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Factors Affecting the Efficiency of Second
Language Learning

JOHN HEWSON

INTRODUCTION

In making a survey of all the different factors affecting the efficiency
of language learning it would seem appropriate to catalogue these
factors into certain general areas such as those of the learner him-
5 self, the learning situation, the learning materials, and so forth.
However, the efficiency of the learning materials is necessarily tied
to the learning situation, and indeed to the abilities of the learner
himself, so that it is very difficult to allocate one element or factor
to any one of these generalized areas: there is necessarily overlap,
1and interlocking relationships between all the areas. As a result the
different factors will be dealt with separately in the body of the text,
beginning in general with the learner himself, and proceeding

through the area of materials to the learning situation.

FACTOR 1. NATIVE ABILITY

15 Language learning ability is much like any other human ability such
as musical ability, athletic ability or mathematical ability. For all
these abilities some people have a native inborn talent that enables
them to learn or master complex abilities with ease whereas average
abilities only master such skills with greater concentration over

20a longer period of time. Some researchers have sought to measure
this native aptitude for language learning, and John B. Carroll and
his assaciates have made up discriminatory tests to distinguish can-
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didates that have language learning aptitude from those who do not
(Carroll 1955).

FACTOR 2. AGE

After considerable disagreement, discussion and experimentation, no
one has yet determined an optimum age to begin second language 5
instruction in school. Experiments with immersion programmes in
Canada have shown that Kindergarten is a satisfactory level for
entry to an immersion programme, but a programme begun this
early must be maintained in a coherent way through successive years,
It is disastrous, for example, to start early and to do so little each 10
week that little or no progress is made over a period of years. It is
equally disastrous to do an intensive study of the second language
and then not use the language (e.g. for instruction) later in the
programme, so that the early learning is easily forgotten, because
not used. It is also disastrous to start an oral programme and then1s
in high school endeavour to switch to a grammar-translation pro-
gramme totally unrelated to the earlier oral programme; this happens
when extra “oral” years are added to the front end of existing tradi-
tional programmes.

Advancing age is considered to affect language learning ability, just 2
as it affects other abilities such as athletic ability. However, if age
affects language learning in a negative way, it may also affect it in
a positive way in that the experience that goes with age may increase
the efficiency of learning certain elements. For example, the lan-
guage learner who already has experience of several languages, and 2
who already knows very well a language of one particular family, will
in many ways find it easy to learn another language from that same
family. As always, relating new learning to past experience makes new
learning swifter and more efficient. This leads to our third point.

13



FACTOR 3. DEVELOPED OBSERVATIONAL
AND DISCRIMINATORY POWERS

The language learner will be much more efficient and capable at
learning a further language if he already has experience of one or
5 more languages beyond the mother tongue. Each language is itself
a cognitive system, and the learning of the second language will
normally give the learner an appreciation of this fact: he becomes
aware that other languages do things differently. Consequently, when
he comes to the learning of a third or fourth language the culture
1 shock inherent in the acquisition of the second language is never so
great. Furthermore, the learner is aware of the ways in which lan-
guages differ, and if he is by nature perceptive, he will look for the
distinctive data of the language that he is learning: the testing by
Lambert in Canadian immersion programmes indicated that the
15 bilinguals who emerged from these programmes showed a higher

cognitive ability than the control group.

It may also be said that any learner who has undergone instruc-
tion or training in phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics
(that is to say basic linguistic training) will have another kind of

2 experience to which he can associate the new learning. A learner,
for example, who has taken a basic course in phonetics can be taught,
or even teach himself, to discriminate the distinctive speech sounds
of the new language he is studying, and even to draw up a coherent
and organized statement about the relationships of these distinctive

2ssounds among themselves: such a statement would be the grid of
the vowel system, for example. A learner with such experience will
much more readily hear and appreciate very fine phonological dis-
tinctions, such as the distinctive semi-vowels in French Louis and

lut.
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FACTOR 4. MOTIVATION

It is obvious that motivation is a factor in all learning, but quite
interesting studies have been done on the typical kinds of motiva-
tion, or lack of it, that affect language learning. Motivation may be
affected in a negative way, for example, by prejudice against the 5
group whose language is being learned, such prejudice frequently
stemming from historical or cultural reasons. Positive motivation
may result from the inverse: where the student respects or admires
the linguistic group whose language he is learning. Motivation, it
should also be noted, is also going to be substantially affected by the 10
efficiency of the language learning situation: if the student is getting
good results from the input of his own efforts he will be positively
motivated, but if he is wasting a lot of time and making very little
progress in spite of serious effort on his own account, he is likely to
be severely discouraged. This leads us to consider efficiency within 1s

the learning situation itself.

