Applied linguistic

13th lecture

Constructivism: A Multidisciplinary Approach

Constructivism is hardly a new school of thought. Jean Piaget and Lev
Vygotsky, names often associated with constructivism, are not by any
means new to the scene of language studies. Yet, in a variety of
poststructuralist theoretical positions, Constructivism emerged as a
prevailing paradigm only in the last part of the twentieth century, and is
now almost an orthodoxy.
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A refreshing characteristic of constructivism is its integration of linguistic,
psychological, and sociological paradigms, in contrast to the professional
chasms that often divided those disciplines in the previous century. Now,
with its emphasis on social interaction and the discovery, or construction,
of meaning, the three disciplines have much more common ground.
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What is Constructivism?

First, it will be helpful to think of two branches of constructivism:
cognitive and social. In_the cognitive version of constructivism, emphasis

is placed on the importance of learners constructing their own
representation of reality. “ Learners must individually discover and
transform complex information if they are to make it their own,
[suggesting] a more active role for students in their own learning than is
typical in many classrooms” (Slavin, 2003, p.257-258).
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Social constructivism emphasizes the importance of social interaction and
cooperative learning in constructing both cognitive and emotional images
of reality.
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The champion of social constructivism is Vygotsky (1978), who advocated
the view that “children’s thinking and meaning-making is socially
constructed and emerges out of their social interactions with their
environment” (Kaufman, 2004, p.304).
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One of the most popular concepts advanced by Vygotsky was the
notion of a zone of proximal development (ZPD) in every learner: the
distance between learners’ existing developmental state and their
potential development. Put another way, the ZPD describes tasks that a
learner has not yet learned but is capable of learning with appropriate
stimuli.
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The ZPD is an important facet of social constructivism because it
describes tasks “that a child cannot yet do alone but could do with the
assistance of more competent peers or adults” (Slavin, 2003, p. 44).
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Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD contrasted rather sharply with Piaget’s
theory of learning in that the former saw a unity of learning and
development while the latter saw stages of development setting a
precondition, or readiness, for learning (Dunn & Lantolf, 1998).
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First Language Acquisition

Everyone at some time has witnessed the remarkable ability of
children to communicate. How can we explain this fantastic journey from
that first anguished cry at birth to adult competence in a language? From
the first word to tens of thousands? These are the sorts of questions that
theories of language acquisition attempt to answer.
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Using the schools of thought referred to previously, an extreme
behaviorist position would claim that children come into the world with a
tabula rasa, a clean slate bearing no preconceived notions about the
world or about language, and that these children are then shaped by their
environment and slowly conditioned through various schedules of
reinforcement.
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At the other constructivist extreme is the position that makes not
only the cognitivist claim that children come into this world with very
specific innate knowledge, pre dispositions, and biological timetables, but
that children learn to function in a language chiefly through interaction
and discourse.
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Issues in First Language Acquisition
Competence and Performance

Competence refers to one’s underlying knowledge of a system, event, or
fact. It is the nonobservable ability to do something, to perform
something. Performance is the overtly observable and concrete
manifestation or realization of competence. It is the actual doing of
something: walking, singing, dancing, speaking.
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In reference to language, competence is one’s underlying knowledge
of the system of a language—its rules of grammar, its vocabulary, all the
pieces of a language and how those pieces fit together.



(2 aall A ¢ enill del @ o cdalll HUail A< 4 sl alll ) 5 )
Ce SR ¢ D€ ool &
Mnny go acadll o3a Candith (S g Aalll (ja adail) S

Performance is actual production (speaking, writing) or the
comprehension (listening, reading) of linguistic events.
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Comprehension and Production

One of the myths that has crept into some foreign language teaching
materials is that comprehension (listening, reading) can be equated with
competence, while production (speaking, writing) is performance.
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It is important to recognize that this is not the case: production is of
course more directly observable, but comprehension is as much
performance—a “willful act” to use Saussure’s term—as production is.
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14" lecture

Cross-Linguistic Influence and Learner Language
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The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH)

In the middle of the twentieth century, one of the most popular
pursuits for applied linguists was the study of two languages in contrast.
CAH claimed that the principal barrier to second language acquisition is
the interference of the first language system with the second language
system,
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and that a scientific, structural analysis of the two languages in
guestion would yield a taxonomy of linguistic contrasts between them
which in turn would enable linguists and language teachers to predict the
difficulties a learner would encounter.
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A well known model was offered by Stockwell, Bowen, and Martin
(1965), who posited what they called a hierarchy of difficulty by which a
teacher or linguist could make a prediction of the relative difficulty of a
given aspect of the target language.
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Fossilization

The relatively permanent incorporation of incorrect linguistic forms
into a person’s second language competence has been referred to as
fossilization.

Fossilization is a normal and natural stage for many learners, and
should not be viewed as some sort of terminal illness.
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Vigil and Oller (1976) provided a formal account of fossilization as a
factor of positive and negative affective and cognitive feedback. They
noted that there are two kinds of information transmitted between
sources (learners) and audiences (in this case, native speakers);
information about the affective relationship between source and
audience, and cognitive information—facts, suppositions, beliefs.
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Affective information is primarily encoded in terms of kinesic
mechanisms such as gestures, tone of voice, and facial expressions, while
cognitive information is usually conveyed by means of linguistic devices
(sounds, phrases, structures, discourse). The feedback learners get from
their audience can be either positive, neutral, somewhere in between, or
negative.
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Categories of Error Treatment
Types of Feedback

Recast: An implicit type of corrective feedback that reformulates or
expands an ill-formed or incomplete utterance in an unobtrusive way.

L: I lost my road.

T: Oh, yeah, | see, you lost your way. And then what happened?
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Clarification request: An elicitation of a reformulation or repetition from
a student.

L: | want practice today, today. (grammatical error)
T: I'm sorry? (clarification request)
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Metalinguistic feedback: provides “comments, information, or questions
related to the well formedness of the student’s utterance”.

L: | am here since January.

T: Well, okay, but remember we talked about the present perfect tense?
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Elicitation: A corrective technique that prompts the learner to self-
correct. Elicitation and other prompts are more overt in their response.
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L: (to another student) What means this word?
T: Uh, Luis, how do we say that in English? What does .......?

L: Ah, what does this word mean?
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Explicit correction: A clear indication to the student that the form is
incorrect and provision of a corrected form.
L: When | have 12 years old .....

T: No, not have. You mean, “when | was 12 years old ....... °
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Repetition: The teacher repeats the ill-formed part of the student’s
utterance, usually with a change in intonation.

Learner: When | have 12 years old ...

Teacher: When | was 12 years old...
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