Language Learning and Language Teaching, (Ed. İlknur Keçik) Anadolu University Publications, No. 620, pp. 1-9)





THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE LEARNING



Amaçlar



Dil öğrenimi ve edinimi arasındaki farklılkların belirlenmesi

Anadili ediniminde geçirilen aºamaların açıklanması

Anadili edinimi ve ikinci dil öğrenimi arasındaki farkın tartıºılması

İkinci dil edinimindeki farklİ görüºlerin ele alınması
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ÖNERİLER



Bu bölümü daha iyi anlayabilmek için:





Dikkatlice okuyunuz, sorular üzerinde düºününüz ve ulaºabildiğiniz

kaynakların bir veya ikisinden yararlanınız.











1.1. Language Learning and Acquisition



In order to understand the nature of language learning, we need first to find out the nature of language. Language is defined as "a systematic means of communicating ideas or feelings by  the use of conventionalized signs, sounds, gestures, or marks having understood meanings" (Webster's Third New International Dictionary of the English Language 1961: 1270).   How are these characteristics of language learned as a system? In order to answer this question  we need to define "learning." The advanced Learner's Dictionary of Current English (1961:711) defines learning as "knowledge gained by study ." There are so many different questions that come for our minds when we ponder over this definition: 



1. How do we get this knowledge?



2. How do we retain this knowledge? In other words, how do we store 

    this information   in our brain? ; what type of cognitive organization 

    exists our brain to help us store and remember the knowledge?



3. What are some of the factors that help us learn?



4. Why are we so good at remembering certain things but quite forgetful in                   

    other cases? D. Brown (l987:6), after examining different definitions 

    regarding learning, states that: 



1. 	Learning is acquisition or " getting."



2. 	Learning is retention of information or skill.



3.	Retention implies storage systems, memory, cognitive organization.



4. 	Learning involves active, conscious focus on and acting upon events outside or inside the organism.



5. 	Learning is relatively permanent, but subject to forgetting.



6. 	Learning involves some form of practice, perhaps reinforced practice. 



7. 	Learning is a change in behavior.



The Learning process is discussed in relation to two different context: first language and second language acquisition and 2nd language acquisition and 2nd language learning. We will try to discuss the studies related to these fields and point out the differences between the two learning processes.











1.2. First Language acquisition 



All normal children, regardless of their social and cultural background, manage to acquire their first language within their first two or three years. The development of child's body seems to be parallel with is linguistic development. Therefore, it is claimed that the language acquisition process has the same basis that determines the biological development of physical abilities of the child (Yule l985):



When the child is three month old, he manages to hold his head even though the mother does not give any support to it with her hand. At the same age, the child starts producing the first sound of his language. We say, he is at the cooing stage.



When the child is at the age of six months, he manages to sit up by himself without any support. At the same age again, the child starts producing syllables. We say he is at the babbling stage.



When the child is around twelve months old, he can stand up by himself and walk. At the same age, he starts using single words in order to communicate with his elders. 



When the child is around the age of eighteen months, he manages to run. Almost around the same time, he puts two meaningful linguistic units together. These units could be made up either of single words or a single word with a suffix or a prefix depending on the nature of the language he is learning.



Please observe the children who are at the ages of three, six, twelve, and eighteen months old and give a report of their physical behavior and linguistic performance. Do the children you observe,  behave the same way as claimed above? 





In explaining how language is acquired, there are two extreme claims. Scholars who strongly believe that language is the result of total human behavior, claim that there is a very close relationship or association between the child's responses and the events that take place around him. In other words, in accordance with Skinner's theory of verbal behavior (Skinner l957), these scholars; believe that children attempt to produce linguistic responses that are reinforced. This would mean that language is a result of conditioning the child to respond in the same way to events or to the verbal or nonverbal language provided for them during the conversation. When the child is awarded for what he says as a reaction to an event or in response to the adult's speech, this verbal behavior of the child is expected to take place frequently within the same type of setting. For instance, if the Turkish child says "tob"(ball), and the mother gives the ball to the child, the child's response is reinforced. When instances of this sort are repeated, the child is conditioned to use the word "tob" whenever he wants to get the ball. In Skinner's terms, the child's response, in this case  "tob" is the operant. The mother's handing the ball to the child is the reinforcement. The child's awareness that when he utters the same word "tob" he gets it, is the indication of his conditioning. This approach of explaining the language acquisition is called the behavioristic approach. 