FACTOR 5. SHORT SESSIONS

Since the average learner can only ingest so much new learning at
any one session, it is important that the intake of new data should
be restricted to that which an average learner can assimilate at any 20
one time without confusion. This inevitably means that learning
sessions should be short and have a minimum of new input. Since
the most effective intake takes place during the first minutes of the
lesson, gradually falling into an even sharper curve, it follows that
if new intake is continued after a period of about 20 minutes, time 2
is largely being wasted because the learner has reached his intake
threshold.



FACTOR 6. REGULAR AND FREQUENT SESSIONS

The shortcomings of the individual in assimilating any quantity at
any one time are more than made up for by the individual’s capacity
for assimilating a large quantity of data provided it is presented to

5 him in regular and frequent sessions. Skills are always best learned
by regular practice, and psychological studies indicate that a certain
amount of disposition towards learning goes on in the periods be-
tween the regular and frequent sessions. For example, a learner can
assimilate far more from four evenly spaced quarter hour sessions

10than he can from a continuous hour of study. The analogy may be
made with the water that, by continuous dripping, manages to bore
a hole through a rock. One can pour millions of gallons of water over
a rock in a short space of time without affecting any significant
change, but if one allows the same quantity of water to drip, drop by

15 drop, on a single point of the rock, the water will succeed in boring
a hole right down through the rock. Language learning, in similar
fashion, succeeds non vi sed saepe cadendo, that is to say not by
force, but by falling often.

FACTOR 7. REINFORCEMENT

20 The value of such regular and frequent sessions will be lost, how-
ever, unless they are used for continuing reinforcement of what has
already been learnt. In the provision of graded readers, for example,
a satisfactory intake of new words is four words per 100 running
words of text. This means that a successful balance for graded

25 readers consists of 4%, of new learning and 969, of reinforcement.
An active session, because of the interplay between teacher and
student that is not possible in the simple reading process, may, of
course have a much larger percentage of new intake. More experi-
mentation and testing needs to be done in this area to establish what
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part of a normal lesson should be intake of new material, and what

part of it should be reinforcement of earlier material.

FACTOR 8. MAINTENANCE OF THE LEARNER'S LEVEL

It should be obvious that if the student is doing work that is too easy,
or struggling with work that is too hard, he is largely wasting his 5
time. It is only if the student is occupied in doing something that he
knows how to do and yet remains a challenge that efficient language
learning is being carried out. Nevertheless, this criterion of efficiency
is one that is very frequently disregarded and even flagrantly abused.
Puzzle solving translation, for example, frequently causes a student 10
to spend hours searching for items in dictionaries and grammars in
order to translate a simple paragraph. Such searching is an inordi-
nate waste of human time and human ability. In efficient language
learning the student should be taught beforehand what he needs in
order to carry out the translation, and the translation can then s
subsequently be set as a reinforcement exercise. Furthermore, when
there is no relationship or association between one translation pas-
sage and another, what all too frequently happens is what the psy-
chologists call retroactive inhibition, which is to say that the new
learning caused by the particular translation passage simply erases 20
the old learning which was from the preceding passage or passages.
This, however, leads to another fundamental point, namely the

programming or ordering of learning procedures.

