear to imitate selectively. The
choice of what to imitate seems to be based on something new that they have
just begun to understand and use, not simply on what is ‘available’ in the
environment, For example, consider how Cindy imitates and practises
language in the following conversations.

Cindy (24 months, 16 days) is looking at a picture of a carrot in a book and
trying to get Patsy’s attention.

Cindy Kawo? kawo? kawo? kawo? kawo?

Patsy What are the rabbits eating?

Cindy They eating ... kando?

Patsy No, that’s a carrot.

Cindy Carrot. (pointing to each carrot on the page) The other ...
carrot. The other carrot. The other carror.

(A few minutes later, Cindy brings Patsy a stuffed toy rabbit.)

Patsy What does this rabbit like to ear?
Cindy (incomprehensible) ear the carrots.

(Cindy gets another stuffed rabbit.)

Cindy He (incomprehensible) eat carrots. The other one eat carrots.
They both eat carrots.
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(One week later, Cindy opens the book to the same page.)

Cindy Here’s the carrots. (pointing) Is that a carrot?
Patsy  Yes.

(Unpublished data from P. M. Lightbown)

Cindy appears to be working hard on her language acquisition. She practises
new words and structures in a way that sounds like a student in some foreign
language classes! Perhaps most interesting is that she remembers the ‘lan-
guage lesson’ a week later and turns straight to the page in the book she had
not seen since Patsy’s last visit. What is most striking is that, like Peter, her
imitation and practice appear to be focused on what she is currently ‘working

on.

The samples of speech from Peter and Cindy seem to lend some support to
the behaviourist explanation of language acquisition. Even so, as we saw, the
choice of what to imitate and practise seemed determined by something
inside the child rather than by the environment.

Not all children imitate and ‘practise’ as much as Peter and Cindy did. The
amount of imitation in the speech of other children, whose development
proceeded at a rate comparable to that of Cindy and Peter, has been
calculated at less than 10 per cent.

Consider the examples of imitation and practice in the following conversa-
tion between Kathryn and Lois.

Kathryn (24 months)

Lois Did you see the toys I brought?

Kathryn I bring toys? Choo choo? Lois brought the choo choo train?

Lois Yes, Lois brought the choo choo train.

Kathryn (reaching for bag) I want play with choo choo train. I want
play with choo choo train. (taking out slide) Want play.
What's this?

Lois Oh you know what that is.

Kathryn Put down on floor. This. I do this.

(Kathryn puts the slide on the floor.)

Kathryn (taking out two cars of train) Do this. I want do this. (trying
to put train together) I do this. I do this.
Lois OK. You can do it. You can do it. Look I'll show you how.

(Lois puts it together.)

Kathryn (searching in box) I get more. Get a more. No more choo
choo train. Gert truck. (taking out truck) Kathryn truck.
Where? Where a more choo choo train?
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Lois Inside. It’s in the box.
Kathryn A choo choo? (taking out part of train) This is a choo choo

train.
(from Bloom and Lahey 1978: 135)

Like Cindy, Kathryn sometimes repeats herself or produces a series of related
‘practice’ sentences, but she rarely imitates the other speaker. Instead, she
asks and answers questions and elaborates on the other speaker’s questions or
statements.

Thus, children vary in the amount of imitation they do. In addition, many
of the things they say show that they are using language creatively, not just
repeating what they have heard. This is evident in the following examples.

Patterns in language

The first example shows a child in the process of learning patterns in
language, in this case the rules of word formation, and overgeneralizing
them to new contexts. Randall (36 months) had a sore on his hand.

Mother Maybe we need to take you to the doctor.
Randall Why? So he can doc my little bump?

Randall forms the verb ‘doc’ from the noun ‘doctor’, by analogy with farmers
who farm, swimmers who swim, and actors who act.

| putted the plates on
the table !

Yo mean, | put

the plates on the
table .

Unfamiliar formulas
Even older children have to work out some puzzles, for example, when
familiar language is used in unfamiliar ways. as in the example below. When

13
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David (5 years, 1 month) was at his older sister’s birthday party, toasts were
proposed with grape juice in stemmed glasses:

Father I'd like to propose a toast.
Several minutes later, David raised his glass:
David Id like to propose a piece of bread.

Only when laughter sent David slinking from the table did the group realize
that he wasn't intentionally making a play on words! He was concentrating
so hard on performing the fascinating new gesture and the formulaic
expression ‘I'd like to propose ...” that he failed to realize that the word he
thought he knew—"oast—was not the same toast and could not be
replaced with its apparent near-synonym—" piece of bread’.

Question formation
Randall (2 years, 9 months) asked the following questions in various situ-
ations over the course of a day.

Are dogs can wiggle their tails?
Are those are my boots?
Are this is hot?

Randall had concluded that the trick of asking questions was to put ‘are’ at
the beginning of the sentence. His questions are good examples of Stage 3 in
question development.

Order of events
Randall (3 years, 5 months) was looking for a towel.

T T T Ty

You took all the towels away because I can’t dry my hands.

He meant ‘I can't dry my hands because you took all the towels away’, but he
made a mistake about which clause comes first. Children ar this stage of
language development tend to mention events in the order of their
occurrence. In this case, the towels disappeared before Randall attempted to
dry his hands, so that's what he said first. He did not yet understand how a
word like ‘before’ or ‘because’ changes the order of cause and effect.

These examples of children’s speech provide us with a window on the process
of language learning. Imitation and practice alone cannot explain some of the
forms created by the children. They are not merely repetitions of sentences
that they have heard from adults. Rather, children appear to pick out patterns
and generalize them to new contexts. They create new forms or new uses of
words. Their new sentences are usually comprehensible and often correct.

Behaviourism seems to offer a reasonable way of understanding how
children learn some of the regular and routine aspects of language, especially
at the earliest stages. However, children who do little overt imitation acquire
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language as fully and rapidly as those who imitate a lot. And although behav-
iourism goes some way to explaining the sorts of OVERGENERALIZATION
that children make, classical behaviourism is not a satisfactory explanation
for the acquisition of the more complex grammar that children acquire.
These limitations led researchers to look for different explanations for
language acquisition.

The innatist perspective: It's all in your mind

Noam Chomsky is one of the most influential figures in linguistics, and his
ideas about how language is acquired and how it is stored in the mind
sparked a revolution in many aspects of linguistics and psychology,
including the study of language acquisition. A central part of his thinking is
that all human languages are fundamentally innate and that the same
universal principles underlie all of them. In his 1959 review of B. E Skinner’s
SookVerbat Behavior, Chomsky challenged the behaviourist explanation for
language acquisition. He argued that children are biologically programmed
for language and that language develops in the child in just the same way that
other biological functions develop. For example, every child will learn to
walkasTong as adequate nourishment and reasonable freedom of movement
are provided. The child does not have to be taught. Most children learn to
walk at about the same age, and walking is essentially the same in all normal
human beings. For Chomsky, language acquisition is very similar. The
environment makes only a basic contribution—in this case, the availability
of people who speak to the child. The child, or rather, the child’s biological
endowment, will do the rest.

Chomsky argued that the behaviourist theory failed to account for ‘the
logical problem of language acquisition’—the fact that children come to
know more about the structure of their language than they could reasonably
be expected to learn on the basis of the samples of language they hear. The
language children are exposed to includes false starts, incomplete sentences,
and slips of the tongue, and yet they learn to distinguish between gram-
matical and ungrammatical sentences. He concluded that children’s minds

are not blank slates to be filled by imitating language they hear in the
environment, Instead, he hiypothesized, children are born with a specific
innate ability to di emselves the underlying rules of a language

system on the basis of the samples of a natural language they are exposed to.

This innate_endowment was seen as a sort of template, containing the
principles that are universal to all human languages. This UNIVERSAL
GRAMMAR (UG) would prevent the child from pursuing all sorts of wrong

hﬂbthﬁmhﬂka. IF children are pre-

equipped with UG, then what they have to learn is the ways in which the
language they are acquiring makes use of these principles.

15
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Consider the following sentences, taken from a book by Lydia White
(1989). These English sentences contain the reflexive pronoun ‘himself’.
Both the pronoun and the noun it refers to (the antecedent) are printed in
italics. An asterisk at the beginning of a sentence indicates that the sentence
is ungrammatical.

a Johnsaw himself.
b *Himselfsaw John.

In (a) and (b), it looks as if the reflexive pronoun must follow the noun it
refers to. But (c) disproves this:

¢ Looking after himself bores John.

If we consider sentences such as:

d John said that Fred liked himself:
e *Johnsaid that Fred liked himself.
f John told Billto wash himself.

g *Johnold Bill to wash himself:

we might conclude that the noun closest to the reflexive pronoun is the
antecedent. However, (h) shows that this rule won’t work either:

h John promised Bill to wash himself:

And it’s even more complicated than that. Usually the reflexive must be in
the same clause as the antecedent as in (a) and (d), but not always, as in (h).
Furthermore, the reflexive can be in the subject position in (i) but not in (j).

i Johnbelieves himself to be intelligent (non-finite clause).
j *Johnbelieves that himself is intelligent (finite clause).

In some cases, more than one antecedent is possible, as in (k) where the
reflexive could refer to either John or Bill:

k John showed Bill a picture of himself.

When we look at this kind of complexity, it seems it would be very hard to
learn. And yet, most school age children would be able to correctly interpret
the grammarical sentences and recognize the ungrammaticality of the
others. Researchers who study language acquisition from the innatist
perspective argue that such complex grammar could never be learned purely
on the basis of imitating and practising sentences available in the input.
They hypothesize that since all children acquire the language of their
environment, they must have some innate mechanism or knowledge that
allows them to discover such complex syntax in spite of limitations of the
input. They hypothesize furthermore that the innate mechanism is used
exclusively for language acquisition.
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The innatist perspective emphasizes the fact that all children successfully
acquire their native language (or languages if they live in a multilingual
community). Children who are profoundly deaf will learn sign language if
they are exposed to it in infancy; and their progress in the acquisition of that
language system is similar to hearing children’s acquisition of spoken
language. Even children with very limited cognitive ability develop quite
complex language systems if they are brought up in environments in which
people interact with them. Children master the basic syntax and morph-
ology of the language spoken to them in a variety of conditions—some
which would be expected to enhance language development (for example,
caring, attentive parents who focus on the child’s language), and some which
might be expected to inhibit it (for example, abusive or rejecting parents).
Children achieve different levels of vocabulary, creativity, social grace, and so
on, but virtually all achieve mastery of the structure of the language or
languages spoken to them. This is seen as support for the hypothesis that
language is somehow separate from other aspects of cognitive development
and may depend on a specific module of the brain.

The Ciritical Period Hypothesis

Chomsky’s ideas are often linked to the crITICAL PERIOD HYPOTHESIS
(crH)—the hypothesis that animals, including humans, are gcnetlcaTIy
programmed to acquire certain kinds of knowledge and skill at specific times

m‘ﬂfwmmods it is either difficult or impossible to
acquire those abilities. With regard to language, the CPH suggests that

children who are not given access to language in infancy and early childhood
(because of deafness or extreme isolation) will never acquire language if these
deprivations go on for too long.

It is difficult to find evidence for or against the CPH, since nearly all child-
ren are exposed to language at an early age. However, history has documented
a few ‘natural experiments’ where children have been deprived of contact
with language. Two of the most famous cases are those of Victor and Genie.

