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ABSTRACT
Th;s paper cons;de:s the processes ;nvolved as

children and adults learn a new language,.For the child this can mean

learning his native language.,ﬁne difference between learning a
language in a classroom and in a "live" situation is motivation
toward communication. The child learning his mother ‘tongue is highly

"motivated to communicate, as are children hoping to be accepted by

other children. To be. successful, ‘the language class must become a

' PEf1Ga of vital communication between teacher and pup;;s. ‘More
1press;ng for most students than-a: general ‘desire to be able to

ERIC

A FullToxt Provided by ERic [l

communicate at some future date is a’ SPEGLELC desire to be able to

“communicate :in -some-actual- 51tuatlgn where ‘what is- belng cammunicated.

isof wvital- eﬂncern to the perscﬁs 1nvolved..(VM)
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Some things children seem to learn naturally; others they have to be (%3

taught. Unaide&, they seem to learn to walk and to perceive the world visually;...

on the other hand, nearly all children have to EE'taﬁght arithmetic. Laﬁguage
is a peculiar embarrassment to the teacher, becauée outside school children
seem to learn lahgﬁgge without any difficulty, whereas in school with the aid
of teachers their pfagress in languages is haiting and uﬂsaciéfagzery. It is
common expérience that when tr&nslated to a town where tl ir nativé 1anguuge
is not spﬂken children will become reasanably pr fi ient i% thevnéw laﬁguage

*

in the space of six manths. It is equally common experiencc that after six

years of schooling in a second language,'whatever‘thé teachiﬁg’methcd;'mést'
children. emerge with a very pgor command éf’tﬁeilangﬁage.- The first set of
experlences h ws that children are ﬁassessed af a very powe ful de ﬁic »far:f

le arning languages, the second set Qf experiences shows that the s;hqgli;,éi;;ﬁum;ﬁ_

harnesses thlS dev1ce only in a most inadequate manner.1 Tﬁis in turn arguas:"”'

that we. have a pcar understanding nf the: nat'xal dev;ce fnr learnlng languages.,:i.i
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le K'W on, a sour nd aystem, and a set of structural rules. But anyone who 1is
even vagueLy'fa iliar with linguistics knows that each is the subject cf
vig us utruversy. Katz and Fodor (1963) have made an interesting begin—
ning in the desgripcian of the sort of lexican whlch English users carry about
in their head Quillian (1967, 1968 and l969) has gune further than they did
and sttempted to build a camputar ‘model of a human 1ex1ccn, but I (Macnamara,
1971) have argued elsewhere nat cu‘y that their wurk is defeetive in detail
but that they have taken the wrang direction. The abscurigies of phunclugy'
and syntax are acclaimed in every buek and paper one read on these subjects.
The work of structural and ‘ansfarmatiunal 1ingulst5 amuunts to a very ééne

siderable deePEning of our understanding Qf the ful f hon ulngy and syntax.

stever, eve:y linguist wnuld I think agree with ofessgr aknff's (1970)

statement in a recenc paper that we can scarcely claim :e have done more
thaﬁ intrcduce\ the subjects.}j

Th'
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than mine). So rich and powerful is the human interpretative system that

much can be left unsaid. To express everything onc intends 1s to be a bor

it may even be impossible in principal. One result of all this is that the

;iﬂe which_divides language and thought is a veryythin_cne;rand there is
usually doubt about where it should be drawn. In tﬁis_cénnectien see Uriel
Weinreich's (1966) reintroduction of the'medievalrpréﬁ}emvof felating seman-
tic and grammatical categories. ﬁe raises séfiﬁuéidaﬁﬁts'abauc whether one
gan'usefully call ’ategériés‘suéh as noun and ygrb'grammaﬁicai, while one calls
categories such as anlmate and lnanimate semaﬁtic, ‘bnvche o;he:‘hand,:Noam

Chomsky (1965) had great prablems declding whe:h ' té treat the selec'i@,

restrictians on 1exical items as grammatical or semantlca ‘In ather,words,

All lﬁ

should we regard The stone lgved as ungrammatical ar j'st nansense.v

all, then, it is diffieult to say what we learn when we. 1earn a 1anguage.%

It 15 even mgre difficult to. specify'the_legrging process;r_Several_

of lear: ng have been iaelated»

““faccnrs which have an effeet on, certain types

thef¢9fer?ff"77
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the street.f Neither do they attribute the difference to the essentia; nature
of the language learning device. They seem to say, rether,'thet whatever the

nature of that device, it does not function preperly unlees‘a person is highly

motivated to make it functiom:’

I have argued elsewhere Gﬁaenemare, in press) thet infants learn their

mother . tongue by first detenmining, independent of lenguage, the meaning which

‘a speaker intends to eanvey to them, and’ then working eugbthelreletienehip be~

tween the meaning end the- expreeeian they heerd In other words, the infant

uses meaning as a clue to- languege, rether than- language ds'a clue to meaning.f

The ergument rests- upen che neture ef 1enguege and its reletien te :heught

_-and ‘also upon- the: findinge ‘of . empirieal investigatiens into the language 1eern

',n;“grepple wﬂth intrieete featur

ing eflinfantsg"nne theery is nee meant te belittle che child s ability tc

',fth'ilinguietiedcedef' Theee muet be gresped

;ing.f The theery eleime the”':he mein thruet in;

:ithe ehild'e nee“  n
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believe it to be, it can sufely explain the difference between the street
and the classroom without placing any serious strain on the analogy between
first and second laﬁguagE'léarﬁing.r
The sclution then 1s to make the language class a perlod of vital com-
munication between teacher and pupils. How simply :hat is said! Of course
I have no practical hints. _Thqugh_i vas-a language teacher for several years
myself, that was a long time ago and iﬁ'an? case I was a slave to public ex-
aminations. Mare@vg:, there 1is ga,point in . my‘entering inta ccmpetition with
talented tgachars .who did not -surrender - their minds tg the 1ast half century's
‘talk about methads, and always gawllanguage as{éSSénﬁiallyrlinked‘tc com~

municatlon.- Neverth igss,%:herthea:y I am’ prapas ng daes sugggst ‘some brcad

~strategies'whiéhfi may mention with impunity.

