Teaching by Principles
There are twelve overarching principles of second language learning from which sound

practice springs and on which your teaching can be based.
Cognitive Principles

We will call the first set of principles ‘’cognitive’’ because they relate mainly to mental

and intellectual functions.
1.Automaticity
The Principle of Automaticity may be stated as follows:

Efficient second language learning involves a timely movement of the control of a few

language forms into the automatic processing of a relatively unlimited number of language forms. Overanalyzing language, thinking too much about its forms, and consciously lingering on rules of language all tend to impede this graduation to automaticity.

What does this principle, which ordinarily applies to adult instruction, say to you as a

teacher? Here are some possibilities:

(1) Because classroom learning normally begins with controlled, focal processing, there is no mandate to entirely avoid overt attention to language systems (of grammar, phonology, discourse). However, that attention should stop well short of blocking students from achieving a more automatic, fluent grasp of the language. Therefore, grammatical explanations or exercises dealing with what is sometimes called usage have a place in the adult classroom (see Principle #12), but you could overwhelm your students with grammar. If they get too heavily centered on the formal aspects of language, such processes can block pathways to fluency.

(2) Make sure that a large proportion of your lessons are focused on the use of language for purposes that are as genuine as a classroom context will permit. Students will gain more language competence in the long run if the functional purposes of language are the focal point.

(3) Automaticity isn't gained overnight: therefore, you need to exercise patience with

students as you slowly help them to achieve fluency.

2. Meaningful Learning

The Principle of Meaningful Learning is quite simply stated:

Meaningful learning will lead toward better long-term retention than rote learning.

Some classroom implications of the Principle of Meaningful Learning:

(1) Capitalize on the power of meaningful learning by appealing to students' interests,

academic goals, and career goals.

(2) Whenever a new topic or concept is introduced, attempt to anchor it in students' existing knowledge and background so that it gets associated with something they already know.

(3) Avoid the pitfalls of rote learning:

(a) too much grammar explanation

(b) too many abstract principles and theories

(c) too much drilling and/or memorization

(d) activities whose purposes are not clear

(e) activities that do not contribute to accomplishing the goals of the lesson or unit or course

(f) techniques that are so mechanical or tricky that Ss get centered on the mechanics instead of the language or meanings.

3. The Anticipation of Reward

Human beings are universally driven to act, or "behave," by the anticipation of some sort of reward—tangible or intangible, short term or long term—that will ensue as a result of the behavior.

Considering all sides of the reward principle, the following constructive classroom

implications may be drawn:

(1) Provide an optimal degree of immediate verbal praise and encouragement to students as a form of short-term reward (just enough to keep students confident in their ability but not so much that your praise simply becomes so much verbal gush).

(2) Encourage students to reward each other with compliments and supportive action.

(3) In classes with very low motivation, short-term reminders of progress may help students to perceive their development. Gold stars and stickers (especially for young learners), issuing certain "privileges" for good work, and progress charts and graphs may spark some interest.

(4) Display enthusiasm and excitement yourself in the classroom. If you are dull, lifeless, bored, and have low energy, you can be almost sure that it will be contagious.

(5) Try to get learners to see the long-term rewards in learning English by pointing out such things as what they can do with English where they live and around the world, the prestige in being able to use English, the academic benefits of knowing English, jobs that require English, etc.
4. The Intrinsic Motivation Principle

Simply stated, the intrinsic motivation principle is:

The most powerful rewards are those that are intrinsically motivated within the learner.

Because the behavior stems from needs, wants, or desires within oneself, the behavior itself is self-rewarding; therefore, no externally administered reward is necessary at all.

If all learners were intrinsically motivated to perform all classroom tasks, we might not even need teachers! But you can perform a great service to learners and to the overall learning process by first considering carefully what the intrinsic motives of your students are and then by designing classroom tasks that feed into those intrinsic drives. Classroom techniques have a much greater chance for success if they are self-rewarding in the perception of the learner: The learners perform the task because it is fun, interesting, useful, or challenging, and not because they anticipate some cognitive or affective rewards from the teacher.

5. Strategic Investment

A few decades ago, the language teaching profession largely concerned itself with the

"delivery" of language to the student: Teaching methods, textbooks, or even grammatical paradigms were cited as the primary factors in successful learning. In more recent years, in the light of many studies of successful and unsuccessful learners, language teachers are focusing more intently on the role of the learner in the process. The "methods" that the learner employs to internalize and to perform in the language are as important as the teacher's methods—or more so.