In 1799, a boy who became known as Victor was found wandering naked in
the woods in France. When he was captured, he was about twelve years old
and completely wild, apparently having had no contact with humans. Jean-
Marc-Gaspard Itard, a young doctor accustomed to working with deaf
children, devoted five years to socializing Victor and trying to teach him
language. Although he succeeded to some extent in developing Victor's
sociability, memory, and judgement, there was little progress in his language
ability. Victor responded only to sounds that had had meaning for him in the
forest, such as the cracking of a nut, animal sounds, or the sound of rain. He
eventually spoke only two words, his favourite food ‘lait’ (milk) and his
governess's frequent exclamation ‘O Dieu!” (Oh, God!). He said ‘lait’ only
when he saw a glass of milk. He never used the word to ask for it.
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Nearly two hundred years later, Genie, a thirteen-year-old girl who had been
isolated, neglected, and abused, was discovered in California (Rymer 1993).
Because of the irrational demands of a disturbed father and the submission
and fear of an abused mother, Genie had spent more than eleven years tied to
a chair ora crib in a small, darkened room. Her father had forbidden his wife
and son to speak to Genie and had himself only growled and barked at her.
She was beaten when she made any kind of noise, and she had long since
resorted to complete silence. Genie was undeveloped physically, emotion-
ally; and intellectually. She had no language.

After she was discovered, Genie was cared for and educated with the
participation of many teachers and therapists, including Susan Curtiss
(1977). After a brief period in a rehabilitation centre, she lived in a foster
home and attended special schools. Genie made remarkable progress in
becoming socialized and cognitively aware. She developed deep personal
relationships and strong individual tastes and traits. Nevertheless, after five
years of exposure to language, Genie's language was not like that of a typical
five-year old. There was a larger than normal gap between comprehension
and productign. She used grammatical forms inconsistently and overused

formulaic and routine speech.

Although Victor and Genie appear to provide evidence in support of the
CPH, it is difficult ro argue that the hypothesis is confirmed on the basis of
evidence from such unusual cases. We cannot know with certainty what other

factors besides biological maturity might have contributed to their inability to

learn language. It is not possible to determine whether either of them suffered
from brain damage, developmental delays, or a specific language impairment,
even before they were separated from normal human interaction. However,
there are some children who come from ordinary homes, yet do not have
access to language at the usual time. This is the case for some profoundly deaf
children who have hearing parents. Hearing parents may not realize that their
child cannot hear because the child uses other senses to interact in &g
apparently normal way. Thus, the early childhood period may be normal and
loving but devoid of language that the children can access. These children’s
later experience in learning sign language has been the subject of some
important research related to the critical period.

Elissa Newport (1990) and her colleagues studied deaf users of AMERICAN
SIGN LANGUAGE (asL). Only 5-10 per cent of the profoundly deaf are born
to deaf parents, and only these children are likely to be exposed to ASL from
birth. The remainder of the profoundly deaf population begin learning ASL
at different ages, often when they start attending a residential school where
sign language is used for day-to-day communication.

Like oral and written languages, ASL makes use of grammatical markers to
indicate such things as time (for example, past tense) and number. These
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markers are expressed through specific hand or body movements. The
researchers studied the ability to produce and comprehend grammatical
markers in Native signers (who were exposed to ASL from birth), Early
learners (who began using ASL between four and six years of age), and Late
learners (who began learning ASL after age twelve).

They found no difference between the groups in some aspects of their use of
ASL. However, on tests focusing on grammatical markers, the Native group
used the forms more consistently than the Early group who, in turn, used
them more consistently than the Late group. The researchers concluded that
their study supports the hypothesis that there is a critical period for first
language acquisition, whether that language is oral or gestural.

‘We will return to a discussion of the CPH in Chapter 3 when we look at the
age issue in second language acquisition.

The innatist perspective is thus partly based on evidence for a critical period.
It is also seen as an explanation for ‘the logical problem of language acqui-
sition’, that is, the question of how adult speakers come to know the complex
structure of their first language on the basis of language that they actually
hear.

Interactionist/developmental perspectives:
Learning from inside and out

Cognitive and developmental psychologists argue that the innatists place too
much emphasis on the ‘final state’ (the compeTENCE of adult NATIVE
SPEAKERS) and not enough on the developmental aspects of language
acquisition. In their view, language acquisition is but one example of the
human child’s remarkable ability to learn from experience, and they see no
need to assume that there are specific brain structures devoted to language
acquisition. They hypothesize that what children need to know is essentially
available in the language they are exposed to as they hear it used in thousands
of hours of interactions with the people and objects around them.

Developmental psychologists and psycholinguists have focused on the
interplay between the innate learning ability of children and the environ-
ment in which they develop. These researchers attribute considerably more
importance to the environment than the innatists do even though they also
recognize a powerful learning mechanism in the human brain. They see
language acquisition as similar to and influenced by the acquisition of other
kinds of skill and knowledge, rather than as something that is different from
and largely independent of the child’s experience and cognitive develop-
ment. Indeed, researchers such as Dan Slobin (1973) have long emphasized
the close relationship between children’s cognitive development and their
acquisition of language.

19
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Piaget and Vygotsky
One of the earliest proponents of the view that children’s language is built on
their cognitive development was the Swiss psychologist/epistemologist, Jean
Piaget (1951/1946). In the early decades of the twentieth century, Piaget
observed infants and children in their play and in their interaction with
objects and people. He was able to trace the development of their cognitive
understanding of such thing

hidden from sight are still there), the rerdle of
Ch;angesm‘_ﬂr_@mmm_(hgmmamuwmm
long line are not more numerous than ten pennies in a tightly squeezed lige),
“anddogical inferencin®(figuring out which properties of a set of rods—size,
weight, material, etc—cause some rods to sink and others to float on water).

Ttis easy to see from this how children's cognitive development would partly
determine how rhey use language. For example, the use of certain terms such
“as bigger or ‘more’ depend on the children’s understanding of the concepts
,hc;me.:c,sm._ T'he developing cognitive understanding is built on the
interaction berween the child and the things that can be observed or
) manipulated. For Piaget, language was one of a number of symbol systems
that are developed in chddhood Lan ¢ _used 1o represe

environment.
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Another influential student of child deveiopment was the psychologist
Lev Vygotsky (1978). He observed interactions among children and also
between children and adults in schools in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and

1930s. He concluded that language develops primarily from social inter-
action guey that in a supportive interactive environment, children are

able ro advance to a higher level of knowledge and performance. Vygotsky
_referred to this metaphorical place in which the children could do more
“than they would be capable of mdcpendently as the ZONE OF PROXIMAL
DEVELOPMENT (zpPD). He observed the importance of conversations that
children have with adults and with other children and saw in these
'conversanons the origing of both language and thought. Vygotsky’s view

.rur ageasa gzmbol system that could be
rough interaction with the physical

ernalized speech, and speech
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Cross—culmra.l research

Since the 1970s, researchers have studied children’s language learning
environments in a great many different cultural communities. The research
has focused not only on the development of language itself, but also on the
ways in which the environment provides what children need for language
acquisition. Starting in the mid-1980s, Dan Slobin has edited a series of
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volumes devoted to international research on language acquisition, provid-
ing examples and analyses of child language and the language learning
environment from communities around the world. One of the most
remarkable resources for child language researchers is the Child Language
Data Exchange System (cHILDES), where researchers have contributed
millions of words of child language data in dozens of languages in recorded
and transcribed forms (MacWhinney 1995; http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/).

One result of the crosscultural research is the description of the differences in
childrearing patterns. Catherine Snow (1995) and others have studied the
apparent effects on language acquisition of the ways in which adults talk to
and interact with young children. In middle-class North American homes,
researchers observed that adults often modify the way they speak when
talking to little children. This cCHILD-DIRECTED SPEECH may be character-
ized by a slower rate of delivery, higher pitch, more varied intonation,
shorter, simpler sentence patterns, stress on key words, frequent repetition,
and paraphrase. Furthermore, topics of conversation emphasize the child’s
immediate environment, the ‘here and now’, or experiences that the adult
knows the child has had. Adults often repeat the content of a child’s utter-
ance, but they expand or RECAST it into a grammatically correct sentence.
For example, when Peter says, ‘Dump truck! Dump truck! Fall! Fall’, Lois
responds, ‘Yes, the dump truck fell down.’
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Researchers working in a ‘language socialization’ framework have studied
language acquisition in children from a variety of cultural groups. They have
found that the kind of child-directed speech observed in middle-class
American homes is by no means universal. In some societies, adults do not
engage in conversation or verbal play with very young children.
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For example, Bambi Schieffelin (1990) found that Kaluli mothers in Papua
New Guinea did not consider their children to be appropriate conver-
sational partners. Martha Crago (1992) observed that in traditional Inuit
society, children are expected to watch and listen to adults. They are not
expected or encouraged to participate in conversations with adults until they
are older and have more developed language skills. Other researchers have
observed that in some societies, young children interact primarily with older
siblings who serve as their caregivers. Even within the United States, Shirley
Brice Heath (1983) and others have documented substantial differences in
the ways in which parents in different socioeconomic and ethnic groups
interact with their children. Thus, the patterns of parent—child interaction
and child-directed speech that were first observed in middle-class North
American families are far from universal. Nevertheless, in every society,
children are in situations in which they hear language that is meaningful to
them in their environment. And they achieve full competence in the
community language. Thus, it is difficult to judge the long-term effect of the
modifications that some adults make in speech addressed to children.

The importance of interaction

" The role of interaction between a language-learning child and an

INTERLOCUTOR who responds in some way to the child is illuminated by
cases where such interaction is missing. Jacqueline Sachs and her colleagues
(1981) studied the language development of a child they called Jim. He was
a hearing child of deaf parents, and his only contact with oral language was
through television, which he watched frequently. The family was unusual in
that the parents did not use sign language with Jim. Thus, although in other
respects he was well cared for, Jim did not begin his linguistic development
in a normal environment in which a parent communicated with him in
either oral or sign language. A language assessment at three years and nine
months indicated that he was well below age level in all aspects of language.
Although he attempred to express ideas appropriate to his age, he used
unusual, ungrammatical word order.

When Jim began conversational sessions with an adult, his expressive
abilities began to improve. By the age of four years and two months most of
the unusual speech patterns had disappeared, replaced by structures more
typical of his age. Jim's younger brother Glenn did not display the same type
of language delay. Glenn’s linguistic environment was different in that he
had his older brother as a conversational partner.

Jim showed very rapid acquisition of the structures of English once he began
to interact with an adult on a one-to-one basis. The fact that he had failed to
acquire language normally prior to this experience suggests that impersonal
sources of language such as television or radio alone are not sufficient. One-
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to-one interaction gives the child access to language that is adjusted to his or
her level of comprehension. When a child does not understand, the adult
may repeat or paraphrase. The response of the adult may also allow children
to find out when their own utterances are understood. Television, for |
obvious reasons, does not provide such interaction. Even in children’s #
programmes, where simpler language is used and rtopics are relevant to
younger viewers, no immediate adjustment is made for the needs of an
individual child. Once children have acquired some language, however,
television can be a source of language and cultural information.

Connectionism

Another recent view of language acquisition comes from CONNECTIONISM.
Connectionists differ sharply from the Chomskyan innatists because_they
hypothesize that language acquisition does not require a separate ‘module of
themind butcan be explained in terms of learning in general.(l:;urthermorf',
connectionists argue that what children need to know is essentially available
T0 them in the language they are exposed to. Some of the research has
mvolved computer simulations in whlch]anguage samples are provided as
input to a fairly simple program. The goal is to show that the compurer
program can ‘learn’ certain things if it is exposed to them enough. The
program can even generalize beyond what it has actually been exposed to and
make the same kinds of creative ‘mistakes’ that children make, such as
putting a regular -e4ending on an irregular verb, for example, eared.