FACTOR 9. INPUT BEFORE OUTPUT:
STAGING OF SKILLS %

There are input skills for both the spoken and the written word,
and likewise output skills for both. The input skill for the written
word is reading, the input skill for the spoken word is listening

17



comprehension. The output skill for the written word is writing: the
output skill for the spoken word is speaking. From what was said
above it follows that a student should not be required to use, crea-
tively, in the output skills, elements for which he has not yet acquired
s input skills. This means, in short, that he should not be required to
use what he has not learned. It is obvious that no sensible person
would require a child to cycle to school before he had learned to
ride a bicycle, but there is much wasted time in language learning
because the learner is expected to produce and use things that he has
10 never been taught. It is also a highly artificial and contrived situation
when a learner is required or tries to speak a language that he cannot
understand when it is spoken to him. And it will also be found that
if he practices first this input skill of listening comprehension and
comes to understand a language when it is spoken to him, the
15 subsequent development of speaking skills will be much more easily
and efficiently acquired. The best of modern methods are all based

on the primacy of listening comprehension.

FACTOR 10. AVAILABILITY OF GRADED MATERIALS

It is obvious that the maintenance of the learner’s level and the
20 proper programming of the data to be learned requires that the
learner should have available to him materials in the target language
that are properly and coherently graded, and that materials for all
the four skills should be properly integrated. In this regard the
listening and reading materials may be integrated together: if the
25 learner has suitably graded reading materials he may also be pro-
vided with a tape of a native speaker reading these same materials
so that he can alternate between reading and listening to the same
materials. Obviously, the input materials are much more easily dealt
with than the output materials, since the output materials will be

30 necessarily affected by the individual learner’s own creative abilities.
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If, for example, a group of 30 learners are all given a simple spoken
question to answer, they will all hear the same question, but may
give 30 different answers. This means that the programming and the
grading of input materials is much more easily done than for output
materials. It also means that it is possible to provide input materials

o

in quantity for languages where we have common frequency counts,
or better still, frequency counts adjusted for such things as availa-
bility and usefulness. Given, for example, such listings as Le Frangais
Fondamental, it is possible to design input materials in quantity that
will not go beyond the part 1 level or the part 2 level of Le Frangais 10
Fondamental. And once a student has managed a mastery of the
materials of Le Frangais Fondamental he may be expected to use the
French language for ordinary every day purposes of communication.

FACTOR 11. SNOWBALLING

Such an approach, starting with the most frequent and most useful 15
and working out towards that which is less frequent and less useful
all the while continually reinforcing what has been learnt earlier,
follows what has been called the snowballing model of language
learning (Mackey 1965: 206). This also involves what has been one
of the basic principles of applied linguistics in language learning: 20
minimal learning for maximal productivity. If what is learned first
is that which is most frequent and most useful then the learner can
be maximally productive from his earliest minimal learning. This
approach may be contrasted with what has been called “the jigsaw
puzzle” conception of language learning whereby all the bits andz
pieces are gradually fitted together in the total picture but without
any conception of programming or ordering. It should not be for-
gotten, in this regard, that the “jigsaw puzzle” approach frequently
leads to retroactive inhibition because of the very great difficulty of
coherently reinforcing what has already been learnt when there is 3
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no particular order or pattern to the learning. Mackey, in stressing
the importance of “snowballing”, lays out very comprehensive pro-
posals for the measurement of the efficiency of language teaching
materials (1965: 137-333).

5 FACTOR 12. DIRECT LEARNING

A class that is conducted entirely in the native language of the
learners is also, to a certain extent, wasteful of the learner’s time.
Reinforcement, for example, can only be carried out when the
learner is listening to his target language, reading a text in it, speak-
wing it or writing it. Reinforcement is not being carried out if he is
listening to someone else talk about the target language through the
medium of his own mother tongue. It should also be added, on the
other hand, that teachers should not be fanatical about the use of the
direct method in class: it can be even more wasteful of the learner’s
15 time if the teacher spends a quarter of an hour unsuccessfully trying
to explain something in the target language when a few brief words
of English would clarify this situation in a few seconds. Nevertheless,
it must be said that the use of the mother tongue is largely wasteful
and that a language for all that it is itself a highly convoluted cogni-
20 tive system, is nevertheless learned experimentally rather than intel-
lectually. In short, a language, for all that it is a highly coherent
system of thought, is a subconscious, not a conscious system, and
must be therefore learned by methods appropriate to learning skills,
since our appreciation of the cognitive systems of our languages is
25 still rudimentary. And even if some day linguists come to a proper
appreciation of the rather remarkable underlying systems, as or-
ganized and orderly as the snowflake, which operate in natural
languages, it is doubtful whether these will be of any more use in
language learning than the knowledge of the theory of gravity is in
30 learning to ride a bicycle.
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CONCLUSION