We call this the Principle of Strategic Investment:

Successful mastery of the second language will be due to a large extent to a learner's own personal "investment" of time, effort, and attention to the second language in the form of an individualized battery of strategies for comprehending and producing the language.

For the time being ponder two major pedagogical implications of the principle: (1) the

importance of recognizing and dealing with the wide variety of styles and strategies that learners successfully bring to the learning process, and, therefore, (2) the need for attention to each separate individual in the classroom.

Affective Principles

We now turn our attention to those principles that are more central to the emotional

processing of human beings. Here, we look at feelings about self, about relationships in a community of learners, and about the emotional ties between language and culture.

6. Language Ego

The language ego principle can be summarized in a well-recognized claim:

As human beings learn to use a second language, they also develop a new mode of

thinking, feeling, and acting—a second identity. The new "language ego," intertwined with the second language, can easily create within the learner a sense of fragility, a defensiveness, and a raising of inhibitions.

The language ego principle might also be affectionately called the "warm fuzzy" principle:

All second language learners need to be treated with affective tender loving care. Remember when you were first learning a second language and how you sometimes felt so silly, if not humiliated, when the lack of words or structure left you helpless in face-to-face communication?

Otherwise highly intelligent adults can be reduced to babbling infants in a second language, and we teachers need to provide all the affective support that we possibly can."

7. Self-confidence

Another way of phrasing this one is the "I can do it!" principle, or the self-esteem principle.

At the heart of all learning is the condition that a person believes in his or her own ability to accomplish the task. While self-confidence can be linked to the language ego principle above, it goes a step further in emphasizing the importance of the learner's self-assessment, regardless of the degree of language ego involvement. Simply put, we are talking about:

The eventual success that learners attain in a task is at least partially a factor of their belief that they indeed are fully capable of accomplishing the task.

Some immediate classroom applications of this principle emerge: 
(1) Give ample verbal and non-verbal assurances to students. It helps a student to hear a teacher affirm a belief in the student's ability. Energy that the learner would otherwise direct at avoidance or at erecting emotional walls of defense is thereby released to tackle the matter at hand.

(2) Sequence techniques from easier to more difficult. As a teacher you e called on to sustain self-confidence where it already exists and to build it where it doesn't. Your activities in the classroom would therefore logically start with simpler techniques and simpler concepts. Students then can establish a sense of accomplishment that catapults them to the next, more difficult, step.

8. Risk-taking

A third affective principle interrelated with the last two principles is the importance of

getting learners to take calculated risks in attempting to use language—both productively and receptively. The previous two principles, if satisfied, lay the groundwork for risk-taking. If learners recognize their own ego fragility and develop the firm belief that, yes, they can indeed do it, then they are ready to take those necessary risks. They are ready to try out their newly acquired language, to use it for meaningful purposes, to ask questions, and to assert themselves.

Successful language learners, in their realistic appraisal of themselves as vulnerable

beings yet capable of accomplishing tasks, must be willing to become "gamblers" in the game of language, to attempt to produce and to interpret language that is a bit beyond their absolute certainty.

9. The Language-Culture Connection

Language and culture are intricately intertwined. Anytime you successfully learn a language you will also learn something of the culture of the speakers and that language. One aspect of this principle focuses on the complex interconnection of language and culture:

Whenever you teach a language, you also teach a complex system of cultural customs,

values, and ways of thinking, feeling, and acting.

Linguistic Principles

The last category of principles of language learning and teaching center on language itself and on how learners deal with these complex linguistic systems.

10. The Native Language Effect

It almost goes without saying that the native language of every learner is an extremely

significant factor in the acquisition of a new language. Most of the time, we think of the native language as exercising an interfering effect on the target language, and indeed the most salient, observable effect does appear to be one of interference.

But what we observe may, like an iceberg, only be part of the reality. The facilitating effects of the native language are surely as powerful in the process, or more so, even though they are less observable.

The principle of the native language effect stresses importance of that native system in the linguistic attempts of the second language learner:

The native language of learners will be a highly significant system on which learners will rely to predict the target language system. While that native system will exercise both facilitating and interfering effects on the production and comprehension of the new language, the interfering effects are likely to be the most salient.