Researchers such as Jeffrey Elman and his colleagues (1996) explain
language acquisition in terms of how children acquire links or ‘connections’
berween words and phrases and the situations in which they occur. They
claim that when children hear a word or phrase in the context of a specific
object; evenT; o person, an association is created in the child s mind between
the word or phrase and what it represents. Thus, hearing a word brings S0P a
mind the object, and seeing the object brings to mind the word or phrase.
Eventuaity any of the characteristics of the object or event may trigger the
retrieval bFthe associated word or phrase from memory. For example, a child
nTay first recognize the word cat’ only in reference to the family pet and only
when the cat is miaowing beside the kitchen door. As the word is heard in
more contexts—picture books, furry toys, someone else’s cat—the child
recognizes and uses the word as the label for all these cats. However, at a
later point, the word may be generalized to other furry creatures as well,
indicating that connections have been made to characteristics of the cat
and not to an entity that adults know as ‘cat’. Then there is another
learning process involved in ‘pruning’ the connections so that ‘cat’ applies

only to felines—at least until more metaphorical meanings are learned later
in life.
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In a connectionist model, language acquisition is not just a process of associat-
ing words with elements of external reality. It is also a process of associating
words and phrases with the other words and phrases that occur with them, or
words with grammatical morphemes that occur with them. For example,
children learning languages in which nouns have grammatical gender learn to
associate the appropriate article and adjective forms with nouns. Similarly, they
learn to associate pronouns with the verb forms that mark person and number.
They learn which temporal adverbs go with which verb tenses. According to
connectionist theory, all this is possible because of the child’s general ability to
develop associations between things that occur together.

Of particular importance to the connectionist hypothesis is the fact that
children are exposed to many thousands of opportunities to learn words and
phrases. Learning takes place gradually, as the number of links between
language and meaning are built up. They argue that acquisition of language,
while remarkable, is not the only remarkable feat accomplished by the child.
They compare it to other cognitive and perceptual learning, including
learning to ‘see’.

Language disorders and delays

Although most children progress through the stages of language develop-
ment without significant difficulty or delay, there are some children for
whom this is not the case. A discussion of the various types of disabilities—
including deafness, articulatory problems, dyslexia, etc.—that sometimes
affect language development is outside the scope of this book. It is essential
that parents and teachers be encouraged to seek professional advice if they
feel that a child is not developing language normally, keeping in mind that
the range for ‘normal’ is wide indeed.

While most children produce recognizable first words by twelve months,
some may not speak before the age of three years. In very young children,
one way to determine whether delayed language reflects a problem or simply
an individual difference within the normal range is to determine whether the
child responds to language and appears to understand even if he or she is not
speaking. For older children, delays in learning to read that seem out of
keeping with a child’s overall intellectual functioning may suggest that there
is a specific problem in that domain. Some children seem to begin reading
almost by magic, discovering the mysteries of print with little direct
instruction. For most children, instruction that includes some systematic
attention to sound-letter correspondences allows them to unlock the
treasure chest of reading. Both groups fall with a normal range. For some
children, however, reading presents such great challenges that they need
expert help beyond what is available in a typical classroom.

EEHBRYPEFRISGVETERAND IELBMm ™~
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As Jim Cummins (1984, 2000) and others have pointed out, one particular
group of children who have often been misdiagnosed as having language
delays or disorders are children who arrive at their first day of school without
an age-appropriate knowledge of the language of the school. This includes
immigrant children who speak another language at home, minority
language children whose home language is different from the school
language, and children who speak a different variety of the school language.
Unfortunately, it often happens that these children’s knowledge of a different
language or language variety is interpreted as a lack of knowledge of language
in general. As a result, they are sometimes placed in remedial or special
education classes. It is often the case that the school is not equipped to
provide an adequate assessment of children’s ability to use their home
language. Schools may not have programmes for second language learners
thatallow them to continue to use their home language. The development of
bilingual or second language learning children is of enormous importance.
Indeed, the majority of the world’s children are exposed to more than one
language, either in early childhood or from the time they enter school.
Researchers have recently made important progress in providing guidelines
that can help educators distinguish between disability and diversity
(Seymour and Pearson 2004).

Childhood bilingualism

Early childhood bilingualism is a reality for millions of children throughout
the world. Some children learn multiple languages from earliest childhood;
others acquire additional languages when they go to school. The acquisition
and maintenance of more than one language can open doors to many
personal, social, and economic opportunities.

Children who learn more than one language from earliest childhood are
referred to as ‘simultaneous bilinguals’, whereas those who learn another
language later may be called ‘sequential bilinguals’. There is a considerable
body of research on children’s ability to learn more than one language in
their earliest years. We sometimes hear people express the opinion that it
is too difficult for children to cope with two languages. They fear that
the children will be confused or will not learn either language well.
However, there is little support for the myth that learning more than one
language in early childhood is a problem for children (Genesee, Crago, and
Paradis 2004). Although some studies show minor early delays for simul-
raneous bilinguals, there is no evidence that learning two languages sub-
stantially slows down their linguistic development or interferes with
cognitive and academic development. Indeed many simultaneous bilinguals
achieve high levels of proficiency in both languages. Ellen Bialystok (1991,
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2001) and other developmental psychologists have found convincing
evidence that bilingualism can have positive effects on abilities that are
related to academic success, such as metalinguistic awareness. Limitations
that may be observed in the language of bilingual individuals are more likely
to be related to the circumstances in which each language is learned than to
any limitation in the human capacity to learn more than one language. For
example, if one language is heard much more often than the other or is more
highly valued in the community, that language may eventually be used better
than, or in preference to, the other.

There may be reason to be concerned, however, about situations where
children are cut off from their family language when they are very young.
Lily Wong-Fillmore (1991) observed that when children are ‘submerged’ in
a different language for long periods in pre-school or day care, their
development of the family language may be slowed down or stalled before
they have developed an age-appropriate mastery of the new language.
Eventually they may stop speaking the family language altogether.

Wallace Lambert (1987) called this loss of one language on the way to learn-
ing another SUBTRACTIVE BILINGUALISM. It can have negative conse-
quences for children’s self-esteem, and their relationships with family
members are also likely to be affected by such early loss of the family
language. In these cases, children seem to continue to be caught between two
languages: they have not yet mastered the one language, and they have not
continued to develop the other. During the transition period, they may fall
behind in their academic learning. Unfortunately, the ‘solution’ educators
sometimes propose to parents is that they should stop speaking the family
language at home and concentrate instead on speaking the school language
with their children. The evidence suggests that a better solution is to strive
for ADDITIVE BILINGUALISM—the maintenance of the home language
while the second language is being learned. This is especially true if the
parents are also learners of the second language. If parents continue to use
the language that they know best, they are able to express their knowledge
and ideas in ways that are richer and more elaborate than they can manage in
a language they do not know as well. Using their own language in family
settings is also a way for parents to maintain their own self-esteem, especially
as they may be struggling with the new language outside the home, at
work, or in the community. Maintaining the family language also creates
opportunities for the children to continue both cognitive and affective
development in a language they understand easily while they are still
learning the second language. As Virginia Collier (1989) and others have
shown, the process of developing a second language takes years. But teachers,
parents, and students need to know that the benefits of additive bilingualism
will reward patience and effort.
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Summary

In this chapter we have focused on some of the research on children’s
language that has influenced second language acquisition research. We have
described three broad theoretical perspectives for explaining first language
acquisition. In Chaprer 2, we will look at the theoretical perspectives that
have been proposed to explain second language acquisition.
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EXPLAINING SECOND
LANGUAGE LEARNING

Like the explanations for first language acquisition, some second language
acquisition theories give primary importance to learners’ innate capacity for
language acquisition. Others emphasize the role of the environment,
especially opportunities to interact with speakers who adapt their language
and interaction patterns to meet learners’ needs. Still others focus on
learners’ engagement with the broader social context.

Contexts for language learning

A second language learner is different from a very young child acquiring a
first language. This is true in terms of both the learner’s characteristics and
the environments in which first and second language acquisition typically
occur. Think about how the characteristics and learning conditions of the
following learners may differ: (1) a young child learning a first language; (2)
a child learning a second language in day care or on the playground; (3)
adolescents taking a foreign language class in their own country; (4) an adult
immigrant with limited or disrupted education working in a second
language environment and having no opportunity to go to language classes.

Now ask yourself the following questions about these different learners, and
complete the chart in Table 2.1.

1 Do they already know at least one language?

2 Are they cognitively mature? Are they able to engage in problem solving,
deduction, and complex memory tasks?

3 How well developed is their metalinguistic awareness? Can they define a
word, say what sounds make up that word, or state a rule such as ‘add an
-sto form the plural’?

4 How extensive is their general knowledge of the world? Does this know-
ledge enable them to make good guesses about what a second language
interlocutor is probably saying?
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5 Are they likely to be anxious about making mistakes and concerned
about sounding ‘silly’ when speaking the language?

6 Does the learning environment allow them to be silent in the early stages
of learning, or are they expected to speak from the beginning?

7 Do they have plenty of time available for language learning, plenty of
contact with proficient speakers of the language?

8 Do they frequently receive CORRECTIVE FEEDBACK when they make
errors in grammar or pronunciation, or do listeners usually overlook
these errors and pay attention to the meaning?

9 Do they receive corrective feedback when their meaning is not clear,
when they use the wrong word, or when they say something inappropri-
ate or impolite?

10 Is mopIFIED INPUT available? That is, do interlocutors adapt their
speech so that learners can understand (e.g., in terms of speed of delivery,
complexity of grammatical structure, or vocabulary?)

Using the chart in Table 2.1, give your opinion about the presence or absence
of learner characteristics and learning conditions for four types of learners.
Use the following notation:

+ = usually

- = usually absent

? = sometimes present, sometimes absent, or you're not sure

Then, compare your views with the discussion of learner characteristics and
learning conditions below.

Learner characteristics

By definition, all second language learners, regardless of age, have already
acquired at least one language. This prior knowledge may be an advantage in
the sense that they have an idea of how languages work. On the other hand,
knowledge of other languages can lead learners to make incorrect guesses
about how the second language works, and this may result in errors that first
language learners would not make.

Very young language learners begin the task of first language acquisition

without the cognitive maturity or metalinguistic awareness that older
second language learners have. Although young second language learners
have begun to develop these characteristics, they will still have far to go in
these areas, as well as in the area of world knowledge, before they reach the
levels already attained by adults and adolescents.

On the one hand, cognitive maturity and metalinguistic awareness allow
older learners to solve problems and engage in discussions about language.
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First

IR Second language

Young child | Young child | Adolescent|  Adult
(at home) | (playground)| (classroom)|(on the job)

Learner characteristics
Another language

Cognitive maturity

Metalinguistic awareness
World knowledge
Anxiety about speaking

Learning conditions

Freedom to be silent

Ample time

Corrective feedback
(grammar and pronunciation)
Corrective feedback
(meaning, word choice,
politeness)

Modified input

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

Table 2.1 Contexts for language learning

On the other hand, some researchers have suggested that the use of these
cognitive skills—so valuable for many kinds of tasks—can actually interfere
with language acquisition. Their hypothesis is that successful language
acquisition draws on different mental abilities, abilities that are specific to
language learning. This view is related to the idea that there is a critical
period for language acquisition. It has been suggested that older learners
draw on their problem solving and metalinguistic abilities precisely because
they can no longer access the innate language acquisition ability they had as
young children.