The other extreme approach is related with the idea that language acquisition is determined innately. In other words, we are born with a "built-in device" which is called as language acquisition device (LAD) by Chomsky (l965). This generative approach to language acquisition is known as nativist approach. According to this approach, LAD helps us to perceive the language systematically, generalize rules about the construction of that language system, and afterwards internalize those rules for further use. In fact, before generative approach was verbally clarified, Jean Berko (1958) demonstrated the fact that  children do make generalizations based on the language they are exposed to. In Berko's experiment, some four-year-old children were able to add the correct plural and past tense markers on to nonsense words based on their linguistic generalizations about the suffixation rules regarding pluralization and past tense marker. In fact, they were successful in pronouncing the right form. For instance, Jane Berko showed them a picture of an animal and introduced the child as "a wug". Then he showed a picture consisting two of those animals and said, "Here are Two____ ." The children were able to say "wugs" and as they pronounced this words, they used the /z/ phoneme as opposed to /s/ phoneme. Such application was very relevant to the phonological system of English.



    

1.3. Stages of Language Acquisition



Children's utterances (since the sentences are incomplete, the term 'utterance' rather than 'sentence' is preferred) are analyzed from different perspectives. As an example, some scholars analyze children's depending on the number of words per utterance: 1. Holophrastic speech, 2.The two-word stage and 3. Telegraphic speech.



At initial stages, when children use single-word utterances to indicate a whole idea that  would be expressed with a whole sentence in the adult form. For instance, the child who utters the word "bed" may mean  "Put me into my bed." "This is my bed ." or something completely different depending on the situation and the context of the conversation. For that reason, these single units are considered holophrastic.



When children start putting two words together, they are claimed to be at the two word stage (R. Brown 1973). The child is said to be at the two word stage, either when he starts putting two words or  two morphemes together depending on the linguistic system of the language being acquired. Since English is a SVO language, the order of words within the sentences is fixed. Therefore, children acquiring English use two uninflected words with the required word order to express their intended meaning. Children acquiring Turkish, on the other hand, focus on the process of suffixation since word order is not as fixed as English. Thus, they start acquiring the suffixation process and tend to use more single but inflected words within this stage (Ekmekci l979,l982).



Due to this characteristic, English speaking children omit prepositions and suffixes in their speech but retain the content words which play a great role in carrying out the meaning. The same technique is applied in sending telegrams in order to be economical. For instance, in the utterance "Daddy go work." the auxiliary verb and the preposition are omitted but the adult, making use of the situation, can understand what the child is trying to say. For that reason, R. Brown describes this type as telegraphic speech.



2.1. Second Language Acquisition / Learning





TASK 1



Think of a Turkish boy studying German in Turkey In a public school.



What type of Instruction Is he usually given?

Where would he learn the language?

Who would help him learn the language?

Is he required to read what Is Instructed to him?

Can he always use the second language In a natural setting?







TASK 2





Now think of a Turkish boy whose parents have Immigrated to Germany this month and he Is five years old now/



Who will he learn German from?

Will he be exposed to German books from the first day?

How will he be exposed to the second language?

Will he be required to learn the language?

Will he be learning the language consciously or unconsciously?

Will he be learning the rules of the language?

Will he be learning the vocabulary Items In relation to Turkish?

Will he learn the vocabulary Items In context?

Will he be given the rules of this second language, or will he try to generalize them himself?









We see that second language learning may take place at two different settings. If it takes place in a classroom setting, depending on the method of language learning, learners try to read and/or listen to understand, write and/or speak to convey message.  They may be asked to translate from one language to the other. Learners are asked to use the language in an artificial setting.

When the language learning takes place at a natural environment without being forced to learn the language, without being forced to learn the rules, without being forced to do exercises given in the book, it is stated to be acquisition, learners internalize the rules as a result of their generalizations, and they make use of their own learning strategies (0 'Malley and Chamot l990)  to discover the system of this second language by trial and error. They learn the second language for the purpose of communication and not for the sake of learning only. Therefore, they start using the items that they have discovered the use the use of, and start applying them in communication. therefore, in such instances, people speak about 'picking up' the second language rather than 'learning' that language.



Children do not seem to have any barriers in the acquisition of a second language. whereas, adults seem to confront difficulties when they are put in a situation where they are to make their generalizations and investigations about the system of the rules. They would rather be given the rules and statements exemplifying those rules so that they can generate sentences of their own to express themselves. In such instances, during the production the learner keeps monitoring (Krashen 1982) his speech. His responses are not natural automatic since he constructs the sentence by placing each word in its proper place. Since the rules are not internalized yet, he has to control his speech all the time.

 



2.2. Perspectives in Second Language Acquisition:



Second Language acquisition has been studied from different perspectives (Beebe 1988)



-  Psycho linguistic perspective



- Sociolinguistic perspective



- Neurolinguistic perspective 



- Classroom research perspective



- Bilingual education perspective



2.2.1. Psycholinguistic Perspective 





Psycholinguists try to Investigate how knowledge Is acquired and what factors may affect this learning process. We tried to explain some of those factors In the following chapter. Now try to work out how we can combine these two sentences.



