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There are two sclected passages from the TESOL literature.  They are
completely different in the concept of language and how a language is learned. The
first one is from Bernard Spolsky's “What Does It Man to Know a Language?” and
the second one from Michael H. L.ong’s “The Least a Second Language Aequisition
Theory Needs o Know".

There are two tasks for you.  Firstly, summarize each passage in a paragraph in
fifteen sentences for each. Secondly, what are the major differences in the concept of
language and how is langueage learncd or acquired? Why are they so different even
though they are concerned about the same topic? For the second task, wrile onc
paragraph in about fificen sentences,
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Bernard Spoisky

What Does It Mean to Know a
Language?

In anv consideration of language acquisition, whether first or second,
we need first to look at the end result and analyze the notion “knowing
& language.” What does it mean when we say someone knows a lan-
guage? How do we decide that someone bas zcguired a language?

Look first at the definition provided by Charles Fries, pertaining
specifically to the learning of a second language:

A persan has “learned” = language when he has thus firs), within g fimred
vocabplery, mastered the sound system (that is. when he can undersstand
the stream of speech and achieve an understandable production of i1} and
hag, second. made the stractural devices (that is, the basic arrangements of
utlerances] matters of awlamatic habit.'

Fries arrives at this position after first showing the inadeguacy of rhe
nofion that knowing a language means knowing its vaecabulary. He
points qut that even a native speaker’s knowledge of the words in his
language is limited by his experience. We never fimsh learning all the
words and their many mednings, as can be proved by |ust a few
minutes’ study of a dictienary. On the ather hand, he claims, we finizsh
early with the business of mastering the sound system and “the funda-
mental mattess of word-crder and the patterns of form . A child of four
can recognize all the sounds of his language and produce recognizable
variants of them and by the time he goes to school, has learned the basic
gramemar of his language. !t is natural, then. that we tend ro believe that
second-language learning is 2 matter of daing in enother language what
we are conscious of doing in our own, namely leaming words, rather
than doing what we did unconscicasly as young childrén when we
mastered the phonology and grammar,

Fries argues then that vecabulary need not be stressed in inital
phases df language learning:

Accuracy of sound, of thythm, of intonanon, of structum! forms, and of
arranpemnent, within a limiled range of expression, mus: come Birst and
become automatic habit belore the student is ready 1o devole his chief
aftention (o expanding his vocabulary.”

It is interesting to see what happens when Fries's definition of knowing
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2 language is translated into practical terms by preparing 2 test 1o see
whether a student knows a language. Let us assume first that knowing 2
language consists only in knowing—that is being able to recognize
definitions or synonyms of—the words of the language. Obviously, we
wouldn't test the student with every word in the dictionary before we
deride whether he comes up to the critericn. We would make use of
some appropriate statistical 1echnigue ta select a representative sample
of words, find out wha! percentage gur sredent knows, and rompare his
performance with that of a native speaker. The process is not simple.
but it is jeasible, for we are dealing with a more or less finite number of
iterns (the words of a language) from which we can choose a more or
less representative sample; we need have little hesitation in generaliz-
ing our results. The words “maore or less™ are wsed advizedly, for there
is a real sense in which the lexicon of a language is an open set; new
words and meanings are added and eld ones dropped all the time. 56, at
any given time, the words of a language are listable in a way that the
sentences of a language cannol conceivably be

Can this same degree of finiteness be found if we move from the
area of vocabulary that Fries rejects as irrelévant ta the arcas he names:
the “sound svstem” and the “strctural devices'"? The answer 18 “yes,”
if we consider that each of these systems is a matter of units and
patterns for arrengement. For the sound system, one would kst the
segmental phonemes, the suprasegmentals. and the possible combina-
tinns. The list of phonemes would be quite small, no more than sixty oo
8o items, so that it would be guite easy to test each one. Once you siart
to worry abgut ail the possible combinations, however, the list gets
much larger, and sampling is necessary. Again following Fries, the
“structural devices” are equally straightforward, & maver of a list of
items and possible arrangements. Fries points cut that English uses
three structura) devices: word order, inflection, and functien words. 1t
is possible, he says, (o select from these a minimum set that will
provide fFor the production of “one patfemn far each of the situarions in
which the language is actually being used™ and a larger set for recogni-
tion, chosen on the basis of frequency in the speech of native speakers.
It is possible to list the items in these sets and to use the lizt as &
universe irom which we can draw a representative sample for use in
dediding whether a student has learned the language or nal. A detailed
examination of the nature ol language tects that follow these poncples
is given by Robert Lado.* While Lado does digcuss various types of tests
of the “integrated skillls,”” he spends mare than twice as much space on
specifications for tests of the “elements of language™: the sound seg-
‘ments, stress, intonation, and grammatical structures [which he defines
as “the patterns of arrangement of words in sentences and the patterns

“wof arrangement of pariz of words in words"].
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