In addition to possible cognitive differences, there are also attitudinal and
cultural differences between children and adults. Most child learners are
willing to try to use the language—even when their proficiency is quite limited.
Many adults and adolescents find it stressful when they are unable to express
themselves clearly and correctly. Nevertheless, even very young (pre-school)
children differ in their willingness to speak a language they do not know well.
Some children happily chatter away in their new language; others prefer to
listen and participate silently in social interaction with their peers.
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Learning conditions

Younger learners, in an informal second language-learning environment, are
usually allowed to be silent until they are ready to speak. They may also have
opportunities to practise their second language ‘voice’ in songs and games
that allow them to blend their voices with those of other children. Older
learners are often forced to speak—to meet the requirements of a classroom
or to carry out everyday tasks such as shopping, medical visits, or job
interviews.

Young children in informal settings are usually exposed to the second
language for many hours every day. Older learners, especially students in
language classrooms, are more likely to receive only limited exposure to the
second language. Classroom learners not only spend less time in contact
with the language, they also tend to be exposed to a far smaller range of
discourse types. For example, classroom learners are often taught language
that is somewhat formal in comparison to the language as it is used in most
social settings. In many foreign language classes, teachers switch to their
students” first language for discipline or classroom management, thus
depriving learners of opportunities to experience uses of the language in real
communication.

As we saw in Chapter 1, parents tend to respond to their children’s language
in terms of its meaning rather than in terms of its grammatical accuracy.
Similarly, in second language learning outside of classrooms, errors that do
not interfere with meaning are usually overlooked. Most people would feel
they were being impolite if they interrupted and corrected someone who was
trying to have a conversation with them. Nevertheless, interlocutors may
react to an error if they cannot understand what the speaker is trying to say.
Thus, errors of grammar and pronunciation may not be remarked on, but
the wrong word choice may receive comment from a puzzled interlocutor. In
a situation where a second language speaker appears to use inappropriate
language, interlocutors may feel uncomfortable, not knowing whether the
speaker intends to be rude or simply does not know the polite way to say
what s intended. In this case too, especially between adults, it is unlikely that
the second language speaker would be told that something had gone wrong.
The only place where feedback on error is typically present with high
frequency is the language classroom. Even there, it is not always provided
consistently.

One condition that appears to be common to learners of all ages—though
perhaps not in equal quality or quantity—is exposure to modified or
adapted input. This adjusted speech style, called child-directed speech in
first language acquisition, has sometimes been called FOREIGNER TALK or
TEACHER TALK in certain contexts of second language acquisition. Some
people who interact regularly with language learners seem to have an
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intuitive sense of what adjustments they need to make to help learners
understand. Of course, some people are much better at this than others. We
have all witnessed those painful conversations in which people seem to think
that they can make learners understand better if they simply talk louder!
Some Canadian friends told us of an experience they had in China. They
were visiting some historic temples and wanted to get more information
about them than they could glean from their guidebook. They asked their
guide some questions about the monuments. Unfortunately, their limited
Chinese and his non-existent English made it difficult for them to exchange
information. The guide kept speaking louder and louder, but our friends
understood very little. Finally, in frustration, the guide concluded that it
would help if they could see the information—so he took a stick and began
writing in the sand—in Chinese characters!

Lirfortunately, the eatice plumbing shem
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A general theory of second language acquisition needs to account for
language acquisition by learners with a variety of characteristics in a variety
of contexts. The emphasis in this chapter is on theories that have been
proposed to explain the aspects of language acquisition that are common to
all second language learners and contexts. We will look at how behaviourist
and innatist explanations have been extended to account for second lan-
guage acquisition. We will also look at some theories from cognitive psych-
ology that have increasingly informed second language research in recent
years. These coGNITIVIST theories emphasize the way the mind perceives,
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retains, organizes, and retrieves information. Finally, we will look at
SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY, a perspective that places second language
acquisition in a larger social context.

Behaviourism

As we saw in Chapter 1, behaviourist theory explained learning in terms of
imitation, practice, reinforcement (or feedback on success), and habit
formation. Much of the early research within behaviourist theory was done
with laboratory animals, but the learning process was hypothesized to be the
same for humans.

Second language applications: Mimicry and
memorization

Behaviourism had a powerful influence on second and foreign language
teaching, especially in North America, between the 1940s and the 1970s.
Nelson Brooks (1960) and Robert Lado (1964) were two proponents of this
perspective whose influence was felt directly in the development of
AUDIOLINGUAL teaching materials and in teacher training. Classroom
activities emphasized mimicry and memorization, and students learned
dialogues and sentence patterns by heart. Because language development
was viewed as the formation of habits, it was assumed that a person learning
asecond language would start off with the habits formed in the first language
and that these habits would interfere with the new ones needed for the
second language. Thus, behaviourism was often linked to the cONTRASTIVE
ANALYSIS HYPOTHESIS (CAH), which was developed by structural linguists
in Europe and North America. According to the CAH, where the first
language and the target language are similar, learners should acquire TARGET
LANGUAGE structures with ease; where there are differences, learners should
have difficulty. However, researchers have found that learners do not make
all the errors predicted by the CAH. Instead, many of their actual errors are
not predictable on the basis of their first language. Adult second language
learners produce sentences that sound more like a child’s. Also, many of their
sentences would be ungrammatical if translated into their first language.
What is more, some characteristics of the simple structures they use are very
similar across learners from a variety of backgrounds, even if their respective
first languages are different from each other and different from the target

Ianguage.

In Chaprer 4, we will see ample evidence that second language learners draw
on what they already know. However, we will also see that they are some-
times reluctant to transfer certain first language patterns, even when the
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translation equivalent would be correct. Also, first language influence may
become more apparent as more is learned about the second language,
leading learners to see similarities that they had not perceived at an earlier
stage. All this suggests that the influence of the learner’s first language may
not simply be a matter of the TRANSFER of habits, but a more subtle and
complex process of identifying points of similarity, weighing the evidence in
support of some particular feature, and even reflecting (though not
necessarily consciously) about whether a certain feature seems to ‘belong’ in
the target language. By the 1970s, many researchers were convinced that
behaviourism and the contrastive analysis hypothesis were inadequate
explanations for second language acquisition. Some of these criticisms arose
as a result of the growing influence of innatist views of language acquisition.

The innatist perspective: Universal Grammar

As we saw in Chapter 1, the rejection of behaviourism as an explanation for
first language acquisition was partly triggered by Chomsky’s critique of it.
Choms rinciples of Universal
Grammaf{ (UG
environmen itical period of their development.
did not make specific claims about the implications of his theory for second
language learning, Lydia White (2003a) and other i

DR e AN S e ey
“second language acquisition. Others, for example Robert Bley-Vroman
(1983) and Jacquelyn Schachter (1990) argue that, ahil’ugh_U-G—rs—a-good
framework for understanding fir it is not a good

explananon for the acquisition of a second language, especially by learners

who have iod. In their view, this means that second

language acquisition has to be explained b theory, perhaps one
W eories described below. '

Vivian Cook (2003) and others point out that, even though many learners
fail to achi lete mastery of the tar Here is still a ‘logical

roblem’ of second language acquisition. That is, we need to find an
Wﬂ:e that learners eventually know more about the
Janguage than they could reasonably have learned if they had to depend
entirely on the input th osed to. This suggests that knowledge of
UG must be available to second language learners as well as to first language
learners. ch;%%ﬂ@@ﬁmmmwd
availability o are the same in first and second language acquisition.

“Others argue that UG may be present and available to second language
learners, but that its exact nature has been altered by the acquisition of other

languages.
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Researchers working within the UG framework also differ in their Ne
hypotheses about how formal instruction or the availability of feedback on spe
their learning will affect learners’ knowledge of the second language. Bonnie lea
Schwartz (1993), for example, concludes that such instruction and feedback pol
change only the superficial appearance of language performance and do not pla
really affect the underlying systematic knowledge of the new language. pre

Rather, language acquisition is based on the availability of natural language
in the learner’s environment. Lydia White (1991) and others who think that Th
the nature of UG is altered by the acquisition of the first language suggest it

that second language learners may sometimes need explicit information Th
about what is not grammatical in the second language. Otherwise, they may o
assume that some structures of the first language have equivalents in the thi
second language when, in fact, they do not. We will see some examples of ady
language structures that are influenced by the learner’s first language in <
Chapter 4 and some studies related to the effect of instruction and feedback Th
in Chapter 6. s lan
Researchers who study second language acquisition Froﬁ G perspectivi leve
are ysually interested in the language competence of advanced learners— (we
their complex knowledge of grammar—rather than in the simple language bey
of beginning learners. They are interested in whether the competence that Th
underlies the PERFORMANCE or use of the second language resembles the ot
competence underlying the langu: rmance of native speakers. Thus, acc
their investigations often inv&;immm;&r —
methods to probe what learners know about the language rather than ‘Wh
observations of speaking. By using such methods, they hope to gain insight St
into what learners actually know about the language rather than how they e
happen to use it in a given situation. =

Second language applications: Krashen'’s
‘monitor model’

One model of second language acquisition that was influenced by
Chomsky's theory of first language acquisition was Stephen Krashen’s
(1982) Monitar Model. He first described this model in the early 1970s, ata
time when there was growing dissatisfaction with language teaching
methods based on behaviourism. Krashen described his model in terms of
five hypotheses.

First, in the acquisition—learning hypothesis, Krashen contrasts these two
terms. We ‘acquire’ as we are exposed to samples of the second language we
understand in much the same way that children pick up their first
language—with no conscious attention to language form. We ‘learn’ on the
other hand through conscious attention to form and rule learning,
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Next, according to the monitor hypothesis, the acquired system initiates a
speaker’s utterances and is responsible for spontaneous language use. The
learned system acts as an editor or ‘monitor’, making minor changes and
polishing what the acquired system has produced. Such monitoring takes
place only when the speaker/writer has plenty of time, is concerned about
producing correct language, and has learned the relevant rules.

The natural order hypothesis was based on the finding that, as in first language
acquisition, second language acquisition unfolds in predictable sequences.
The language features that are easiest to state (and thus to learn) are not
necessarily the first to be acquired. For example, the rule for adding an -sto
third person singular verbs in the present tense is easy to state, but even some
advanced second language speakers fail to apply it in spontaneous
conversation (see Chapter 4).

The input hypothesis is that acquisition occurs when one is exposed to
language that is comprehensible and that contains i + 1. The ‘I’ represents the
level of language already acquired, and the “+1” is a metaphor for language
(words, grammatical forms, aspects of pronunciation) that is just a step
beyond that level.

The fact that some people who are exposed to large quantities of
comprehensible input do not necessarily acquire a language successfully is

accounted for by Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis. The ‘affective filter’ is ——)
metaphorical barrier that prevents leasners from acquiring language even -
when appropriate inpurisavailable (Affect_tefers to feelings, motives. needs, S W‘

artitudes, and emotional states. A learner who is tense, anxious, or bored

may ‘filter out’ i ing it unavailable for acquisition.
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Both psychologists and linguists challenged Krashen’s model. Linguist Lydia
White (1987) questioned one of his hypotheses in a paper called ‘Against
Comprehensible Input’. Psychologist Barry McLaughlin’s 1978 article was
one of the first to raise the question of whether the five hypotheses could be
tested by empirical research. For example, distinguishing between ‘acquired’
and ‘learned’ knowledge can lead to circular definitions (if it’s acquired, it’s
fluent; if it’s fluent, it’s acquired) and to a reliance on intuition rather than
observable differences in behaviour.