HAn iﬁfang'gpuldfnat,ggessiwhac'h;s moth§; Qaé;Saying-:Qﬁﬁimruﬁléss,3_

f

_th re were a. gokdrmany surraun&ing clues.

Mathe: usually talks ;Q ‘a small
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bits of words; and they understand his telegraphese. As a matter of fact, .
parents seldom correct a small child's éronunciatién.ergrammar; theyAcgrs
rect ﬁié bad maﬁne:é*and»hiS‘mistakes on points of fact (see Gleason, 1967). .
Somehow, wheﬁ-a chil& 1s vitally concerned with comminication he grédﬁaliy
gets over his diffigultiES'and“eradicaces erfars§ at least to a point.where
society -accepts hisfapgech.r’fhaﬁ ig, vitally e engag d”in thé‘st:ugglé,to
communicate and sﬁpparted by the appreval of his parents, he makes steady
progress. His parents attentian is on his meaning, rot on ‘his language,f
and ‘so probably is his cwn.: And ;uriovsly he and his parentf break one Qf
halogy 8 basic learning rules. Psyehclogy wouid advige that he shguld
be rewarded anly for linguisthally correct utterances, whereas parents re-i

ward him for almgst any utterance. But then the falk wisdom of the Italians,




whereas the adult learms it formally; (2) the adult is a much poorer language
learner than the child.

From what I héve sald about the passibil ty 9f speaif§ing the élements
and rules of a language, it follows that the term formal learning gén be
applied to language in only the loosest sense. If we cannot reducerianguage
to formula, we cannot learn it by formula. The,extent'to wﬁich we cannot
fcfmulaté a language is the extent to which our learnlng of it cannot be
formal, and this 1is to a very great extent. . On the qthe:'hand‘thére are
useful rules or formulas which gap;ﬁrensame of the regularities of a languag;.
Itrislthe'gaséithéﬁ thésé'gtg'cftén expliéitly:taught te adults and they
a:e ﬁe§ér7taught ;a}iﬁfantéa; May we not speak ef the adults learning as beE

-ing to this extent farmal and that of . the infant as infarmal? And“if'Sa,

is this'aﬁ important difference? ;A_firmiahswetfis_of;é@urSé’imppésiﬁlé;‘bgt
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It is my belief that in the skilled performer all rules must exist
in a non;cxp;icit form; thcy ng_exist:iﬁ,an cgplicit'fcrm'as ﬁcll, i;t‘ic:
furchcr my bc;icf that in thc initial stdgcs af 1carning ctplicit rulcs
can gnide thc ccnstructicn Df struch:es which 1mplicit1y 1nccrpcracc ‘the
rules. It is thesc structures, not the explicit rulcs, which control skils
led performance. This I bcchve to be true evan of the chcssplaycr'” ﬁeﬁ

dacs not whcn playing recall cxplicit!y all the rules which infcrm his

pe rccpticn of thc board. wacvcr, the gap bctweeg cxplicit rulcc and pcr—;f‘;

f ncc"i 1ccs in chcss than in skiing. Frcm my carlicr remarks on

rlafguagc it fnllcws chat 1a,guage ic clcscr ta skiing than to chcss, at

.1easc iﬁ th relaticnship bctwccn rulcc and PEIfomance_i-wf*'




surrender himself to thei* autumatic aperat;on.1 I 1maglne that the cnly : )

reason. fer dlstrusting explicit ﬂ;e‘ is. ‘the: fact that scme people have dif—

'7ficqlty in ﬁiding by these two.

cognseig.;'

Qﬂv;—? The gecand camman belief

1earn1ng device atraphies rathe: early in life. "

fbabias‘plck‘

‘whereas ad 1 ee to struggle'ineffectively)'ﬁﬂt?
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No! Let us take clear examples; ;etrus compare a man of forty with
an’inféﬂt;:{We could not prove that the man was 1ess SklllEd in 1angﬁagé
'771earnin§rﬁnless we gave the man an Gppﬁrtunity equal to that of the child”
'ta learn a 1anguage. We wauld need ‘to. remcve the man. fram the preaccupa—'
=tién$tof his work ‘and supply him with.a woman who devoted a large part af‘

iherftime and energy ta helping him to learn the 1anguage..-Further; the

. woman- wnuld have ta behavf*just 1ike the mather of a. small baby,'which amang

zthat reason there arelalmast no grounds




Qenelusien'

One of the mein tasks of linguists snd psyehellnguists is to make
a syssemetie ssseult on the lenguage learning deviee which is sn remark=
rable in man. At present we know nething of 1t in detell.s we de, hewever
knew that it 1s essentially geered te humsn theught end te its- cemmunlea=

t;on. It dnes not seem to funetien at, all well unless the learner ;s

vitelly engaged in the aect ef eemmuniceting. ;ThiS'seems te{besgheareesen

why 1snguege teachers heve laid sueh st 'rs en”metlystien; It is my be-

) =

ief howevez, thetvthere ha been quite a lot of confeslen about the nature‘
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