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LANGUAGE LEARNING WILL TAKE CARE OF ITSELF

A major issue learning theory has been whether traditional techniques normally associated with language teaching - drills, repetition, controlled practice of specific language items, etc. – actually have any beneficial effect. Indeed, in educational theory generally, there has been some argument about whether teaching “works” at all. 
In his book, “Deschooling Society”, the educational theorist Ivan Illich questioned the whole purpose of formal education. As the title of his book indicates he had a very bleak view of what happens in classrooms. We may think, he suggested, that the more input we are exposed to, the more we learn. We may even go so far as to assume that we can measure knowledge with tests and grades. But all this is a delusion. 
First language learning provides a perfect example of what he is talking about. All children succeed at it to a greater or lesser extent. Although parents and other close adults may help to “teach” the language in an informal way (for example, through repetition, “play” o rmade-up dialogues - where, in the early stages the parent will often take the baby's part when the baby cannot actually speak the words), still the process of learning is unconscious. What the young child does get, of course, is
Considerable exposure to language which he or she more or less understands the meaning of. And at the end of this process, the language, miraculously, is there as a result of exposure, a clear motivation to communicate - for both physical and emotional reasons- and an opportunity to use what is being acquired.
Perhaps, then, all that anybody needs to learn a new language are those three elements:exposure, motivation, and opportunities for use. This was certainly the view of Dick Allwright and his colleagues who had the task of improving the English language skills of students from overseas, who were soon to study on postgraduate courses at the University of Essex in  England in the 1970s. The students already had
some English knowledge.
The teachers at Essex reasoned that the ways they had been teaching -_such as studying grammer,  explaining vocabulary, or teaching paragraph organisation - did not seem to have much effect and anyway, they did not “feel right”. How would it be, they wondered, if they abandoned all that and instead devoted all their efforts to exposing students to English and getting them to use it, particularly given that they were highly motivated to learn. This would satisfy the three criteria we have just detailed. 
In the course which followed, students were given tasks to do outside the classroom (such as interviewing people and searching for library books) which involved them in speaking and reading: real tasks for which the teachers gave no language training, advice or, crucially, correction. Students also took part in communication games where the only objective was to complete the task using all and/or any language at their disposal. A student had to draw the same picture as their partner without looking at the partner's picture, for example, or they had to arrange objects in the same order as their partner without looking at their partner’s objects -  both tasks relying on verbal communicationa lone. The results, although not scientifically assessed, were apparently f avourable. Everyone enjoyed the process far more (especially the teachers) and the students' progress appeared to have been more impressive than in previous years.
The American applied linguist, Stephen Krashen, writing a short time later, appeared to be making similar suggestions about language learning too, though by dividing language “learning” into ucquisition and learning he was being far more specific. Language which we acquire subconsciously, he craimed, is language we can easily use in spontaneous conversation because it is instantly available when we need it. Language that is learnt, on the other hand, taught and studied as grammar and vocabulary is not available for spontaneous use. Indeed, it may be that the only use for learnt language is to help us to monitor (check) our spontaneous communication; but then the more we monitor what we are saying, the less spontaneous we become!
Krashen saw the successful acquisition by students of a second language as being bound up with the nature of the language input they received. It had to be comprehensible, even if it was slightly above their productive level, and the students had to be exposed to it in a relaxed setting. This roughly-tuned input is in stark contrast to the finely-tuned input of much language instruction, where specific graded language has been chosen for conscious learning. Roughry-tuned input aids acquisition, Krashen argued, whereas finely-tuned input combined with conscious learning does not.
A further attack on traditional forms of language teaching- especiaily the use of repetition and controlled practice – has centred around studies which have demonstrated that it is impossible to show a direct connection between drilling of any particular grammatical item, for example, and the acquisition of that item. Dave Willis describes as a fallacy the idea that controlled practice leads to mastery of grammar, and others have made the same point. 
Despite all these claims, however, language teaching has not been quite so radicalised as some commentators might have expected. This is partly due to the theories themselves, whose claims are somewhat weakened when exposed to crose scrutiny. Take Allwright's students at the University of Essex: they all had some knowledge of English, they were all highly motivated (because they would shortly be taking postgraduate degrees at an English university) and, crucially, they were studing in England where their opportunities for exposure to English were gteatly increased. Allwright's solution might have been exactly right for such students - the
ones it was designed for - but it does not follow, therefore, that the same kind of approach would be appropriate for students at different levels studying in different situations in other parts of the world.
