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Introduction 

A report submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for City & Guilds Course Level 5 

Specialist Diploma (6503), Teacher Training, CONEL College 

This report was written as a part of achieving Level 5 Diploma in Education and 

Training (6502) qualification. 

This project was produced by undertaking quantitative data. The author selected and 

discussed library material from works cited in the Bibliography and a variety of online 

sources. The aim of this report is to analyse theories of first and second language 

acquisition and learning and the associated language teaching approaches. Theories 

and teaching approaches of literacy learning and development were also analysed. 

The author starts by defining theories of language acquisition and outlines 

differences and similarities between first and second language acquisition.  

The author analyzed the material in the context and applicability to the aims and 

objectives. The author also relates the theories to teaching practice and discussed 

implications for foreign language teachers.  

 

 

Theories of literacy learning and development 

The precise meaning of literacy depends on an individual theory. Goswami is one of 

several researchers who demonstrated that phonological awareness and literacy 

development are closely correlated. (Goswami, U. 2003 in) (Dickinson, 2003) In view 

of this finding, literacy comprises of: listening, speaking, reading and writing. I will 

analyze theories relating to all areas of development. The following is a figure of the 

most influential learning theories.  



3 
 

Chomsky 

An American linguist and cognitive scientist, Noam Chomsky, theorized that children 

are biologically programmed to acquire language. Children are programmed in the 

same way they are for any other biological functions-such as walking. According to 

Chomsky, language acquisition is an unconscious process. The role of the 

environment is limited and only provides people who talk to the child. The child 

activates the Language Acquisition Device (parts of the brain) – an innate capability 

to develop speech from a Universal Grammar – a set of innate principles common to 

ALL human languages. Some of these principles include the fact that all languages 

have nouns and verbs. 

‘Normal speech proves to be rapidly and informally articulated that over half the 

words cannot be recognized in isolation.’ (Crystal, 2003) Transforming spoken 

language into written language, is a complex process. English language is not a 

phonetic language- even a native speaker may not necessarily know how to 

pronounce a word by looking at the written word. Similarly, an English speaker may 

not know how to spell the word when s/he hears it.  In terms of reading and writing 

development, English speakers, as opposed to speakers of phonetic languages, 

have to essentially learn a whole new sound system. This process could almost be 

compared to learning a whole new language.  

Behaviourist 

According to behaviourism, learning is the result of stimulus from the environment. 

Learning is a process of forming habits and does not require any cognitive 

processes. The teacher’s role is to control the environment AND the learner’s 

behaviour- through reinforcements (rewards and punishments) 
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Theorist Holmes (1953) proposed bottom up approach: teaching phonics first 

(forming habits) before beginning to read independently. A contrasting theory is top 

down approach where readers rely on the meaning of the text first (comprehension; 

cognitive process), rather than its parts: actual words or sounds. 

Cognitive theories Piaget 

A Swiss developmental psychologist, Jean Piaget (1936), proposed four stages of 

child cognitive development. 

 

Cognitive theories view literacy as a set of decontextualized technical skills. These 

skills are acquired through instruction and developed across universal stages. 

Maturation  theory 

Morphette and Washburne (1931) theorised that children were not mature enough 

for instruction until the age of 6 and teaching reading should not start until this age. 

The stages are outlined in the table below: 

Stage 1 sensimotor stage  

age: 0-2 No language skills 

Stage 2 pre operational  

age: 2-7 rapid language development 

Stage 3 concrete pre operational  

age: 7-11 using concrete objects, starting to think about abstract objects 

Stage   4   formal   operational  

age: 11- adult use of language in an abstract way 

www.piaget.org 
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Stage models of reading 

Some of the theorists include: 

 

 Chall 1983 

 Frith 1985 

 Edri 1991 

 Gough, Juel an Griffith 1992 

Frith’s reading stages are outlined in the table below: 

Uta Frith’s reading stages  

Logographic stage 

Children are able to recognize words based on memorizing shapes. Only some 

letters of the word are recognised therefore children cannot read new words by 

breaking them into different sounds. 

