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“¿Sprechen vous español?”: The Importance of 

Pedagogical Variety in Second Language Education
Almost every American student studies a foreign language at some point.  Yet, although many spend several years trying to master a second language, few actually achieve fluency.  Manifestly, ordinary humans have the capacity to thoroughly learn a language – even a child can comprehend and communicate in his or her native tongue after just a few years.  Although the majority of the current research indicates that fluency in language becomes increasingly more difficult to achieve as one grows older, one never entirely loses the ability to learn language.  Certainly, the success rate of language students in America has the potential to improve drastically, and to reach a much higher level.  Perhaps the failure that many foreign language students experience has its cause not in their lack of ability, but rather in the methods that teachers employ in the traditional classroom. 

What is language?

In order to discuss the teaching of languages, one must first determine the answer to the following question: what is language?  There are many answers to this question.  The same expert, even, may have several definitions of the word.  For example, Robert Politzer describes language as a behavior (Aims and Methods 38) and a habit (Teaching Spanish 13), as well as “an intricate system of patterns” (14).  Others say that language is just a “complex, specialized skill” (Pinker 18).  One neuroscientist says, “Language is the remarkable system that allows people to communicate an unlimited combination of ideas using a highly structured stream of sounds” (Dronkers 1169).  Still, regardless of the specific way in which one defines language, all definitions seem to agree that language is “a natural phenomenon; it occurs even without intervention” (Genesee 1).  All normal, healthy humans acquire their native language without putting forth any extra or special effort to do so.      

In his Confessions, St Augustine writes, “I can remember that time, and later on I realized how I had learnt to speak.  It was not my elders who showed me the words by some set system of instruction, in the way that they taught me to read not long afterwards; but instead, I taught myself by using the intelligence which you, my God, gave to me.”  While there are many definitions of language, all agree that spoken language is something unique to human beings.  It is a beautiful combination of instinct and art.  In the words of Charles Darwin, “Language is an art…it certainly is not a true instinct, for every language has to be learned.  It differs, however, widely from all ordinary arts, for man has an instinctive tendency to speak, as we see in the babble of our young children; while no child has an instinctive tendency to brew, bake, or write” (Pinker 20).  Language is a gift, given to us by our Creator.
First- vs. second-language acquisition

Although most people acquire their first language without putting forth any conscious effort, this is certainly not the case with second language acquisition.  In his presentation, “How to Become a Prize-Winning Language Instructor,” Dr. James Asher says, “If language is a gift to our species, then one should not have to work to get it” (4).  Most language students, though, will attest to the fact that they had to work, in many cases very hard, to reach the level of accomplishment that they have achieved.  If Dr. Asher’s statement is true, then, one must wonder if the process of learning a second language does not follow an entirely different pathway than that of learning one’s native language.  Since first language acquisition does not require any effort, and second language acquisition most certainly does, is it possible that second languages are actually learned in a completely different way, biologically speaking, from first languages?  

Many experts in the field of language acquisition seem to agree with this point of view.  Robert Politzer, in his book Foreign Language Learning: A Linguistic Introduction, expresses the idea that learning one’s native language and learning a foreign language are different processes because learning a foreign language requires one to overcome the interference from the rules and patterns of the system of the native language.  This might also explain why it becomes harder to learn a second language with age – the system of one’s native language has been in place for a longer amount of time (10).  In other words, children are born with a tremendous capacity to learn language, and they do so very thoroughly and very quickly.  Once they have completed this process, though, their brains are “wired” according to the structures of that specific language.  If any language learning takes place after this “wiring” is accomplished, it must find a new pathway to follow in order to circumvent the established set of linguistic structures.   

Others, however, argue that this is not the case – that the processes for learning both first and second languages are the same process.  Although second-language students often express themselves in ways that are very different from the expressions of first-language learners – for example, the first words of babies learning their mother tongue are usually nouns, whereas adult students might try to say other things in their first attempts at speech –, advocates of the theory that all language learning follows the same course argue that this difference is most likely due to the subjects’ different levels of cognitive ability and maturity.  One cannot conclude that these differences indicate that they learn language through different processes (Hakuta 132).  In the words of Dr. Asher, “Once the child achieves fluency in the native language, the ‘biological’ pattern for acquiring language does not disappear” (Learning Another Language 2-18).  Although it might be more difficult to learn a second language than one’s native tongue, the route taken is the same. 