 1. My sister is a teacher 



 2. My sister in a America.

I am sure you were able to construct at least four different sentences. However, the use of each of these sentences will emphasize one aspect of the person more than the other.



What Is the difference between the following sentences?



   a. My sister who is a teacher is in America.



   b. My is a teacher, and she is in America now.



Scovel (1988: 173) gives a pair of sentences that illustrate that after Chomsky's (1965) introduction of deep structure, the grammatical items that appear in the surface structure do not mean the same in the deep structure (Sentences 1 and 2), or sentences with different surface structure have the same meaning (Sentences 3 and 4).



    1. She asked me to be her friend.



    2. She considered me to be her friend.



    3. She gave me the book.



    4. She gave the book to me.



2.2.2. Sociolinguistic perspective



Second language learners should be given the awareness of some social factors influencing the linguistic performance of the individuals. If you think of the instances where you shift in your use of language depending on the age, status, rank of the person and depending where and when you are talking with that person. You do not address the same way you address a close friend of yours.



Since second language acquirers are still at the process of learning the language, they may not know the subtle difference of the use of language within different situations. Scovel, in relation to the performance of second language learners within the sociolinguistic perspectives, states that "high attention is important when knowledge about form and function is low; attention should be low when knowledge about the form and function has become high" (1988: 181).



2.2.3. Neurolinguistic Perspective



In the neurolinguistic perspective of second language learning, with the relation learning and the function of the brain. This is more exhibited in aphasic cases where the learners have had some injury in the brain that might have caused some speech inhibition.







2.2.4. Classroom research perspective



The development of second language learning process is observed and analyzed for certain sets of subjects, within certain situations and settings, and by means of different teaching techniques and the results are compared and contrasted with other instances. Acquisition of negation by adults and children, the order of acquisition of negation in relation to other constructions within one language or within different languages could be cited as examples for such classroom research. 





2.2.5. Bilingual perspective



Think of a child of a mixed marriage where the mother is a Turk and the father is an American, and each parent speaks with the child in his or her own native language. Under these circumstances, the child is expected to learn both languages at the same time and become a bilingual. In some countries such as Canada and in Southern America, there are programs for bilinguals where children are given education in both languages even when they start attending school. The speech performance of bilingual children and/or the evolution of bilingual education would make the bilingual perspective of second language acquisition.



Areas of investigations in relation to different perspectives of second language acquisition are too many to cite. What has been mentioned will hopefully stimulate you to raise questions on these matters, and try to pursue these issues by further reading. 









3.1. Differences Between First Language Acquisition and Second Language 

       Learning 	



Although normal children do not have any difficultly in learning their first language, adults, particularly at educational setting,  are often faced with difficulties in learning a second language. In fact, some of them even fail and give up learning a second language. 



In comparing the language learning process between children and adults, we see that there are certain considerations:



- Neurological considerations 



- Psychomotor considerations 



- Cognitive considerations



- Affective Considerations





Let's think about the following questions:



Does the brain development affect second language learning?



Is there a critical period for learning a language? Is this why language learning becomes difficult after puberty?



How does the lateralization (The functions of the brain become fixed. They are not flexible anymore.) of the brain affect language learning?



Is psychomotor coordination of the speech muscles in adults as flexible as it is with children? Is it why adults have problems in articulating the sounds in the foreign language?



Do children have difficulty in learning abstract concepts? Does this have to do with the cognitive development of the children?



Adults would like to be given the rules; they do not want to make generalizations from the language they are exposed to. Does this have to do with cognitive development as well?



Are the strategies adopted by children and adults the same?



Are strategies for the acquisitions of first and second language the same?



Are second language learners affected by their first language when they try to learn a second language?



Do children feel inhibited in learning a second language?



Are adults more affected by their emotions in learning a second  language? Are children influenced by similar emotions while learning  their first language?



The questions above when answered give us some idea on how similar or different language learning their first language and for adults learning their second language.



The learning process adopted by children have been closely observed, and attempts have been made to find out the similarities within and differences between the two types of language learning. Thus, the strategies adopted by children are suggested to be applied to second language learning. D. Brown (1987:38-39) cites some of the recommendations made by Stern (l970):



In language teaching, we must practice again and again. Just watch a small child learning his mother tongue. He repeats things over and over again. During the language-learning stage he practices all the time. This is what we must also do when we learn a foreign language.



Language learning is mainly a matter of imitation. You must mimic just like a small child. He imitates everything.



First we practice the separate sounds, then words, then sentences. That is the natural order and is therefore right for learning a foreign language. 



Watch a small child's speech development. First he listens, then he speaks. Understanding always precedes speaking. Therefore, this must be the right order of presenting the skills in a foreign language.