Alphabetic stage 

Children start to relate sounds to letters. They are able to read new words but 

often mispronounce them. 

The orthographic stage 

Children no longer have to sound out individual letters in order to read which leads 

to fluency ad automaticity. 

Adapted from 

http://www.icn.ucl.ac.uk/StaffLists/MemberDetails.php?FirstName=Uta&LastName=Frith 

 

Chall proposed six stages of reading development, outlined in the table below: 
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Pre reading age 0-6 

Stage 1 Initial reading or decoding ages 6-7 

Stage 2 fluency ages 7-8 

Stage 3 reading for learning the new age ages 8-14 

Stage 4 multiple viewpoints ages 14-18 

Stage 5 construction and deconstruction age 18 and above 

 (Chall, 1983) 

 

Curriculum  

The stages outlined above help identify learners’ difficulties and guide teachers in 

improving functional literacy skills such as: reading and writing left to right and top to 

bottom, handwriting and spelling. They help provide a framework for curriculum 

Socio-cultural view of language development 

This theory describes Zone of proximal development which is ‘the difference 

between the level of solved tasks that can be performed with adult guidance and 

help and the level of independently solved tasks’ Vygotsky in (Daniels, 1996) 

Utilizing this concept, literacy is acquired from more skilled and experienced learning 

partners in our environment. Skills are therefore appropriated-not learnt. This notion 

was introduced by a Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1934) 

Discourse and Pragmatics Perspectives 

From a cognitive perspective, literacy skills should be taught in order for reading to 

develop. Literacy events (making use of written language) encompass a number of 

literacy practices (the specific ways of using the written language). These practices 
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are governed by rules. There are social and cultural implications of applying an 

informal register or using illustrations to complete a job application. 

These rules are a specific set of skills and equally comprise literacy development. 

From a cognitivist perspective these skills can be learnt through cognitive processes 

such as analysing and performing. 

Sociocultural theorists claim that the literacy development of children from non- 

mainstream backgrounds conflicts with the stages prescribed by cognitivists Literacy 

is not viewed as a set of decontextualized skills but as integrated in the society and 

culture. David Crystal identifies a variety of literacy practices which aid literacy 

development in his blog: text messaging is one example. http://david- 

crystal.blogspot.co.uk/ 

First and second language acquisition 

Numerous studies to understand the nature of first and second language acquisition 

have been carried out. Both first and second language learners go through similar 

stages of development and show a sequential pattern in acquiring certain 

grammatical morphemes. Language and literacy abilities in first language can serve 

as the basis for the second language. Various studies were also conducted on the 

issue of Interlanguage. 

Interlanguage 

It is a theory which was developed in the 1970s and 1980s. It is defined by Selinker 

as ‘the interim grammars constructed by second language learners on their way to 

the target language’. (Selinker 1969 cited in) (McLaughlin, 1991) Interlanguage 

consists of first as well as of second language characteristics, some of which are 

reoccurring in all Interlanguages. Although Interlanguage is dynamic, systematic and 
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constantly developing, some forms can become fixed in a form of repeated errors. 

This issue is termed fossilisation and is very difficult to get rid of once it takes place. 

Behaviourism 

Behaviourism was dominant in the 1940s-1970s. Learning is ‘imitation, practice, 

reinforcement and habit formation.’ (Lightbown, 2006) From the perspective of habit 

formation, some habits from the first language will be helpful in acquiring habits in 

the second language. Others may obstruct it. 

Contrastive analyses hypothesis 

This hypothesis maintains that the more similarities there are between the first 

language and the target language, the easier it will be for the learner to acquire 

second language structures. There is evidence to the contrary. 

Structuralist  approach 

The centre of this approach - which originated from behaviorist theory - is the form 

and structure -with little attention to practising the spoken language. The 

grammatical rules of language are learnt using indiscriminate vocabulary and texts. 

Teaching grammar in isolation is rare amid contemporary methods. 