When one undertakes the study of a foreign language, the process of learning language has already been completed at least once.  This fact makes languages unique areas of study, because they constitute some of the few subjects in which the students themselves are already experts, in a certain sense.  Foreign language students are attempting to acquire skills that they already possess – comprehension, speaking, reading, and writing.  The challenge is to re-acquire these skills in a different language.  Does the fact that the students already have an in-depth knowledge of their native language help or hinder their study of a second language?  This question is a topic of much debate; nevertheless, regardless of the answer, it seems worthwhile to consider the advice of Dr. Asher: “If you want to learn a second language gracefully and with a minimum of stress, then invent a learning strategy that is in harmony with the biological program” (Learning Another Language 2-4).  Susan Ervin-Tripp agrees that the way language is learned is unchanging: “in both first- and second-language acquisition, learners take the language they hear and use it selectively by building on what they already know.  For second-language learners, some of what they already know happens to be the structure of their native language” (Hakuta 131).  If one’s native language interferes with second language acquisition, that is unfortunate.  It is illogical, though, to conclude that because there is interference from the native language, it would be more efficient to disregard the natural system of language learning, and struggle through a new, and most likely artificial, pathway.

The age factor


A frequently raised objection poses the following question: if first- and second-language acquisition are results of the same process, why is it the case that first-language learners experience so much more success than second-language learners, especially when compared to second-language learners who also happen to be adult students?  Dr. Kenji Hakuta writes, “To say that child and adult second-language acquisition is qualitatively similar is merely to say that development takes the same route in both; it does not say how far along the route any particular learner might go.  That is the quantitative issue” (141).  Perhaps as we age, we lose some of our ability to acquire language.  Still, this does not contradict the theory that the acquisition process remains the same.

Even if children and adults learn languages in the same way, many people believe that children learn language faster and gain proficiency more easily than adults.  Noam Chomsky, professor of linguistics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, believes that young children have a special gift that allows them to acquire language with ease (Dronkers 1172).  He says, “It is a common observation that a young child of immigrant parents may learn a second language in the streets, from other children, with amazing rapidity…while the subtleties that become second nature to the child may elude his parents despite high motivation and continued practice” (Sze 49).  Another expert speculates that “children are highly successful because of the small range of types of communication they require, while adults may appear highly unsuccessful because of the large range necessary for interaction at the adult level” (Hatch 192).  Although children’s superiority in language acquisition may be due to biological factors, such as increased brain plasticity during childhood, it is most likely the case that this divergence has an important environmental cause as well.

  Dr. Asher, creator of the Total Physical Response method (or TPR), theorizes that children may appear to learn second languages faster than adults because they have more opportunities for what he terms “language-body conversations” than adults do (Learning Another Language 3-29).  Communication between children usually incorporates body movement, while communication between adults rarely does (1-31, 32).  The most apparent example of this is found in the situation of many immigrant families.  The children learn English through their interactions with other children, interactions that are full of these language-body conversations.  Imagine the way children play and speak together – one says something to the other, such as “Throw me the ball!” or “Run to first base!” and then demonstrates with actions what it is that they are saying.  They use a combination of physical and verbal communication to convey their meaning.  

I experienced this phenomenon first-hand when I spent a summer living in a convent in a Mexican village.  The children of the village would come to play with me in the afternoons, and they were my best teachers.  During the time I spent playing with them, I repeatedly heard, and was finally able to use, the grammatical constructions that I had been studying for so many years.  On the other hand, the adults of an immigrant family rarely have the benefit of a physical demonstration that conveys the meaning of what has just been said to them.  Dialogues in banks, grocery stores, post offices, and other such places where the majority of an immigrant’s exposure to English takes place do not provide many opportunities for language-body conversations.  Dr. Asher has found, though, that when language-body conversations are used as a way of instruction in the classroom, “adults seem to demonstrate a peak performance that matched the performance of children” (1-31).  This evidence provides more support for the theory that discrepancies between achievement in child and adult second language acquisition are due to environmental rather than biological factors.                 

Another piece of evidence that seems to support this theory is the fact that within groups of children, there often exists a huge variation in their second-language learning capacity.  The same discrepancy is also found in groups of adults (Hakuta 153).  If this is a characteristic found in groups in which the age factor is constant, perhaps something other than age determines whether or not high levels of proficiency can be reached.  A study that observed the acquisition rates of five Mexican children learning English concluded that the success of one student who advanced much faster than the others was due to her outgoing personality and disposition to role playing and playing games in English (Hakuta 134).  The results of a study by Krashen, Long, and Scarcella revealed that adults can actually learn foreign languages faster than children, and older children learn faster than younger children (Sze 50).  Although the younger learner is advantaged in some ways, there may be certain areas in which the adult student is more equipped for success.  