In spite of lively criticism and debate, Krashen’s ideas were very influential
during a period when second language teaching was in transition from
approaches that emphasized learning rules or memorizing dialogues to
approaches that emphasized using language with a focus on meaning, Since
then, COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING, including IMMERSION «
and CONTENT-BASED INSTRUCTION, has been widely implemented, and l
Krashen's ideas have been a source of ideas for research in second language ]
acquisition. Classroom research has confirmed that students can make a i
great deal of progress through exposure to comprehensible input without l
direct instruction. Studies have also shown, however, that students may |
reach a point from which they fail to make further progress on some features
of the second language unless they also have access to guided instruction (see
Chapter 6). Some insights from learning theories developed in psychology
help to explain why this may be so.

% m PR RAs

Current psychological theories:
The cognitivist/developmental perspective

Since the 1990s, psychological theories have become increasingly central to
research in second language development. Some of these theories use the
computer as a metaphor for the mind, comparing language acquisition to
the capacities of computers for storing, integrating, and retrieving informa-
tion. Some draw on neurobiology, seeking to relate observed behaviour as
directly as possible to brain activity.
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As in first language acquisition, cognitive and developmental psychologists
argue that there is no need to hypothesize that humans have a language-
specific module in the brain or that ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning’ are distinct
mental processes. In their view, general theories of learning can account for
the gradual development of complex syntax and for learners’ inability to
spontaneously use everything they know about a language at a given time. As
noted above, some linguists have also concluded that, while UG provides a
plausible explanation for first language acquisition, something else is required
for second language acquisition since it so often falls short of full success.
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Information processing

Cognitive psychologists working in an information-processing model of
human learning and performance see second language acquisition as the
building up of knowledge that can eventually be called on automatically for
speaking and understanding. Norman Segalowitz (2003) and others have
suggested that learners have to pay attention at first to any aspect of the
language that they are trying to understand or produce. ‘Pay attention’ in
this context is accepted to mean using cognitive resources to process
information. However, there is a limit to how much information a learner
can pay attention to. Thus, learners at the earliest stages will use most of their
resources to understand the main words in a message. In that situation, they
may not notice the grammatical morphemes attached to some of the words,
especially those that do not substantially affect meaning. Gradually, through
experience and practice, information that was new becomes easier to
process, and learners become able to access it quickly and even automarically.
This frees them to pay attention to other aspects of the language that, in
turn, gradually become automaric.

For proficient speakers, choosing words, pronouncing them, and stringing
them together with the appropriate grammatical markers is essentially
automatic. When proficient listeners hear a familiar word, even for a split
second, they cannot help but understand it. Such automatic responses do
not use up the kind of resources needed for processing new information.
Thus, proficient language users can give their full attention to the overall
meaning of a text or conversation, whereas learners use more of their
attention on processing the meaning of individual words. This helps to
explain why second language readers need more time to understand a text,
even if they eventually do fully comprehend it (Favreau and Segalowitz
1983). The information processing model suggests that there is a limit to the
amount of focused mental activity we can engage in at one time.

Note that the ‘practice’ needed for the development of automaticity is not
something mechanical, and it is not limited to the production of language.
Exposure to, and comprehension of, a language feature may also be counted
as practice. In information processing, practice involves cognitive effort on
the part of the learner, but it need not necessarily be available for the learner’s
introspection. It can occur below the level of awareness.

Similar ‘information processing’ approaches to second language acquisition
have been explored by other researchers. Drawing on J. R. Anderson’s
(1995) work, Robert DeKeyser (1998, 2001) and others have investigated
second language acquisition as ‘skill learning’. They suggest that most
learning, including language learning, starts with DECLARATIVE KNOW-
LEDGE, also referred to as knowledge that. The hypothesis is that, through
practice, declarative knowledge may become PROCEDURAL KNOWLEDGE,
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or knowledge how, in the same way that someone learns other skills like Co
driving a car or skating. Indeed, once skills become proceduralized and

automatized, thinking about the declarative knowledge while trying to As
perform the skill actually disrupts the smooth performance of it. In second con
language acquisition, the path from declarative to procedural knowledge is neu
sometimes associated with the kind of learning that takes place in a mos
classroom, where rule learning is followed by practice. With enough the
practice, procedural knowledge eclipses the declarative knowledge, which, lear
in time, may be forgotten. For this reason, fluent speakers may not even spec
realize that they once possessed the declarative knowledge that set the imp
process in motion. tgec
Sometimes changes in language behaviour do not seem to be explainable in Ehz |
terms of a gradual build-up of fluency through practice. These changes have

been described in terms of ‘restructuring’ (Lightbown 1985; McLaughlin Cor
1990). They seem to be based on some qualitative change in the learner’s lang
knowledge. Restructuring may account for what appear to be sudden bursts fean
of progress, when learners suddenly seem to ‘put it all together’, even though situ
they have not had any new instruction or apparently relevant exposure to the stro
language. It may also explain apparent backsliding, when a systematic aspect Evel
of a learner’s language incorporates too much or incorporates the wrong the
things. For example, when a learner finally masters the use of the regular -ed verb
ending to show past tense, irregular verbs that had previously been heat
practised” correctly may be affected. Thus, after months of saying ‘I saw a prot
film’, the learner may say ‘I seed’ or even ‘I sawed’. Such errors are not based strol
on practice of those specific items but rather on their integration into a may
general pattern. expe
Another concept from psychology offers insight into how learners store and :)}:,: 5

retrieve language. According to ‘transfer appropriate processing’, informa- Nidl
tion is best retrieved in situations that are similar to those in which it was

acquired (Blaxton 1989). This is because when we learn something our ::;:
memories also record something about the context in which it was learned

and even about the way we learned it, for example, by reading or hearing it. As 1
To date, most of the research on transfer appropriate processing has been mec
done in laboratory experiments, for example, comparing the learning of hear
word lists under different conditions. However, the hypothesis seems to offer stud
a plausible way of explaining a widely observed phenomenon in second and
language learning: knowledge that is acquired mainly in rule learning or drill inna
activities may be easier to access on tests that resemble the learning activities simy
than in communicative situations (Gatbonton and Segalowitz 1988, 2005). knoy
On the other hand, if; during learning, the learner’s cognitive resources are cont

completely occupied with a focus on meaning in communicative activities,
retrieval of specific language features such as grammatical markers or word
order on a test of those features may be more difficult.
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Connectionism

As seen in the discussion of first language acquisition in Chapter 1,
connectionists, unlike innatists, see no need to hypothesize the existence of a
neurological module dedicated exclusively to language acquisition. Like
most cognitive psychologists, connectionists attribute greater importance to
the role of the environment than to any specific innate knowledge in the
learner, arguing that what is innate is simply the ability to learn, not any
specifically linguistic principles. Connectionists also attribute less
importance to the kind of declarative knowledge that characterizes some
theories of skill learning. As Nick Ellis (2002) explains, the emphasis is on
the frequency with which learners encounter specific linguistic features in
the input and the frequency with which features occur together.

Connectionists argue that learners gradually build up their knowledge of
language through exposure to the thousands of instances of the linguistic
features they eventually hear. After hearing language features in specific
situational or linguistic contexts over and over again, learners develop a
stronger and stronger network of ‘connections’ between these elements.
Eventually, the presence of one situational or linguistic element will activate
the other(s) in the learner’s mind. For example, learners might get subject—
verb agreement correct, not because they know a rule but because they have
heard examples such as ‘I say’ and ‘he says’ so often that each subject
pronoun activates the correct verb form. Connections like these may be very
strong because the elements have occurred together very frequently or they
may be relatively weaker because there have been fewer opportunities to
experience them together. Evidence for the connectionist view comes from
the observation that much of the language we use in ordinary conversation is
predictable, in some cases to the point of being formulaic. As suggested by
Nick Ellis (2003, 2005) and others, language is at least partly learned in
chunks larger than single words and not all sentences or phrases are put
together one word at a time.

As noted in Chapter 1, connectionist research has shown that a learning
mechanism, simulated by a computer program, cannot only ‘learn’ what it
hears but can also generalize, even making overgeneralization errors. These
studies have so far dealt almost exclusively with the acquisition of vocabulary
and grammatical morphemes, that is, aspects of the language that even
innatists will grant may be acquired largely through memorization and
simple generalization. How this model of cumulative learning can lead to
knowledge of complex syntactic structures is an important area for
continued research.
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The competition model

The competition model is closely related to the connectionist perspective. It
is also based on the hypothesis that language acquisition occurs without the
necessity of a learner’s focused attention or the need for any innate brain
module that is specifically for language. Elizabeth Bates and Brian
MacWhinney (1981) described the competition model as an explanation for
language acquisition that takes into account not only language form but also
language meaning and language use. The competition model is proposed as
an explanation for both first and second language acquisition. Through
exposure to thousands of examples of language associated with particular
meanings, learners come to understand how to use the ‘cues’ with which a
language signals specific functions. For example, the relationship between
words in a sentence may be signalled by word order, grammatical markers,
and the animacy of the nouns in the sentence. Most languages make use of
multiple cues, but they differ in the primacy of each. This becomes clear in a
situation where the meaning of a sentence is not immediately obvious. What
helps you figure out the meaning? English uses word order as the most
common indicator of the relationships between sentence components. Most
English sentences have the order Subject-Verb-Object (SVO). That is, the
typical English sentence mentions the subject first, then the verb, then the
object. Two- and three-year old English speaking children use cues of
animacy and their knowledge of the way things work in the world to
interpret odd sentences. Thus, if they hear a string of words such as ‘Box
push boy’, they will act it out by making a boy doll push a tiny box, focusing
on the fact that the ‘boy’ is the natural agent of action in this situation.
However, the SVO pattern is so strong in English that, before they are four
years old, children will give an SVO interpretation to such strings of words.
They will ignore the fact that boxes don’t normally move on their own, and
carefully demonstrate how the box pushes the boy. Word order patterns are
stronger than animacy cues at this point. Furthermore, at this age, they may
attribute the SVO relationship to sentences in the passive voice. That is,
“The box was pushed by the boy’ may be interpreted as “The box pushed the
boy.” Only later do they learn to pay attention to the grammarical markers
that distinguish the active voice sentence from the passive word order.

Other languages, for example, Spanish and Italian, have more flexible word
order. As Brian MacWhinney (1997) explains, speakers of these languages,
even as adults, rely more on grammatical markers (for example, the
agreement of subject and verb, the case marking of pronouns) or on the
animacy of nouns to understand how sentence elements are related. When
English speakers are learning these languages, they may have difficulty
suppressing their tendency to rely on word order as the basis for
interpretation. For example, an English speaking learner of Italian may find
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it confusing to hear sentences such as ‘7. giocattolo guarda il bambino (the toy
—is looking at—the boy). An Iralian speaker, accustomed to more flexible
word order, focuses on the animacy of the two nouns and concludes that the
most reasonable interpretation is that the boy is looking at the toy. According
to the competition model, second language acquisition requires that learners
learn the relative importance of the different cues appropriate in the
language they are learning (MacWhinney 1997).

Second language applications: Interacting, noticing,
and processing

A number of hypotheses, theories, and models for explaining second
language acquisition have been inspired by the cognitivist/developmental
perspective.