An alternative second language acquisition learning hypothesis and consequent 

teaching approach, was proposed by Krashen in (Blair, 1982) 

Krashen’s  monitor model 

This model of second language acquisition is described in terms of five hypothesis, 

illustrated in the table below: 
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Learning vs Acquisition 

There are two ways of developing L2 

competence. Acquisition (unconscious) 

and learning (conscious) 

The language monitor 

‘Conscious learning can only be used 

as a monitor or an editor’ (Krashen & 

Terrel 1983) 

Comprehensible input + 1 

Krashen asserts that L2 learner needs 

comprehensible input in order to acquire 

language and knowledge about 

grammar. Developing the concept of 

‘baby talk’ he argues that the input 

should be slightly above the level of the 

L2 learner (i+1) 

The affective filter 

‘A mental block caused by affective 

factors that prevents input from 

reaching LAD’ (Krashen, 1985, page 

100) 

‘A conscious knowedge of grammar 

rules is of limited value and can at most 

enable the student to monitor 

production’ (Krashen, 1982 page 15) 

The natural order hypothesis 

Language acquisition follows a natural 

sequence from simple to more complex 

language 

Adapted from Lightbown, P. &. (2006) 
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Krashen’s aquisition-learning hypothesis 

An adult can acquire a second language in the same way children develop their first 

language: naturally, subconsciously and through informal embedded learning. 

Conscious learning is formal and prescriptive. 

Natural approach of second language acquisition 

The emphasis is placed on meaningful communication, as opposed to grammatically 

correct production of language. (Krashen, 1983) Learners are encouraged to 

develop formulaic speech (grammatically and semantically simplified language) 

whereas the teaching of form/grammar is discouraged. It is important to note that 

most adult learners find gaining a native-level accent in the second language 

impossible. This is due to the Critical Period Hypothesis 

Critical period hypothesis 

It is a concept of ‘a biologically determined period of life when language can be 

acquired more easily and beyond which time language is increasingly difficult to 

acquire’ (Brown, 1994). The decline of flexibility in the speech muscles is one of the 

reasons. 

Task-activity  based learning 

Proponents of Communicative Language Teaching advocate the use of authentic 

materials in task- based communicative activities. They recommend that learners be 

given opportunities to put their language skills to practice in real life situations 

(Richards, 2001) Examples include writing a complaint or role play 

ESOL  core curriculum 

The ESOL core curriculum offers a framework for English Language learning. It has 

been organized by level across the four skills of speaking, listening, reading and 
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writing. It provides a guidance for teachers and can be found on Excellence 

Gateway.  

Conclusion 
Language and literacy learning is a very complex process that theorists attempted to 

explain. Literacy and ESOL are two separate disciplines that complement each 

other. There are many common areas and the boundary between these fields is 

vague. My underpinning knowledge will be beneficial in designing schemes of work, 

lesson plans, activities and materials. The theories can also help me be more 

empathetic towards the learners by becoming more aware of their affective states. It 

is important that I build up trust with my students and help free them from inhibitions. 

The theories should be considered in interaction with each other as alone they are 

not explanatory enough. The teaching methods should also be combined. As a 

teacher I cannot rely solely on one. In fact I should be able to not only analyse 

various theories but also to criticise them before applying. 

I will continue to expand my theoretical knowledge and apply it to my practical 

experience. By combining the two I will strive to meet the individual needs of my 

learners 

Word count 1655 
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Figure 1 https://lh4.googleusercontent.com/Ygi6qA- 

SbhytG6VXpQs20m5XAE4Xe1JIX0pp_FmdLXOpVNZ0ZC5ozpi2Eig5- 

zIRWIxUMDt7fUnDJ63TDpscb6Wq4Y1QOjeMjizeZB7LbidtWuXAuhrt8wPiYg 

 

Table 1 http://www.open.edu/openlearn/education/educational-technology-and- 

practice/educational-practice/reading-and-child-development-research-findings-describing- the-

way- children-start-read 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/sflcurriculum 

 

 

 

 