Still, the research also indicated that early exposure to the second language is directly proportional to the proficiency level that is achieved (Sze 50).  Early exposure also seems to be essential to the mastery of near-native pronunciation.  Many studies, including a second study by Krashen and one by Drs. Asher and Garcia, conclude that “puberty seems to be the biological marker for pronunciation” (Asher, Learning Another Language 1-33).  If it is true that there is no age barrier that prevents older students from learning a language, and even if older students acquire at a faster rate or reach levels of proficiency comparable to those of younger students, no researchers deny the fact that the older learner is disadvantaged in certain aspects (Sze 50), one being pronunciation.  For some reason that remains undiscovered, puberty plays an important role in one’s ability to achieve near-native pronunciation.   


On the other side of the debate are those who believe proficiency in a second-language can only be achieved if the language instruction is begun during childhood.  Karin Stromswold elaborates, “The hypothesis that exposure to language must occur by a certain age in order for language to be acquired normally is called the critical period hypothesis.  The critical period for language acquisition is generally believed to coincide with the period of great neural plasticity and is often thought to end at or sometime before the onset of puberty” (914).  Since language is considered an innate ability, and one of the possible characteristics of an innate ability is the presence of “a critical period for successful acquisition” (909), it follows that language can not be acquired, at least not at a competent level, after the critical period has passed. 


This theory, like the opposing theory explained earlier, also has a number of studies to support its claims.  In her book on second-language acquisition research, Diane Larsen-Freeman says, “In long-term studies, those comparing achievement after several years of foreign language study and/or residence in the SL environment, younger starters consistently outperform older ones, and only younger children seem to be capable of native-like attainment, even after many years of target-language exposure” (157).  Other researchers claim that students rarely become fluent speakers if they are not exposed to the language before or during their early childhood, and that they will rarely achieve even competency in the language if this exposure is delayed until after puberty (Stromswold).  If this is the case, it seems pointless even to attempt language study after puberty, if one is biologically limited to simplistic speech.  

Evelyn Hatch provides the following summary of the age factor debate: “The research does not strongly support an optimal age hypothesis that says ‘the younger the better.’  Nor does it support a contrary hypothesis, ‘the older the better.’  We may state another hypothesis, ‘the older child the better,’ but even that is not clear from the data” (196).  Studies of language acquisition are difficult because of the large number of variables that include personal intelligence and language aptitude, personality, attitudes, and the situations in which learning takes place (Hakuta 153, 155, 157, 160).  Most likely, one’s acquisition ability is determined by a combination of these factors.  For this reason, one should not dismiss the capability of older students to learn language, or even to reach proficiency or fluency, just because they have passed the critical period.     

Even Robert Politzer, who supports the theory that first and second language acquisition processes are different, suggests that one’s fundamental capacity for learning language is something that does not change throughout one’s life, and is active in all language learning processes that one might undertake:

The child who acquires his native language learns it because he has a mysterious capacity of learning an infinitely complex intricate system.  He does not acquire the language simply because someone has taught the language to him.  The same proposition seems to be equally true for second-language acquisition: Anyone who acquires real competency in a second language is learning to use a complex system that has not yet been fully described by anyone.  Since it has not been described, it follows that it could not have been acquired by overt teaching.  The speaker of English who achieves native competency in French masters many rules which have never been put down on paper.  He cannot have acquired the use of those rules as a result of anyone’s deliberate effort to teach them.  Ultimately the speaker of English who becomes competent in French must have acquired the knowledge of French for some of the same reasons which enabled him to acquire his knowledge of English.  He has a capacity to learn human languages.  (Aims and Methods 84)

This passage suggests what many foreign language students have probably felt intuitively – that is, no matter how much effort one puts forth in the study of modern languages, real competency in the language is something that just happens one day.  It is a skill like riding a bike, or learning to jump on a pogo stick.  Practice and hard work are important, even necessary, to bring us to the point where we begin to speak without translating in our minds, to think and even dream in the foreign language.  We can certainly move more quickly towards this end by creating an atmosphere that aids this process, for example, by immersing ourselves in a foreign language environment.   Yet, it seems to be the case that the moment of fluency ultimately arrives in its own time. 
Authentic learning and the definition of fluency 