“Thei

velyn Hatch (1978), Michael Long (1983, 1996), Teresa Pica (1994) and
Susan Gass (1997), among others, argue that conversational interaction isap
essendial, if not sufficient, condition for second language acquisition. These.
researchers have studied the ways in which speakers modify their speech and
their interaction patterns_in_order to_help learners participate in_a
conversation or understand some information. Long (1983) agreed with
Krashen that comprehensible input is necessary for language acquisition.
However, he focused more on the question of how input could be made
comprehensible. He argued that MODIFIED INTERACTION is the necessary

mechamsm for making language comgrehegmhlc That i1s, what learnets
is not necessarily simplificag linguistic forms but rather an
np_év_ortuniry to interact with other rs, workin

mutual comprehension. Through these interactions, interlocutors ﬁgurc out
what they need to do to keep the conversation going and make the input

comprehenslble According to Long, there are no cases of beginner-level
‘earners acquiring a second language from native-speaker talk that has not

been modified in some way.

in the original (1983) formulation of the Interaction Hypothesis, Long
wmferred that modified interaction is necessary for language acquisition,
summarizing the relationship as follows:

1 Interactional modification makes input comprehensible. /4 > D

2 Comprehensible input promotes acquisition. B -:9 .
Therefore,

3 Inreractional modification promotes acquisition. 4 == _
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t always involve linguistic simplification. It B
may also include ela i r the provision of la
additional contextual cues. Some examples of these conversational modifica- 1
tions are: ei
1 Comprehension checks—efforts by the native speaker to ensure e C;

learner has understood (for example, “The bus leaves at 6:30. Do you Ii'
understand?’). .
2 Clarification requests—efforts by the learner to get the native speaker to le
clarify something that has not heen undersroad (for example, ‘Could you d
repeat please?’). These requests from the learner lead to further la
modifications by the native speaker. n
3 &wmwwg L
sentence cither partially orin irs entirety (for example, ‘She got lost on n:
way home from school. She was walking home from school. She got Fh
lost.”).
sC
Research has shown that conversational adjustments can aid compre- e
hension. Modification that takes place during interaction leads to better T
understanding than linguistic simplification or modification that is planned 5
in advance. While some recent research has shown that specific kinds of il
interaction behaviours aid learning in terms of immediate production, more ac'
research is needed on how access to modified interaction affects second &
language acquisition in the long term. 5
In Longs (1996) revised version of the Interaction Hypothesis, more ps
emphasis is placed on the importance of corrective feedback during ol
interaction. When communication is difficult, interlocutors must ‘negotiate Sk
for meaning’, and this negotiation is seen as the opportunity for language lay
development. Merrill Swain (1985) extended this thinking when she le:
proposed ‘the comprehensible output hypothesis’. She observed that it is P
when learners must produce language that their interlocutor can understand to
that they are most likely to see the limits of their second language ability and Tl
the need to find better ways to express their meaning. The demands of se
producing comprehensible output, she hypothesized, ‘push’ learners ahead re:
in their development.
In
The noticing hypothesis o
Richard Schmide (1990, 2001) proposed the ‘noticing hypothesis’, lar
suggesting that nothing is learned unless it has been noticed. Noticing does pr
not itself result in acquisition, but it is the essential starting point. wi
Schmidr’s original proposal of the noticing hypothesis came from his own :2:

experience as a learner of Portuguese. After months of taking classes, living in
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Brazil, and keeping a diary, he began to realize that certain features of
language that had been present in the environment for the whole time began
to enter his own second language system only when he had noticed them,
cither because they were brought to his attention in class or because some
other experience made them salient. Drawing on psychological learning
theories, Schmidt hypothesized that second language learners could not
begin to acquire a language feature until they had become aware of it in the
input. Susan Gass (1988) also described a learning process that begins when
learners notice something they hear or see in the second language that is
different from what they expected or that fills a gap in their knowledge of the
language. The question of whether learners must be aware that they are
noticing’ something in the input is the object of considerable debate.
According to information processing theories, anything that uses up our
mental ‘processing space’, even if we are not aware of it or attending to it ‘on
purpose’, can contribute to learning. From the connectionist perspective,
the likelihood of acquisition is best predicted by the frequency with which
something is available for processing, not by the learner’s awareness of
something in the input.

These questions about the importance of awareness and attention have been
the object of debate and research. Several researchers have found ways to
track learners’ attention as they engage in second language interaction or
activity. Alison Mackey, Susan Gass, and Kim McDonough (2000) have
described techniques, for example, having learners see and hear themselves
in videotaped interactions, to explore what they were thinking as they
participated in conversations. Ron Leow (1997) developed crossword
puzzles that learners had to solve while speaking aloud. Merrill Swain and
Sharon Lapkin (1998) recorded learners in pair work and kept track of the
language features they mentioned. These research designs cannot tell us if
learners noticed things they did not mention. However, they do make it
possible to identify some things that learners showed they were aware of and
to compare these to performance on measures of their language knowledge.
The extent to which learners” awareness of language features affects their
second language development will come up again in our discussion of
research on second language acquisition in the classroom in Chapter 6.

Input processing

In his research with American university students learning foreign
languages, Bill VanPatten (2004) observed many cases of students misinter-
preting sentences. For example, as predicted by the competition model,
when these English speakers heard sentences such as ‘La sigue el sefior’, they
interpreted it as ‘She (subject pronoun) follows the man’. The correct
interpretation is ‘Her (object pronoun) follows the man’ (subject of the
sentence). In other words, the correct English translation would be ‘The
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man follows her’. In order to understand that, students need to learn that in
Spanish, a pronoun object precedes the verb and that it is essential to pay
attention to whether the pronoun is a subject or an object rather than to the
word order alone. (See the discussion of the comperition model earlier in this
chapter.)

VanParten argued that the problem arose in part from the fact that learners
have limited processing capacity and cannot pay attention to form and
meaning at the same time. Not surprisingly, they tend to give priority to
meaning. When the context in which they hear a sentence helps them make
sense of it, they do not notice details of the language form. In Chapter 6 we
will see how VanPatten developed instructional procedures that require
learners to focus on the language itself in order to interpret the meaning,

Processability theory

Jiirgen Meisel, Harald Clahsen, and Manfred Pienemann (1981) studied the
acquisition of German by a group of adult migrant workers who had little or
no second language instruction. They analysed large samples of their speech
and described the details of developmental sequences in their production of
simple and complex sentences. They concluded that the_sequence of
development for features of syntax and morphology was affected by how
casy these were to procgss. Ease of processing was found to depend to a large

xtent on the position of thase featnre<in 3 sentence. res that typically
ccurred at the beginning or end of a sentence wer: i
those that were in the middle. All learners acquired the features in the same

o “sequence, even though they progressed at different rates. They also found
that some language features did not seem i
_and were used by learners who were at different developmental stages. These
_were referred to as ‘variational’ fearnres

Pienemann (1999, 2003) developed his processability theory on the basis of

his continued research with learners of different languages in a variety of

settings, both instructional and informal. One important aspect of his

theory is the integration of developmental sequences with first language

influence. He argues that his theory explains a widely reported phenomenon

in second languagg acquisition: learners do not simply transter features from
their first language at early stages of acquisition{ Instead. they Q
develop a certain level of processing capacity in the second language before
they can use their knowledge of the features that already exist in their Arst
language. We will see many examples of this in Chaprer 4.
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The sociocultural perspective

As we saw in Chapter 1, Vygotsky's theory assumes that cognitive develop-
ment, including language development, arises as a result of social inter-
actions. Primary among these interactions are those between individuals.
Unlike the psychological theories that view thinking and speaking as related
but independent processes, sociocultural theory views speaking and
thinking as tightly interwoven. Speaking (and writing) mediate thinking,
which means that people can gain control over their mental processes as a
consequence of internalizing what others say to them and what they say to
others. Learning is thought to occur when an individual interacts with an
interlocutor within his or her zone of proximal development (ZPD)—that
is, in a situation in which the learner is capable of performing at a higher level
because there is support from an interlocutor.

In some ways, this approach may appear to restate some of the hypotheses
encountered elsewhere in this chapter. People sometimes wonder whether the
ZPD is the same as Krashen’s i+1. William Dunn and James Lantolf (1998)
addressed this question in a review article, arguing that it is not possible to
compare the two concepts because they depend on very different ideas about
how development occurs. The ZPD is a metaphorical location or ‘site’ in
which learners co-construct knowledge in collaboration with an interlocutor.
In Krashen’s i+1 the input comes from outside the learner and the emphasis is
on the comprehensibility of input that includes language structures that are
just beyond the learner’s current developmental level. The emphasis in ZPD is
on development and how learners co-construct knowledge based on their
interaction with their interlocutor or in PRIVATE SPEECH.

Vygotskyan theory has also been compared to the interaction hypothesis
because of the interlocutor’s role in helping learners understand and be
understood. These two perspectives differ primarily in the emphasis they
place on the internal cognitive processes. In the interaction hypothesis, the
emphasis is on the individual cognitive processes in the mind of the learner.
Interaction facilitates those cognitive processes by giving learners access to
the input they need to activate internal processes. In Vygotskyan theory,
greater importance is attached to the conversations themselves, with
learning occurring through the social interaction. Sociocultural theory holds
that people gain control of and reorganize their cognitive processes during
mediation as knowledge is internalized during social activity.

Second language applications: Learning by talking

Extending Vygotskyan theory to second language acquisition, Jim Lantolf
(2000), Richard Donato (1994) and others are interested in showing how
second language learners acquire language when they collaborate and
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interact with other speakers. Traditionally, the ZPD has been understood to
involve an expert and a novice, however, recent work has broadened the term
to include novice/novice or learner/learner interlocutors. An example of this
is in Communication task B in Chapter 5. In that excerpt the learners are
struggling with French reflexive verbs as they try to construct a storyline
from pictures. That example is taken from the work of Merrill Swain and
Sharon Lapkin (2002), who have investigated sociocultural explanations for
second language learning in Canadian French immersion programmes.
Their work has its origins in Swain’s ‘comprehensible output hypothesis’ and
the notion that the production of language pushes learners to process
language more deeply. In preparing to speak or write, they must pay more
attention to how meaning is expressed through language than they do for the
comprehension of language. Swain (1985) first proposed the ‘coMPREHEN-
SIBLE OUTPUT HYPOTHESIS' in response to Krashen’s comprehensible
input hypothesis, based on the observation that French immersion students
were considerably weaker in their spoken and written production than in
their reading and listening comprehension (see Chapter 6). She advocated
more opportunities for learners to engage in verbal production (i.e. ‘outpur’)
in French immersion classrooms. Since then, she and her colleagues have
carried out extensive research to investigate the effects of output on second
language learning.

Swain’s (2000) early work on the output hypothesis was influenced by
cognitive theory, but more recent work has been motivated by sociocultural
theory. Using the term ‘collaborative dialogue’, Swain and Lapkin and their
colleagues have carried out a series of studies to determine how second
language learners co-construct linguistic knowledge while engaging in
production tasks (i.e. speaking and writing) that simultaneously draw their
attention to form and meaning. In Communication task B in Chapter 5,
learners were testing hypotheses about the correct forms to use, discussing
them together and deciding what forms were best to express their meaning,
Swain (2000) considers collaborative dialogues such as these as the context
where ‘language use and language learning can co-occur. It is language use
mediating language learning. It is cognitive activity and it is social activity’

(p. 97).