Some classroom suggestions stemming from the native language effect:

(1) Regard learners' errors as important windows to their underlying system and provide

appropriate feedback on them. Errors of native language interference may be repaired by acquainting the learner with the native language cause of the error.

(2) Ideally, every successful learner will hold on to the facilitating effects of the native

language and discard the interference. Help your students to understand that not everything about their native language system will cause error.

(3) Thinking directly in the target language usually helps to minimize interference errors.

Try to coax students into thinking directly in the second language and not resorting to translation as they comprehend and produce language. An occasional translation of a word or phrase here and there can actually be very helpful, especially for adults, but direct use of the second language will help to avoid the first language "crutch" syndrome.

11. Interlanguage

Just as children develop their native language in gradual, systematic stages, adults, too,

manifest a systematic progression of acquisition of sounds and words and structures and

discourse features. The interlanguage principle tells us that:

Second language learners tend to go through a systematic or quasi-systematic

developmental process as they progress to full competence in the target language. Successful interlanguage language development is partially a factor of utilizing feedback from others.

Number of general classroom implications deserve your attention:

(1) Thy to distinguish between a student's systematic interlanguage errors (stemming from the native language or target language) and other errors; the former will probably have a logical source that the student can become aware of.

(2) Teachers need to exercise some tolerance for certain interlanguage forms that my rise out of a student’s logical developmental process.

(3) Don't make a student feel stupid just because of an interlanguage error; quietly point out the logic of the erroneous form ("I can understand why you said, 'I go to the doctor yesterday,' but try to remember that in English we have to say the verb in the past tense. Okay?").

(4) Your classroom feedback to students should give them the message that mistakes are not "bad," rather that most mistakes are good indicators that innate language acquisition abilities are alive and well. Mistakes are often indicators of aspects of the new language that are still developing. Some mistakes in the classroom should be treated by you, but when you choose to treat them, do so with kindness and empathy so that the student will not feel thwarted in future attempts to speak.

(5) Try to get students to self-correct selected errors; the ability to self-correct may indicate readiness to regularly use that form correctly.

(6) In your feedback on students' linguistic output, make sure that you provide ample

affective feedback—verbal or nonverbal—in order to encourage them to speak.

(7) As you make judicious selection of which errors to treat, make sure that your feedback

doesn't thwart further student attempts to speak.

12. Communicative Competence

While communicative competence (CC) has come to convey a multiplicity of meanings

depending on which teacher or researcher you consult, it is nevertheless a useful phrase to keep in your teacher's repertoire. In its skeletal form, CC consists of some combination of the following components.

Organizational competence (grammatical and discourse)

Pragmatic competence (functional and sociolinguistic)

Strategic competence

Psychomotor skills

The array of studies on CC provides what is perhaps the most important linguistic principle of learning and teaching:

Given that communicative competence is the goal of a language classroom, then

instruction needs to point toward all of its components: organizational, pragmatic, strategic, and psychomotor. Communicative goals are best achieved by giving due attention to language use and not just usage, to fluency and not just accuracy, to authentic language and contexts, and to students' eventual need to apply classroom learning to heretofore unrehearsed contexts in the real world.

Consider the following six classroom teaching "rules" that might emerge:

(1) Remember that grammatical explanations or drills or exercises are just one part of a

lesson or curriculum; give grammar some attention, but don't neglect the other important components of CC (e.g., functional, sociolinguistic, psychomotor, and strategic).

(2) Some of the pragmatic (functional and sociolinguistic) aspects of language are very

subtle and therefore very difficult. Make sure your lessons aim to teach such subtlety.

(3) In your enthusiasm for teaching functional and sociolinguistic aspects of language, don't forget that the psychomotor skills (pronunciation) are an important component of both.

Intonation alone conveys a great deal of pragmatic information.

(4) Make sure that your students have opportunities to gain some fluency in English without having to be overly wary of little mistakes all the time. They can work on errors at some other time.

(5) Try to keep every technique that you do as authentic as possible: Use language that

students will actually encounter in the real world and provide genuine techniques for the actual conveyance of information of interest, not just rote techniques.

(6) Some day your students will no longer be in your classroom. Make sure you are

preparing them to be independent learners and manipulators of language "out there."