Most likely many have had the experience of listening to a conversation in a language that was completely foreign, in which one could not understand a single word that was spoken.  A priest whom I met in Mexico told me about the twelve years that he spent as a missionary in Japan.  When he first arrived, he did not know a single word of Japanese.  Nothing anybody said made any sense to him.  After a month, it was the same situation; after three months, still the same story.  A few more months later, though, he began to recognize and understand specific words and short phrases.  Gradually, what had been, to his ears, indecipherable noise became full of meaning.  This ability to comprehend is the first and most important step in the process of learning a language, a process that also involves developing the abilities of speaking, reading, and writing.

      
When discussing the concept of learning, it is important to make a distinction between true learning and something more akin to memorization.  We often say that grade school children who recite the Pledge of Allegiance every morning have “learned” this important text, but many of them do not really understand what they are saying.  They have not truly learned the Pledge of Allegiance; they have merely memorized it.  In the same way, the ability to perform in a language does not necessarily equal competence.  An American opera singer who performs an Italian aria might be fluent in that language, but it is more likely the case that the singer has simply practiced the pronunciation of the words in the piece to the point that she is able to sing intelligibly in Italian (Politzer, Aims and Methods 86).  While memorization certainly has its place in education, and may often serve as the basis for further, more in depth understanding, it does not by itself signify that true learning has taken place.  


  Furthermore, just as a distinction must be made between memorization and true learning, there is also a difference between learning the rules and structures that are a component of a language and learning the language itself (Politzer, Teaching Spanish 2).  Fluency includes the ability to correctly manipulate the grammar of the language, and in their study of second languages students are often taught grammar concepts as a means of approaching fluency.  There is more to learning language, however, than memorizing lists of vocabulary words and verb conjugations.  True learning means “to internalize an existing concept” (Asher, Learning Another Language 1-14).  A Spanish student cannot just be able to recall that manzana means “apple.”  He must somehow develop the ability to look at an apple and think manzana, without any thought of “apple” entering his mind.  This constitutes the beginning of internalization.


Some may believe that internalization, while certainly desirable, is not really necessary in second language study.  Why can’t students just remember that manzana means “apple”, and think “apple” whenever they hear manzana?  Although this process does not seem to be too problematic at a basic level, one can easily imagine how complicated it would be to use such a method to produce any kind of complex utterance.  The number of instantaneous decisions required in order to speak correctly, through consciously applying grammar rules while speaking, is so large that the task is practically impossible, even for the most intelligent of students (Ray 104).  Language teacher Blaine Ray illustrates this fact by pointing out that in order for a student to be able to say, “Nuestros padres querían que estuviéramos aquí,” to express the idea, “Our parents wanted us to be here,” the student would have to learn, remember, and consciously apply correctly the following list of concepts:

1.  S/he must know the vocabulary [of the sentence] well enough to produce it almost instantly.

2.  The student must know that padres means parents even though padre means father.

3.  The student must know that adjectives must agree in gender and number with the noun they modify.

4.  S/he must know the gender of padres.

5.  S/he must know the correct past tense to use in this situation.

6.  S/he must know the third-person plural form of this past tense for the verb querer.

7.  S/he must know that querer followed by a change of subject requires the use of que.

8.  S/he must know that querer followed by a change of subject requires the use of the subjunctive after que. 

9.  S/he must know that querer in the past requires that the verb following que be in the past subjunctive.

10.  S/he must know that the verb estar, not ser, is required when speaking of the location of people or things.

11.  S/he must know the first-person plural past subjunctive form of the irregular verb estar.  (104)  

Most would agree that the sentence, “Our parents wanted us to be here,” is not a very complicated sentence, but one can see that even simple expressions quickly become extremely difficult tasks if the student must rely exclusively on what he has learned through memorization and his study of grammar.  

If it is true that there is this un-teachable element in language, what is the role of the language teacher?  Politzer begins to answer this question when he says, “If the learner and his innate language-learning ability are the real basis of the process of acquisition, the main task of the teacher is not so much the careful programming of the language course, but rather the creation of a general atmosphere which is most conducive for the optimal use of the learner’s innate language-learning capacity” (Aims and Methods 84).  In other words, teaching methods are important, or useful, only to the extent that they create an atmosphere that allows the student to learn the language in the most natural and efficient way.  The elements that constitute this atmosphere, and the ways in which they are achieved are crucial in determining the level of fluency that the students will reach.