Therefore, the difference between the sociocultural perspective and that of
other researchers who also view interaction as important in second language
acquisition is that sociocultural theorists assume that the cognitive processes
begin as an external socially mediated activity and eventually become
internalized. Other interactionist models assume that modified input and
interaction provide learners with the raw material for internal cognitive

Processes.
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Theory into practice

[n the end, what all theories of language acquisition are intended to account
for is the ability of human learners to acquire language within a variety of
social and instructional environments. All of the theories discussed in this
chapter and in Chapter 1 use metaphors to represent this invisible reality.
Both linguists and psychologists draw some of their evidence from
neurological research. At present, most of the research on specific brain
activity during language processing must be based on indirect evidence.
Advances in technology are rapidly increasing opportunities to observe brain
activity more directly. Such research will eventually contribute to reinter-
pretations of research that, until now, can examine only observable
behaviour.

Many claims from behaviourist theory were based on experiments with
animals learning a variety of responses to laboratory stimuli. Their applic-
ability to the natural learning of languages by humans was strongly
challenged by psychologists and linguists alike, primarily because of the
inadequacy of behaviourist models to account for the complexity involved in
language learning,

Newer psychological theories have often involved computer simulations or
controlled laboratory experiments where people learn specific sets of
carefully chosen linguistic features, often in an invented language. Many
linguists argue thar this does not entitle psychologists to generalize to the
complexities of the linguistic knowledge that learners eventually have.

Linguists working from an innatist perspective draw much of their evidence
from studies of the complexities of proficient speakers’ language knowledge
and performance and from analysis of their own intuitions about language.
Crirics of this view argue that it is not enough to know what the final state of
knowledge is and that more attention should be paid to the developmental
steps leading up to this level of mastery.

Interactionists emphasize the role of modification in conversational inter-
actions. This perspective, as well as the sociocultural perspective, provides
insights into the ways in which learners can gain access to new knowledge
about the language when they have support from an interlocutor. Some
critics of the interactionist position argue that much of what learners need to
know is not available in the input, and so they put greater emphasis on
innate principles of language that learners can draw on.

Researchers and educators who are hoping for language acquisition theories
that give them insight into language teaching practice are often frustrated by
the lack of agreement among the ‘experts’. The complexities of second
language acquisition, like those of first language acquisition, represent
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puzzles that scientists will continue to work on for a long time. Research that
has theory development as its goal has important long-term significance for
language teaching and learning, but agreement on a ‘complete’ theory of
language acquisition is probably, at best, a long way off. Even if such
agreement were reached, there would still be questions about how the theory
should be interpreted for language teaching practice. Many teachers watch
theory development with interest, but must continue to teach and plan
lessons and assess students’ performance in the absence of a comprehensive
theory of second language learning.

A growing body of applied research draws on a wide range of theorerical
orientations, sometimes explicitly stated, sometimes merely implied. This
research may provide information that is more helpful in guiding reachers’
reflections about pedagogy. In Chapters 5 and 6, we will examine language
acquisition research that has focused on learning in the classroom. First,
however, we will review research on individual differences that influence
learners’ success in language acquisition (Chapter 3) and some detailed
descriptions of learners’ developing language knowledge and use (Chapter 4).
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INDIVIDUAL
DIFFERENCES IN SECOND
LANGUAGE LEARNING

Before you read this chapter, reflect on your own experience as a language
learner. Then interview several friends, colleagues, or family members about
their experiences learning a second or foreign language. If there is a language
they speak with a high level of proficiency, ask about the environment in
which the language was heard and used, the kind of instruction (if any) they
received, how long they used the language, and the age at which they began
learning. Ask about the kinds of relationships they had with speakers of the
language and whether they felt a part of a community in which it is spoken.
Ask whether there is a language they failed to learn, even though they had
some exposure to, or instruction in, that language. Keep notes about your
own experiences and those of the people you interview and refer to them as
vou read this chapter about individual differences in second language
learning,

As we saw in Chapter 1, children are almost always successful in acquiring
the language or languages that are spoken (or signed) to them in early
childhood, provided that they have adequate opportunities to use the
language over a period of several years. This contrasts with our experience of
second language learners, whose success varies greatly.

Many of us believe that individual differences that are inherent in the learner
can predict success or failure in language learning. Such beliefs may be based
on our own experience or that of people we have known. For example, many
reachers are convinced that extroverted learners who interact without
inhibition in the second language and seek opportunities to practise
language skills will be the most successful learners. In addition to an
outgoing personality, other characteristics often believed to predict success
in language learning are intelligence, aptitude, motivation, and the age at
which learning begins.

In this chapter, we will see whether these intuitions are supported by research
findings. To what extent can we predict differences in the success of second
language acquisition if we have information about learners’ personalities,
their general and specific intellectual abilities, their motivation, or their age?
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Who is a ‘good language learner’?

We know that some people learn languages more quickly than others. Even
in first language acquisition, the rate of development varies widely. Some
children can string together five-, six-, and seven-word sentences at an age
when other children are just beginning to label items in their immediate
environment. Nevertheless, children eventually master their first language.

It has been observed countless times that, in the same foreign language class,
some students progress rapidly while others struggle along making very slow
progress. Even in what seem to be ideal conditions, some learners seem to
make little progress in learning. Researchers—for example, Neil Naiman
and his colleagues (1995)—have tried to identify the personal characteristics
that make one learner more successful than another.

Table 3.1 shows a list of some of the characteristics that have been thought to
contribute to successful language learning. In your experience—as a second
language learner or teacher—which characteristics seem to you most likely
to be associated with success in second language acquisition in the
classroom? Which ones do you think are less important?

The characteristics listed in Table 3.1 can be classified into several categories:
motivation, intellectual abilities, personality, and learning preferences.
However, many of the characteristics cannot be assigned exclusively to one
category. For example, ‘is willing to make mistakes’ can be considered a
personality characteristic. It might also be seen as an aspect of motivation if
the learner is willing to make mistakes in order to get a message across.

Research on learner characteristics

Perhaps the best way to begin our discussion is to describe how research on
the influence of individual differences on second language learning is usually
done. When researchers are interested in finding out whether a VARIABLE
such as motivation affects second language learning, they usually select a
group of learners and give them a questionnaire to measure the type and
degree of their motivation. Then some kind of test is used to assess their
second language proficiency. The test and the questionnaire are both scored,
and the researcher uses a statistical procedure called a corRrELATION. The
correlation shows how likely it is that learners with high scores on the
motivation questionnaire will also have high scores on the language test. If
the two variables (motivation and language proficiency) are found to be
positively correlated, the researcher will try to discover just what the
relationship between them is.
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Rate each of the following characteristics on a scale of |-5. Use | to indicate a
charactei.'ustlc that you think is ‘very important’ and 5 to indicate a characteristic that
you consider ‘not at all important’ in predicting success in second language learning.

A good language learner:
2 isawilling and accurate guesser e

b tries to get a message across even if specific

language knowledge is lacking IAR26Y 13 Yagsnig
< is willing to make mistakes oY 30 . S
d constantly looks for patterns in the language it 520 31 oS
& practises as often as possible > Uy G Y -
 analyses his or her own speech and the speech

of others R 1 T [ B
£ attends to whether his or her performance

meets the standards he or she has learned S E T AR R, -
® enjoys grammar exercises o2 b 34015
¥ begins learning in childhood IS 2a0 Jiiipig
| hasanabove-average 1Q Naen Btnerd i o5 :
k has good academic skills | 2hm Bk RS
I has a good self-image and lots of confidence i i L

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

Table 3.1 Characteristics of the good language learner’

Although the correlation procedure seems straightforward, it requires
careful interpretation. One problem is that, unlike variables such as height or
age, it is not possible to directly observe and measure variables such as
motivation, extroversion, or even intelligence. These are just labels for an
entire range of behaviours and characteristics. Furthermore, characteristics
such as these are not independent of each other, and researchers have
sometimes used the same label to describe different sets of behavioural traits.
For example, in motivation questionnaires, learners may be asked how often
they have opportunities to use their second language with native speakers.
The assumption behind the question is that those who report that they
frequently have such opportunities are highly motivated to learn. This seems
reasonable, but it is not so simple. If a learner responds that he or she
frequently interacts with speakers of the second language, it may not be
because he or she is more motivated to learn. Rather, it might be that this
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individual lives where there are more opportunities for language practice in
informal contexts than those who report a low frequency of interaction.
Because it is usually impossible to separate these two variables (i.c.
willingness to interact and opportunities to interact), we cannot conclude
whether it is motivation or opportunity that is most closely associated with
success.

Perhaps the most serious error in interpreting correlations is the conclusion
that one of the variables causes the other. The fact that two things tend to
occur together or increase and decrease in a similar pattern does not
necessarily mean that one caused the other. While it may be that one variable
influences the other, it may also be that both are influenced by something
else entirely. Research on motivation is perhaps the best context in which to
illustrate this. Learners who are successful may indeed be highly motivated.
But can we conclude that they became successful because of their motiva-
tion? It is also plausible that early success heightened their motivation, or
that both success and motivation are due to their special aptitude for
language learning or the favourable context in which they are learning.

Another difficulty in assessing the relationship between individual learner
characteristics and second language learning is how language proficiency is
defined and measured. In the second language learning literature, some studies
report that learners with a higher 1Q (intelligence quotient) are more
successful language learners than those with a lower 1Q, while other studies
report no such correlation. One explanation for these conflicting findings is
that the language proficiency tests used in different studies do not measure the
same kind of knowledge. That is, IQQ may be less closely correlated to measures
of conversational fluency than to tests that measure metalinguistic knowledge.

Research on individual differences must also take into account the social and
educational settings in which learners find themselves. Bonny Norton and
Kelleen Toohey (2001) argue that, even when individuals possess some of
the characteristics that have been associated with the ‘good language learner’,
their language acquisition may not be successful if they are not able to gain
access to social relationships in situations where they are perceived as valued
partners in communication. Members of some immigrant and minority
groups are too often marginalized by social and educational practices that
limit their opportunities to engage in communication with peers,
colleagues, and even teachers. In these social conditions, individuals who
approach a new language with the cognitive and motivational characteristics
typical of the ‘good language learner’ may not achieve the proficiency that
these characteristics would predict.

Understanding the relationship between individual differences, social
situations, and success in second language learning is a great challenge.
Nevertheless, research in this area is of great importance to both researchers
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and educators. Researchers seek to know how different cognitive and
personality variables are related and how they interact with learners
experiences so that they can gain a better understanding of human learning.
Educators hope to find ways of helping learners with different characteristics
achieve success in second language learning. The larger community is also
concerned because of the enormous impact second language learning has in
shaping opportunities for education, employment, mobility, and other
societal benefits.

Intelligence

The term ‘intelligence’ has traditionally been used to refer to performance
on certain kinds of tests. These tests are often associated with success in
school, and a link between intelligence and second language learning has
sometimes been reported. Over the years, some research has shown that IQ
scores were a good means of predicting success in second language learning,
However, as suggested above, IQQ tests may be more strongly related to
metalinguistic knowledge than to communicative ability. For example, in a
study with students in French IMMERSION PROGRAMMES in Canada, Fred
Genesee (1976) found that, while intelligence was related to the develop-
ment of French second language reading, grammar, and vocabulary, it was
unrelated to oral production skills. This suggests that the kind of ability
measured by traditional I Q tests may be a strong predictor when it comes to
learning that involves language analysis and rule learning. This kind of ‘intel-
ligence’ may play a less important role in classrooms where the instruction
focuses more on communication and interaction. Indeed, many students
whose general academic performance is weak experience considerable
success in second language learning if they are given the right opportunities.