J. B. Carroll once formulated a proposition which he jokingly called
“Carroll’s Law”. It has two parts; (1) “If you have not learnt a lan-
guage after three years of study you have been wasting your time,
and (2) if you continue after three years your progress will be down- 5
hill, not uphill.” The point that Carroll was trying to make was that
it is not difficult to learn the core of a language if you go about it
efficiently, with properly organized materials and techniques. But if
your learning strategies are inefficient, retroactive inhibition sets in
and you can spend years getting nowhere, 10

Language learning and teaching should be constantly evaluated for
their efficiency and productivity. The success of every term’s work
can be very simply evaluated, for example, by the use of com-
puterized achievement tests: the same test is given at the beginning
of the term and at the end, and the two results correlated. Quris
sample testing of a wide variety of classes over a range of several
languages in this way indicates that inefficiency is one of the major
faults of much second language learning, even where both teacher
and students are working hard.

The tests we used were those devised by the Modern Language 2
Association and we tested only the input skills of listening compre-
hension and reading, the intent being to get a rule-of-thumb evalua-
tion, not an exact measurement. These two skills were selected
because they can be machine graded and still reflect both speaking
and writing skills. bl

We also experimented by giving students properly graded listening
and reading material, and setting them to a regime of daily practice
on their own, which was monitored only for its assiduity. In a single

term they would often show marked improvement on the achieve-
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ment tests, working in this way without a teacher. Some of the
students, during the same term, showed zero or negative progress in
another language taken in a traditional classroom, a very poor reflec-
tion on the efficiency of the traditional classroom. These considera-
5 tions indicate that sample achievement testing and, if necessary,
re-evaluation of materials and procedures, are a necessary part of

efficient teaching,
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Notes

John B. Carroll (12: 21): 7 2 U # DLEHEYE. SHUEERCEF 2585
¥

*optimum age (13: 5): BiEE
i AE O (XA (Optimum Age Hypothesis) 12 & 5 &, B4 L 3B—=
Fd D WS ERRE WA R ICET T 5 2 L BT E B4ER (B T, - oER
RRED LEEPRLVEBCADELTWS, Z0k 5k T, AAEET2 L
WHEZE, EFEMRIERL D, FHRKALD LEEL SHEFEEEETZ L
5 —fEr BRI SV TS,

immersion programmes (13: 6): fv—U sy - Fu s A
AFF R ETHbA TS TZFEHKE (bilingual education); D —J . Flx
W, REEBEL T AR (BSHELLTOYS VAR LWHHB TR
O BEROFREORER 77V ABETITH HEE WY, —HOLTOSHES S
TEETITH2REY total immersion programme, $EDER DAY B_EET
17 9 JiJE#% partial immersion programme b BEA TS,

control group (14: 16): ¥ H|E
DHESLEREOER THEMNICHV bR 220 S v —7DR0—>, #l 21T,
HOHBEONRE WL, =20V — 7 SR HEH L Tz,
b5 =00 =T B EROFEREEEH L THA B 0B 2 EA T L 0D
HEVBRERWELD. AIED S V— 7% TIZERE (experiment group); &\,
BEOISV—TE THRIE, v,

semi-vowels (14: 28): fb 3
TEHEO—H. AEOAPOREFTIEN(BLOBRTOREES) 2, FHiof
MCE B ZEBTERNE W) FHEOHBERE 2. yos DRFIOF [j] 2 way D
BHIOE [w] BEOFTH 5.

Louis and lui (14: 28)
77 AETE A [Iwi] (lui] L 3E+ 3,

intake (15: 19): 85z (L7 % ®)
ZITiE, FEE LI L D EE (learn) T3 EEHE

threshold (15: 27): the point at which a (psychological or physiological) effect
begins to be produced

reinforcement (16: 21): (RIBUZ 3 2 FIS0) 344k
ZITH, MEBEOFHLFEHZ A LIc X VEEERAZLENS,

flagrantly (17: 9): outrageously

inordinate (17: 12): disorderly

Le Francais Fondamental (19: 8): @7 5 AEE
77 ABERERE. AXcH B Lo, partl & part 2 D00 LAt
b5,

*target language (20: 9): HE=SE
FEFOEE. ReOHAIE, EENINICHYT S,

English (20: 17)
B4 OYAEI, Japanese LE X Bz THbIT L.