The goal that many students ultimately strive for is fluency, or the ability to communicate correctly and easily.  Many different language experts, while disagreeing about the methods used to achieve fluency, do agree on a definition of the term.  Politzer says, “The goal of language teaching at any stage of the acquisition of language by the student must be to have the student create utterances which are new in the sense that they do not represent mere copies of utterances which he has learned or memorized” (Aims and Methods 47).  Dr. Asher and Dr. Ramiro Garcia say that the “essence of fluency” is in the idea that “output-is-more-than-input” (Asher, Learning Another Language 1-24).  In other words, students are able to understand a huge number of sentences, phrases, commands, etc., even though they have never heard them before (Garcia II-16).  Steven Pinker comments on this phenomenon from the biological perspective: “Virtually every sentence that a person utters or understands is a brand-new combination of words, appearing for the first time in the history of the universe.  Therefore, a language cannot be a repertoire of responses; the brain must contain a recipe or program that can build an unlimited set of sentences out of a finite list of words” (22).  To gain fluency in a language, then, one must find a way to utilize this “program.”

The brain and language

The operations of the brain are some of the most fascinating and mysterious areas currently under scientific investigation.  While many discoveries and breakthroughs have been made in very recent history, much about the brain and its operations remain unknown.  Because language is something unique to humans, it is difficult to research the relationship between the brain and language, since care and caution need to be employed whenever experiments are performed on humans.  Much has been learned through the observation and study of patients with brain disorders that required operations that would never have been performed on neurologically healthy people.  Of course, it is impossible to know if the data collected from these studies is representative of a healthy brain, since the procedures cannot be used on a human brain without a serious medical reason.  Because of these ethical boundaries, few definite conclusions have been reached in this area of research.  Nevertheless, what is known about the brain needs to be carefully considered and applied to the teaching and learning of modern languages in order to make both processes as efficient as possible.

The exact way in which the brain processes and produces language is still not understood completely, but there are some basic anatomical facts that have been discovered.  There are two main areas in the brain that deal with language, Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area.  Most scientists agree that Broca’s area deals with the production of language, while Wernicke’s area handles comprehension (Hatch 204).  Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area are connected by a bundle of nerves called the arcuate fasciculus.  If the arcuate fasciculus is damaged, language messages cannot be transmitted.  A person may be able to comprehend what he hears, but he would not be able to produce a response (205).  Likewise, he might be able to speak clearly, but the words he would say would make no sense, and would be in no particular order.  Since comprehension and production are processed in two different parts of the brain, and ability in one cannot be transferred to the other, it seems that each skill is a separate operation that must be developed independently.

The brain, however, is not that simple.  As learning takes place, connections are formed between neurons.  These connections are not limited to neurons within the same brain area, but “connections also begin to form with neurons in other regions of the brain that are associated with visual, tactile, and even olfactory information related to the sound of the word” (Genesee 3).  These connections are the result of learning, and as such they are what transform the noise of the word from a nonsensical sound to an actual meaningful utterance (3).  If neural connections are what define the learning process, then “instructional approaches that advocate teaching parts and not wholes or wholes and not parts are misguided, because the brain naturally links local neural activity to circuits that are related to different experiential domains” (4).  Based on this information, methods that are more holistic would be more effective than those that advocate teaching specific skills in isolation.         

