                        Principles of Language Acquisition

    Principle # 1: Meaningful and Useful Communication:  Language learners are more highly motivated when the communication in which they are involved is meaningful and useful to them.

                That’s natural, logical,… but what does ‘meaningful and useful imply?
a) meaningful: using understandable vocabulary and simple sentences, and relating to students’ life experiences

b) useful: what students need, right now: beginning ways of communicating their immediate needs, i.e. “survival” lessons; ways to communicate at a basic level; learning common, everyday language: stock phrases, useful expressions…

     Implications for teaching: Teach learners the things they need and want to learn, using ESL activities and exercises that have a real purpose, usefulness for them; teach vocabulary and dialogs, applicable in their own lives. We must try to “enter into” the student’s life.

   Principle # 2: Success, not Perfection:  the ESL learner is usually more concerned about being able to communicate successfully than about being correct. 

  Implications for teaching:  

     a) Be patient and understand that a beginning ESL learning is gradual. Recognize that comprehension always precedes production. He may understand you, though he makes a lot of mistakes when speaking. Trying to correct beginning learners can cause confusion. We don’t want to frustrate the student.

     b) Encourage the learner to try to communicate in English, no matter how imprecisely.

          c) Resist the temptation to constantly correct learner when they try to communicate.

1- Rephrase what they say, if necessary to clarify what they mean to say. 

2- Especially do not correct during ‘free speech’ activities, such a ‘role plays’ etc.

3- Address problem later on by modeling correct forms, and drilling them as a specific ‘lesson’. We don’t want to perpetuate repeated errors.

         Note: However, do correct when you are teaching, practicing, drilling a specific way of saying something, by modeling it again.

    Principle #3: Keep Anxiety Level Low : Learners are more successful at acquiring language when their anxiety level is low.

          This principle applies to learning anything. People are able to learn best when they are relaxed, know it’s okay to make mistakes, are reassured that overall they are doing okay.

Implications for teaching:

       1- Smile, be relaxed yourself; plan ‘fun’ learning & reinforcement activities.

       2- Start off with something the students already know, something you have already taught, and can have some degree of success at.

     Principle # 4: Exposure:  Progress in a second language depends in part on the amount of exposure to speakers of that language.

         To move beyond a very basic language ability, people must have an immediate opportunity to use the language they are studying; be in a position where they won’t get what they want unless they can communicate in that language.

Implications for teaching: 

     1-Suggest friendships at church or other community event where there are English speaking people.

     2- Arrange for conversation with other students – at higher level- who don’t speak their language ( even at classtime, during break.)

     3) Suggest listening to English T.V., children’s, ‘how-to’ & news programs.

4) Provide simple supplemental reading material.