In recent years, many educators have been influenced by Howard Gardner’s
(1993) proposal that individuals have ‘multiple intelligences’ and that
rraditional 1 Q) tests have assessed only a limited range of abilities. Among the
‘multiple intelligences’ Gardner includes abilities in the areas of music,
interpersonal relations, and athletics, as well as the verbal intelligence that is
most often associated with success in school.

Aptitude

Specific abilities thought to predict success in language learning have been
studied under the title of language learning ‘aptitude’. One of the pioneers in
this area, John Carroll (1991), has characterized aptitude in terms of the
ability to learn quickly. Thus, we may hypothesize that a learner with high
aptitude may learn with greater ease and speed but that other learners may
also be successful if they persevere.

5
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Over several decades, the most widely used aptitude tests have been the
Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) (Carroll and Sapon 1959) and
the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB) (Pimsleur 1966).
Recently, Paul Meara (2005a) and his colleagues have developed tests that
are taken on a computer. All the tests are based on the view that aptitude has
several components. All measure the ability to (1) identify and memorize
new sounds, (2) understand the function of particular words in sentences,
(3) figure out grammatical rules from language samples, and (4) remember
new words. While early research revealed a substantial relationship between
performance on the MLAT or PLAB and performance in foreign language
learning, these studies were conducted at a time when second language
teaching was based on grammar translation or audiolingual methods (see
Chapter 6). With the adoption of a more communicative approach to
teaching, many teachers and researchers came to believe that the abilities
targeted by these tests were irrelevant to the process of language acquisition.
However, others suggest that some of the abilities measured by aptitude tests
are predictive of success even in settings where the emphasis is on
communicative interaction. For example, Leila Ranta (2002) found that
children who were good at analysing language (one component of aptitude
that is targeted by aptitude tests) were the most successful learners in an
English second language program in which activities almost never involved
direct attention to grammar. Nick Ellis (2001) and others have hypothesized
that WORKING MEMORY may be the most important variable in predicting
success for learners in many language learning situations. Peter Skehan
(1989) argues that successful language learners may not be strong in all of the
components of aptitude. For example, some individuals may have strong
memories but only average abilities in language analysis. Learners’ strengths
and weaknesses in these different components may account for their ability
to succeed in different types of instructional programs.

In a Canadian language programme for adult learners of French, Marjorie

Wesche (1981) studied the progress of students who were placed in
instructional programmes that were either compatible or incompatible with
their aptitude profile and information about their learning experiences. In
the compatible groupings, students who were high on analytic ability, but
average on memory, were assigned to teaching that focused on grammatical
structures, and learners with good memory but average analyrtic skills were
placed in a class where the teaching was organized around the functional use
of the second language in specific situations. In the incompatible groupings,
students were placed in classes that did not correspond to their aptitude
profiles. Wesche reported a high level of student and teacher satisfaction
when students were matched with compatible teaching environments. In
addition, some evidence indicated that matched students were able to attain
significantly higher levels of achievement than those who were mismatched.
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While few schools could offer such choices to their students, teachers may be
able to ensure that their teaching activities are sufficiently varied to accom-
modate learners with different aptitude profiles.

Learning styles

The term ‘learning style’ has been used to describe an individual’s natural,
habitual, and preferred way of absorbing, processing, and retaining new
information and skills (Reid 1995). We have all heard people say that they
cannot learn something until they have seen it. Such learners would fall into
the group called ‘visual’ learners. Other people, who may be called “aural’
learners, seem to learn best ‘by ear’. For others, referred to as ‘kinaesthetic’
learners, physical action such as miming or role-play seems to help the
learning process. These are referred to as perceptually-based learning styles.
Considerable research has also focused on distinctions berween different
cognitive learning styles. Individuals have been described as FIELD INDE-
PENDENT Of FIELD DEPENDENT, according to whether they tend to
separate details from the general background or tend to see things more
holistically. For a number of years, it was widely reported that there was a
strong relationship between field independence and success in second
language learning. However, a review of the research leads Zoltin Dornyei
and Peter Skehan (2003) to conclude that more research will be needed to
identify the nature of the relationship.

There are many questions about how learning styles interact with success in
language learning. For one thing, it is difficult to determine whether they
reflect immutable differences or whether they develop (and thus can be
changed) through experience. There is a need for considerably more
research. Nevertheless, when learners express a preference for seeing some-
thing written or spending more time in a language laboratory, we should not
assume that their ways of working are wrong, even if they seem to be in
conflict with the pedagogical approach we have adopted. Instead, we should
encourage learners to use all means available to them. At a minimum,
research on learning styles should make us sceptical of claims that a single
teaching method or textbook will suit the needs of all learners.

Before we leave the topic of language learning aptitude and learning styles, it
is perhaps appropriate to look at two extremes of the aptitude continuum.
Some people, whose academic performance is usually very good, find
themselves terribly frustrated in their attempts to learn a foreign language.
Lenore Ganschow and Richard Sparks (2001) and their colleagues have
studied many cases of young adults who find foreign language learning
exceedingly difficult. They identified several ways in which these students
differ from successful learners. Most perform poorly on at least some of the
measures that make up aptitude tests. Some have problems with certain
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kinds of verbal skills, even in their own language. What is perhaps most
important about this research is that, with grear effort and instructional
support, some of these students are able to succeed in spite of their
difficulties. The challenge is to find instructional approaches that meet the
needs of learners with a variety of aptitude and learning style profiles.

At the other end of the aptitude continuum we find individuals whose
achievements seem to defy every prediction about what is possible in second
language learning. Lorraine Obler (1989) reported on the case of one
American man who seemed able to acquire oral fluency in a new language in
‘a matter of weeks'. Neil Smith and Ianthi-Maria Tsimpli (1995) have
followed a polyglot savant who learned many languages with apparent ease.
This achievement was particularly astonishing in light of the fact that his
overall cognitive functioning and social skills were quite limited. Such
exceptional learners suggest that an aptitude for language learning is at least
partly independent of cognitive, social, and personality characteristics that
are often associated with successful learning,

Personality

A number of personality characteristics have been proposed as likely to affect
second language learning, but it has not been easy to demonstrate their
effects in empirical studies. As with other research investigating the effects of
individual characteristics on second language learning, different studies
measuring a similar personality trait produce different results. For example,
it is often argued that an extroverted person is well suited to language learn-
ing. However, research does not always support this conclusion. Although
some studies have found that success in language learning is correlated with
learners’ scores on questionnaires measuring characteristics associated with
extroversion such as assertiveness and adventurousness, others have found
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that many successful language learners do not get high scores on measures of
extroversion. Lily Wong-Fillmore (1979) found that, in certain learning
situations, the quiet observant learner may have greater success.

Another aspect of personality that has been studied is inhibition. It has been
suggested that inhibition discourages risk-taking, which is necessary for
progress in language learning. This is often considered to be a particular
problem for adolescents, who are more self-conscious than younger learners.
In a series of studies, Alexander Guiora and his colleagues (1972) found
support for the claim that inhibition is a negative force, at least for second
language pronunciation performance. One study involved an analysis of the
effects of small doses of alcohol, known for its ability to reduce inhibition, on
pronunciation. Study participants who drank small amounts of alcohol did
better on pronunciation tests than those who did not drink any. While
results such as these are interesting, they may have more to do with perform-
ance than with learning. We may also note, in passing, that when larger doses
of alcohol were administered, pronunciation rapidly deteriorated!

Learner anxiety—feelings of worry, nervousness, and stress that many
students experience when learning a second language—has been extensively
investigated. For a long time, researchers thought of anxiety as a permanent
feature of a learner’s personality. In fact, the majority of language anxiety
scales, like the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz,
Horwitz, and Cope 1986) measure anxiety in this way. So, for example,
students are assumed to be ‘anxious’ if they ‘strongly agree’ with statements
such as ‘T become anxious when I have to speak in the second language
classroom’. However, such questionnaire responses do not take account of
the possibility that anxiety can be temporary and context-specific. More
recent research investigating learner anxiety in second language classrooms
acknowledges that anxiety is more likely to be dynamic and dependent on
particular situations and circumstances. This permits distinctions to be
made between for example, a student who feels anxious when giving an oral
presentation in front of the whole class but not when interacting with peers
in group-work. Whatever the context, anxiety can play an important role in
second language learning if it interferes with the learning process. Peter
Maclntyre (1995) argues that ‘because anxious students are focused on both
the task at hand and their reactions to it ... [they] will not learn as quickly as
relaxed students’ (p. 96).

Of course, it has also been argued that notall anxiety is bad and that a certain
amount of tension can have a positive effect and even facilitate learning.
Experiencing anxiety before a test or an oral presentation can provide the
right combination of motivation and focus to succeed on it. Because anxiety
is often considered to be a negative term, some researchers have chosen to use
other terms they consider to be more neutral. In an ethnographic study of
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young adults learning French in an intensive summer programme, Guy
Spielmann and Mary Radnofsky (2001) use the term ‘tension’. They found
that tension, as experienced by the learners in their study, was perceived as
both beneficial and detrimental and that it was also related to the learners’
social interactions inside and outside the classroom.

A learner’s ‘willingness to communicate’ has also been related to anxiety. We
have all experienced occasions when we have gone to great lengths to avoid
communicating in a second/foreign language. This often has to do with the
number of people present, the topic of conversation, and the formality of the
circumstances. A colleague in Canada, who works in the area of second
language learning and speaks several languages, recently confessed that he
avoided the corner store in his neighbourhood because the proprietor always
spoke French to him. He recognized the proprietor’s efforts to help him
improve his skills in this new language, and was grateful for it, but, as he told
us with embarrassment, it was just easier to go to the store where he could use
English. According to some researchers, learners who willingly communi-
cate in a wide range of conversational interactions are able to do so because
‘their prior language learning has led to development of self-confidence,
which is based on a lack of anxiety combined with a sufficient level of
communicative competence, arising from a series of reasonably pleasant
[second language] experiences’ (Maclntyre, Clément, Dérnyei, and Noels
1998: 548).

Several other personality characteristics such as self-esteem, empathy,
dominance, talkativeness, and responsiveness have also been studied.
However, in general, the available research does not show a single clearly-
defined relationship between personality traits and second language
acquisition. And, as indicated earlier, the major difficulty in investigating
personality characteristics is that of identification and measurement.
Another explanation that has been offered for the mixed findings of
personality studies is that personality variables may be a major factor only in
the acquisition of conversational skills, not in the acquisition of literacy or
academic skills. The confused picture of the research on personality factors
may be due in part to the fact that comparisons are made between studies
that measure communicative ability and studies that measure grammatical
accuracy or metalinguistic knowledge. Personality variables seem to be
consistently related to the former, but not to the latter. Finally, most of the
rescarch on personality variables has been carried out within a
QUANTITATIVE research paradigm, that is, an approach that relies heavily on
measuring learners’ scores on personality questionnaires and relating these to
language test performance. Some researchers have argued that a more
QUALITATIVE approach to understanding and investigating personality
variables is needed to adequately capture their depth and complexity,
especially as they emerge and evolve over time.
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Despite the contradictory results and the problems involved in carrying out
research in the area of personality characteristics, many researchers believe
that personality will be shown to have an important influence on success in
language learning. This relationship is an intrica