Left brain vs. right brain

One interesting idea that would have implications for second language teaching, is the hypothesis that there is an important division between the functions of the left and right hemispheres of the brain.  Dr. Roger Sperry, a specialist in the study of brain lateralization from the California Institute of Technology, believes he has discovered that the left and right hemispheres of the brain play different roles and function as “two independent neurological entities” (Garcia I-1).  With his colleagues, Dr. Sperry demonstrated this hypothesis in an experiment that involved severing the corpus callosum (the bundle of fibers that connects the two cerebral hemispheres) of a cat.  To test the results, the experimenters covered the cat’s left eye so that all input to the right eye would proceed only to the right hemisphere, the optic chiasm also having been cut.  Then, they placed the cat in front of two doors with different markings, a “V” and an inverted “V,” and they placed food behind the door with the “V.”  The cat performed a series of trials until it had learned that the food was always behind the door with the “V.”  Next, they covered the cat’s right eye, switched the symbols so that the food was behind the door with the inverted “V,” and performed the same series of trials.  If a uniformity did, indeed, exist between the two hemispheres of the brain, the actions of the cat would have confirmed this through the demonstration of “negative transfer” – that is, the cat would have had to overcome what it had learned in the first series – that the food was behind the door with the “V” – and as a result it would take longer for it to learn the new reality – that the food was behind the door with the inverted “V.”  Yet, the results of the second series were quite different.  There was no indication of negative transfer; the cat dealt with the second series of trials just as it had dealt with the first series.  It was as if the second series presented a completely new problem to the cat (Asher, Learning Another Language 2-20).  Until this experiment, the commonly held belief was that damage to the corpus callosum would not have any drastic effects on behavior, since each hemisphere operated in harmony with the other.  Dr. Sperry’s results, however, proved that there is actually a separate consciousness in each hemisphere that operates independently (Horowitz).  An understanding of the differences between the hemispheres is useful for language teachers and students alike.


The two hemispheres can be thought of as two different brains, to a certain extent, because each is capable of operating independently of the other and also because each has a different set of characteristics that define the way in which they respond to stimuli and new information.  The left brain is “verbal, critical, [and] bossy; [it is] reluctant to accept new ideas and to cooperate.”  The right brain, on the other hand, is “tolerant, receptive, [and] willing to cooperate.  [It is] not verbally expressive, but favor[s] physical ways to communicate” (Garcia I-2).  Recalling the differentiation made between memorization and internalization in the learning process, memorization is a left-brain process, while internalization is an example of right-brain processing.  When one learns Euchre for the first time and must have someone explain all of the rules before playing, one is learning with the left brain.  One is learning through the right brain, however, if one prefers to “just catch on” by playing a hand or two (Asher, Learning Another Language 3-8).  Both are valid ways of learning; the most effective method of learning is often a combination that engages both hemispheres.          

The current consensus among scientists today is that it is the left hemisphere of the brain that deals with language.  Both Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area are located in the left hemisphere.  In the vast majority of people, language processing is a left-brain dominant function (Dronkers 1175).  Still, the right hemisphere of the brain is also responsible for some components of language.  Aspects such as the intonation of the language, or the stresses of certain syllables, as well as the interpretation of the emotional tone and the context of speech are right-hemisphere functions (1182).  The linguistic capabilities of the right hemisphere also seem to be more automated; for example, the right brain is adept at repeating “chunks” of language, or reciting dialogues or poems (Hatch 212).  Thus, language is not entirely a left-brain function, even if the more important aspects of language are processed in the left hemisphere. 


There is evidence, though, that the right-hemisphere is capable of playing a more complex role in language processing, but that this capability is either lost with age, or simply left undeveloped.  Adults who have had their left hemisphere removed (as a result of a neurological disease) experience a severe and permanent loss of language capacity.  Infants, on the other hand, are able to adapt to this deprivation, and usually achieve fluency using only their right hemisphere (Dronkers 1182).  It seems that infants are born with hemispheres that are equal, in a sense, in their language skills.  It is possible, at least at some point during one’s life, to “do” language with the right brain.


Further studies suggest that the right brain has more complex involvement in language processing when dealing with a bilingual situation.  According to Kenji Hakuta, “Bilinguals show greater right hemisphere involvement in processing linguistic stimuli than do monolinguals” (88).  Also, adults who listened to their native language showed activation in the left hemisphere, whereas the same group of adults showed right- and left-hemisphere activation while listening to an unknown language or a little known second language (Mehler 903).  The findings of these two studies, when taken together, cannot indicate that the right-brain is only activated when stimulated by incomprehensible or unfamiliar language; rather, the cause seems to be the presence of multiple languages.

Dr. Asher says, “The optimal starting point in acquiring another language is to enter the strange language through the right hemisphere” (Asher, Learning Another Language 2-25).  He has found that for some reason, the ease with which one retains a concept is directly proportional to the number of exposures that were necessary before internalization was achieved (1-7).  That is, one will more easily remember that mesa means table if one somehow internalizes the meaning of mesa the first time that one hears the word.  Because it is the right brain that is open and receptive to new ideas, as opposed to the suspicious left brain, the student is more likely to be successful in first-trial internalization if he learns a concept through the right brain.