A small child listens and speaks and no one would dream of making him read or write. Reading and writing are advanced stages of language development. The natural order of first and second language learning is listening, speaking, reading, writing.



You did not have to translate when you were small. If you were able to learn your own language without translation, you should be able to learn a foreign language in the same way. 



A small child simply uses language . e does not learn formal grammar. You don't tell him about verbs and nouns. Yet he learns the language perfectly. It is equally unnecessary to use grammatical conceptualization in teaching a foreign language.



D. Brown (1987: 41) talks about types of comparison between first language acquisition:



Type 1: 	First and second language in children holding age constant 



Type 2: 	Second language acquisition in children and adults (holding second language constant)



Type 3: 	First language acquisition in children and second language acquisition in adult's.



On one hand, it seems illogical to compare and contrast first language process in children with the second language acquisition process in adults (Type 3) because, such a comparison requires the analysts to draw analogies between children and adults aside from the acquisition of first language and the acquisition of the second language. It seems, therefore, reasonable to compare the first and second language acquisition in children or second language acquisition of the same language by children and adults.



Burt and Dulay (1975), Macnamara (1975), Scovel (1969), Lenneberg (1967), Krashen (1973), Slobin (1979) are some references that could be uused as source material to look into these issues in detail.



ÖZET



Tüm çocuklar eğer fiziksel ve zihinsel olarak normal bir geliºim gösteriyorsa, yaºamlarının ilk iki veya üç yılında anadillerini etkin bir ºekilde kullanır hale gelirler. Bu sure içinde, dil geliºimi,çocuğun fiziksel, biyolojik geliºimine parallel olarak dönemlere ayrılır. Bu süreç, önce agulama (ccoing), sonra hece biçimlerinin üretimi, anlamlı sözcüklere geçiº gibi dönemleri izler.



Çocuğun dil ediniminin nasıl gerçekleºtiği üzerine farklı ruhbilim ve dilbilim okullarınca değiºik görüºler geliºtirilmiºtir. Bunlardan aºırı uçta yer alan iki görüº 1) Davranıºçı (Behavıorıst) görüº, 2) Doğuºtancı (nativist) görüºtür.



Davranıºcı görüºe göre çocuk bir dil edinme yeteneği ile doğar. Dil edinme aracı (language acquisition device) adı verilen bu yetenek çocuğun dil seslerini öteki seslerden ayırmasını, dili bir system olarak algılamasını, bu sistemin yapısı hakkında kurallar geliºtirmesini, daha sonra da bu kuralları özümseyerek gerektiğinde kullanabilmesini sağlar.



Bu görüºün ortaya çıkmasıyla birlikte anadili öğrenimi yerine ediniminden bahsedilmeye baºlanmıºtır. Böylece edinim ve öğrenim olmak üzere iki süreçten söz edilerek, dil ediniminin  bilinç altında, resmi bir eğitim ve öğretim ortamı olmadan, doğal ortamda geliºtiği ileri sürülmüºtür. Buna karºın “öğrenme” bilinçli olarak ve okul ortamında geliºmektedir.



Anadil ediniminden hareket ederek ikinci dil öğrenimine ıºık tutmaya çalıºılmıºtır. Örneğin, Krashen daha büyük çocukların ve yetiºkinlerin ikinci dili de birinci dil edinimindeki basamaklara benzer ºekilde öğreneceğini ileri sürmüºtür.  İkinci dili öğrenen kiºilerin yaptıkları bazı sistematik hatalar bunun göstergesi olarak kabul edilmiºtir. Bu alanda halen araºtırmalar sürmektedir. İkinci dilin öğrenilmesinde pek çok etmen rol oynamaktadır. Yetiºkin bir bireyin çocuktan farklı olarak geniº bir deneyime ve dünya bilgisine sahip olduğunun, biliºsel yetilerinin de çocuğunkinden daha fazla geliºmiº olduğunun da gözönüne alınması gerekmektedir.



Bu konularda çeliºkili birçok görüº olmakla birlikte elde edilen verilerin öğretime ıºık tutmanın yansıra bazı problemlerin farkına varılmasına yol açtığını kabul edebiliriz. Örneğin, sınıf içinde uygulanan konuºma etkinliklerinin yararlı olduğu savunulmaktadır. Ama en uygun sınıf dili (classroom language) üzerinde anaºılamamaktadır. Öğrencilerin öğrenmesini kolaylaºtıracak ºekilde öğretmen nasıl konuºmalıdır?



Bu ve bunun gibi soruların tartıºılmasında, ikinci dil öğrenimi üzerinde yapılan, bireylerin dili nasıl öğrendiklerini araºtıran çalıºmaların katkısı olacaktır.  Bu tür çalıºmalar öğrenme-öğretme sürecinde yeniliklere yol açabilecek ve böylece öğrencilerin baºarısı artacaktır.
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