23



for all that ~ (20: 19): despite that ~
getting nowhere (21: 10): not being successful
the Modern Language Association (of America) (21: 20): B E RS

e L TERBECEOTR L EE OREL HIYL LicT 2 U b0, 18834
BRar.

Exercises

1.

ROERIITH R FONBCEBRT A2 L5 n bR S, i,
TXAMOEDEFTEBRThEEZBNBOA302EHELIESW. 7
FRALMOABFRBELAEVEAR, YOARRI-TwanbislLE
.

(a) HEFEEETT58HIACLIVERS, LhLAasD, 4EES
FETIEEL S o T B REr EMBT 3 HERTEERoP T
V.

(b) FHTHEE B=E) 2 #2530 i EELERIZ OV Tk
WEHFIC X > TERVEL 3.

() B=EFOBRIFE_SEOBBIIVLELTES TH 3.

(d) FEELRIHCTbh 2IC 3 By BERER L 25, HEF (5
ZER FEHIRBVTE, Y05 BEOBM THA, $ELHE
RICfTO BE L 2 5. Biizfas RIBO b L CBRS 5. Hlzi,
BHCRB > EPEORBZ L2 b BRENE L L H 5.

(e) FEEHRILITOE, ERI S, —Eidhh LT iR

FoREET 508w,

(f) CEHE, FEfiz EOBR - BFISR—EMEE b - Tv 385 0igh®
FWEBICARARTH S, £/, bW 3 4 HEE (reading, writing,
hearing, speaking) * JI#+ 57 »iciz, FERICARShiBHRE
ELW,

(8) 100FE» LR 28H 055, 6ENEFOBET 4 BHTHOME

24



LWHSENBHELWEM TH 5 2 LSEA OEPLHLNICE »
T3, ShELOFHOREE S UHEM IR, PRATETIES
RS L a2, 30N

(h) EIBEFEL ST BHEEF (Marget language) 02 & - TH 5
_EThHD.

() BEVHROB LI 2 EF =20 2T 50ETFF R F2HN 305
AN

2. TEXT T, ¥0X5 nBRELZTBT B8 L LT 5 .
(17: 10)

3. retroactive inhibition (¥4THI) (17: 19) Lidfmh B L S v,

4. “input skills” (17: 26) % U* “output skills” (17:27) Lo = ks,
7, ELBOAMBRITTRELERTY B,

5. “the snowballing model of language learning” (19: 18) 21z ¥ k 5

BEIPHB LI E W,

6. *“jigsaw puzzle conception of language learning” (19: 24) Lz ¥ o X
57T EEVHDH, ke, kiR retroactive inhibition & DEERE
iz Ew,

7. “a language . . . is nevertheless learned experimentally rather than

intellectually.” (20: 20) LiX ¥ 5\ 5 BrROE L L SV,

For Further Study

1. TEXT TREFEXEN (frequent) b D& = FH% 5<% Th 3 LL
Twos. ROTBERS, BRBROFEL>WTELHEEN,
SRR NIFEDR () THGRSIRER L, (S4E)
Word Frequency (p. 711 #)
Vocabulary Selection (pp. 693 I-697 7)
2. ROXMEHS, BEFOBBEEHOMEC O WTELOESY. &
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7o, REERAPHFERZREHEL, HFEn3ThEY0 L) 2k
FFE2&, EoWTHAOBREE LA AW,
R - (1) /NI(R) Poespsissmesty
Mother Tongue (pp. 380 r-381 r)
(2) EHELD () FEEIESENE Y Ty 2 g (KIER)
TRHEFEEHN ORI (pp. 310-319)

3. SR, bAld THEREEAERSERSER ) (B2) RITH,
DEEMTEITO Zbicholc kT3, E0L5 R BT 0L
D Eie, EDXDEERNTRESKES. EL, MTTENESE,
FROFEBROR LS bo LT3,
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