Of course, this does not mean that learning a language becomes a battle between the left and the right brain.  On the contrary, both the right and the left brain should be utilized according to their strengths.  Once a concept has been internalized, the same left-brain inclination that resisted the concept when it was novel will resist any attempt to remove it (Asher, Learning Another Language 1-14).  This is another reason why internalization is such an important goal, as opposed to memorization – the brain will not bother to retain what it does not consider to be true in its long-term memory (Asher, “Language Instructor” 3).  Dr. Asher illustrates this point with the following example:

Assertions by the instructor are not enough.  The student’s brain will insist that each assertion be proved.  The foreign language of mathematics is notorious for making one assertion after another without showing the students what the Gestaltists called the “inner structure” or cause-effect relationships.  For example, many people may remember the rule: When dividing fractions, invert the second term and multiply.  No one, except perhaps for professional mathematicians, can explain why we “invert the second term and multiply.”  The results: in the USA, we spend more money on remedial mathematics than all other forms of mathematics combined.  (“Brain Influences Behavior” 2) 

The critical left brain can be a powerful retention tool if it is understood and employed properly.  On the other hand, it can also have a very negative effect on the language acquisition process if its characteristics are not taken into account. 

Importance of a varied, holistic teaching style


With all of this information in mind, one can see the benefits that will result from keeping both sides of the brain occupied in the foreign language learning process.  Most traditional language classrooms have an abundance of left-brain activities, including conjugation drills, substitution exercises, etc.  It is often the right brain that is left out of language teaching methods, so special care must be taken to develop and implement a teaching style that does not rely exclusively on left-brain processing.  Physically responding to commands in a foreign language, as well as learning through the context of stories, are both ways to utilize the assets of the right brain to internalize the language.  Variation in the classroom also prevents the students from adapting to any one method, or group of methods, and actively engages the brain in each individual situation, rather than allowing it to anticipate the answers to problems.  Repetition may also lead to disinterest in the subject matter and a decrease in motivation, both of which result in lower levels of accomplishment in language acquisition.


Finally, when one considers the various learning styles towards which different individuals are inclined, the necessity of pedagogical variety becomes even more apparent.  Students who are predominantly visual learners are often very successful on written exams and find tools such as charts and diagrams to be useful aids in their learning process.  The visual learner may not be as proficient with the spoken aspect of the language, though, while the auditory learner does not appear to struggle with speaking.  One of my sisters is a kinesthetic learner, and she is able to retain information for a significantly longer period of time if she is able to incorporate her body into the learning process.  If foreign language teaching is limited in its use of pedagogical methods, one should expect either a high dropout rate or a high failure rate among students.  If there is variety, though, not only will every student be able to find a method that enables him to learn the language, but the student will also be exposed to all aspects of the language from a variety of perspectives, thus further strengthening the student’s internalization of the language.

Conclusion

Although languages have the reputation of being difficult, even impossible in the minds of some, this is not necessarily the case.  We have all conquered language at least once in our lives – we must learn from our first experiences with language, and apply what is still relevant to our second language study efforts.  Because one finds so much variation between individuals, both in their capacity for learning languages and in their learning style preferences, modern language teachers should not limit themselves in their teaching methods.  Rather, one should consider the many benefits that can result from the use of less-traditional methods along with their traditional counterparts, and the necessity of pedagogical approaches that incorporate the right as well as the left hemisphere of the brain.  The success rate of foreign language students in the United States is not impressive; the implementation of pedagogical variety in the classroom has the potential to change that situation.

Note

Throughout my research, I came across a number of questions and topics that I was not able to thoroughly address in my thesis.  Some of these include:

1. Variations of natural capacities in learning language – should different methods be used, depending on the natural skills of the students?  

2. What exactly constitutes fluency?  Is it simply the ability to understand and make oneself understood?  Or does it also include knowledge of things like idiomatic expressions, sayings, rhymes and songs, and other cultural aspects of the language?

3. The relationship between the brain and language – my dealing with this topic is obviously very elementary, due to the fact that I have not had the chance to study psychology in much depth.  Much more research could be done on the biological and psychological aspects of language.  

4. Is there a natural order to language learning?  In other words, are we naturally inclined to learn certain structures before others, and does this order remain the same for all languages and individuals?

5. Why are bilinguals and multilinguals inclined to speak in one language rather than another at certain times?  How does the brain handle the acquisition, either simultaneously or successively, of more than one foreign language?  

These are some of the areas that I would like to continue to investigate in the future.
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