Krashen’s claims came under sustained attack partly because they were unverifiable. When someone produces language, how can you tell if this language is
“learnt” or “acquired”? The speaker will almost certainly be unable to provide you with the answer, and there are no ways, so far, of finding this out. Second, many commentators have questioned his suggestion that learnt language can never pass to the acquired store. This seems observably false. Both roughly-tuned and finely tuned
input (the latter related, of course, to learning) end up becoming acquired language at some point; Rod Ellis suggested that communicative activities might be the switch that took language from the learnt to the acquired store.
However, no one has suggested that Krashen is wrong about the beneficial qualities of comprehensible input in a relaxed setting.
And what of Willis' criticism of controlled practice, by which he appears to mean both individual and choral repetition? Controlled practice may not fulfil the role originally ascribed to it (the mastery of grammar and vocabulary) but at certain levels it may well have other pay-offs in terms of .encouraging motor skills in the spoken production of new language, and in providing the illusion of progress to aid the students’ motivation.
Much of the problem in discussing acquisition and learning - in trying to discover whether “language learning will take care of itself”-occurs when the discussion is divorced from the age of the students, the level they are at, their motivation, their educational culture, and the places in which the learning is taking place.
Thus we need to balance the fact that all children acquire language against some of the special conditions in which this takes place. Children receive much greater exposure than the average second language student. There is some “covert teaching” going on as they acquire not only the language itself but the social routines in which it is used. First language acquisition is also closely allied to social growth and general cognitive development.
Most teachers of young learners avoid grammar teaching because experience has shown that it has little effect. Children subconsciously acquire languages with considerable ease. Yet adults find things more diffrcult, especially when they are learning in classrooms away from target-language communities; for them focused language study is not only useful, it is almost certainly desirable, and most of them
want it anyway. Just involving students in communicative tasks may thus be unsatisfactory, provoking “a general over-emphasis on performance at the expense of progress”.
However, there may be special circumstances where such activities match the motivational drive, level, and situation of the students concerned.
It seems, therefore, that some concentration on language study is helpful for most teenagers and adults learning English whether in the form of finely-tuned input or in some other way, as there are many different means of language study. However, many of the theoretical considerations have influenced popular methodology, especially the Communicative approach and its aftermath and Task-based learning. 
A theme that runs through much discussion of the study of specific graded language is that if controlled practice does not work as well as it should, and if, in Steven Pinker's words, students often depend upon their “considerable intellects” then one of the teacher's main tasks is to make students “aware” of language as an alternative to teaching it. In this approach, often referred to as “consciousness-raising”, the teacher does not expect students to produce new language immediately but instead makes them aware of certain of its features. This awareness will help their acquisition of the language so that when they need to use it, the knowledge thus gained will help them to produce it accurately and fluently.
Richard Schmidt uses the term “noticing” to describe a condition which is necessary if the language a student is exposed to is to become language that he or she takes in (language intake). Unless the student notices the new language, he or she is unlikely to process it, and therefore the chances of learning it (and being able to use it) are slim. This suggestion modifies the view of Stephen Krashen who argued that comprehensible input (with no necessary noticing) was enough for acquisition to take place.
According to Schmidt and based to some extent on his own learning of Portuguese, second language learners notice a language construction if they come across it often enough or if it stands out in some way. One way of coming across it, of course, is through instruction - that is, if teachers draw their attention to it. Of course, whether or not a teacher is present, students need to have already reached a level where they can notice the language feature in question.
This emphasis on noticing and awareness-raising maylead people to suggest that rather than “teaching” an item of language, the teacher's job is to get students to notice it when it occurs so that it sinks into the brain where it is processed. One way of doing this is to organise tasks where certain language naturally occurs with frequency and where with or without a teacher’s help, the student will notice it.
The fact that language has been noticed does not mean it has been acquired/learnt, nor that students can use it immediately. Rob Batstone suggests that structuring and restructuring of “noticed” language will be necessary to adjust the hypotheses that the learner has formed. This means learners trying the language out, often in controlled classroom conditions, to test out its boundaries and characteristics.
Spontaneous production of acquired/learnt language seems to take longer; it happens when the language in question has had enough “processing” time in the student's memory - through noticing and, perhaps, restructuring - to be available for use. Teachers who expect its instant production in spontaneous conversation are thus often disappointed, but if they wait it will (if students have noticed it) emerge in creative language use in due course.
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