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Learning a foreign language is a complex processclwmust not necessarily be
connected with a classroom and a teacher. Moshitefis of learning describe it as a
conscious process of internalisation of new famtgention of information or skill, gained
mostly through formal instruction. It stands inntrast to acquisition, which is frequently
defined as a process in which learners interndbsts, rules or skills subconsciously,
unaware of the reception process and without thenection to formal instruction. This
distinction, proposed by Stephen Krashen (1982% had a considerable influence on
teaching foreign languages. The importance of tiuigition is especially important in the
early age although Krashen suggests that evensachaly benefit from it to certain extent.
Ellis (1997, p.3) defines the second language adpn as "the way in which people learn a
language other than their mother tongue, insideutside of a classroom®”. In this context he
uses the term 'second’ not to contrast with tha fereign but to express that whether people
learn languages through the direct experienceirdiin the country, or as the result of the
classroom instruction, "it is customary to speakeayically of second language acquisition"
(ibid.).

There are many factors which influence the secanduage acquisition. The internal
factors include the mental disposition of a learntie aptitude, the ability to handle
communication process and others. The externabf@csuch as the conditions in which the
learner operates might include the time and theuigacy available for the exposure to the
target language, the quality of the samples of tHrget language which the learners are
exposed to, in other words the input.

Input that learners receive in the learning progeags a very important role in the
language acquisition. Learners need to be giveropip®rtunity to make sense of what they
hear or see, to notice the contexts in which tmepées of the language are used, to interact
with them as well as to compensate for the insigificy. The importance of the input has
been advocated by a variety of learning theoriasthe second half of the 20century
psychologists, biologists, linguists and other agslkeers proposed that the acquisition process
(represented by the language acquisition device) sime way as any other biological
function, works successfully only when stimulatédhe right time — the time they called the
Critical Period (Lightbown, Spada, 1999, p.19). Viseipported this hypothesis by several
case studies (e.g. a well-known story of VictoGamnie), although it was difficult to support
it by numerous experiments since this researchbaasd on the study of the first language.
As Lightbown and Spada (ibid., p.60) claim the 'elepmental changes in the brain affect
the nature of language acquisition. ... Languageniegrwhich occurs after the end of the
critical period may not be based on the innatedgichl structures believed to contribute to
first language acquisition or second language atpn in early childhood." In the natural
setting learners are exposed to a variety of laggusamples while they themselves do not
necessarily have to contribute. The "passive" piragéhich the child processes the language,
reacts or does not react to it, observes the lgtigudr extra linguistic messages coming
through, lasts for much longer in the natural sgttthan we can afford in the formal
instruction. That, however, does not mean that ikl resign to the meaningfulness of this
process. If children have a chance to be imbueld thi¢ target language, with the options of
whether and how to react to it we simulate the nr@aitonditions for the language acquisition.
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The innatist theory, mainly represented by Kraslassumed that the success in the
acquisition process requires a "comprehensibletinpe. the input slightly beyond the level
of the learner's comprehensibility. This input ddobe meaningful and interesting to the
children although it does not necessarily have dagtammatically sequenced. That means
that children might be exposed when necessarydio gtammar structures which in language
courses occur only in later stages, for instaneephst tense. If the story or the situation
requires that it should be used the same way iasuged in the natural context. There is, of
course, the condition that learners should be @bienderstand or to guess what is happening
from the context or from the interaction. In agreamwith this viewpoint the interactionist
theorists value the comprehensible input which khdoe directed to the learner through
interactional modifications. This does not havéentmlve linguistic modification but can rely
on the repetition, slower speed of talk, the usgesitures or on some other contextual cues.
Michael Long (1983) also supports the meaningfldradsthe interaction between the learner
and the message and underlines the importanceepéipng children from the early stages to
express non-comprehension through the simplestippessays. However, the tendency of the
school teachers is to opt for the "finely-tunedduty which is exactly at the learner's current
level. All that goes beyond is tended to be tramslanto the mother tongue.

To adjust the school environment and to benefitnttwst from the child's disposition to
acquire language at the early age we should carefahsider the quality of the input we
offer. Several researches that we conducted gtrihery level demonstrated extremely high
reliance of the teachers upon the mother tonguetl@maninimal use of extensive listening
practice in the target language. Some teachershesstory-telling, however, the number of
the teachers is too low to be satisfied. What selerbg the crucial problem is still prevailing
strong behaviourist belief that learners learn wthaly hear and repeat. That is why most
teachers say clearly isolated sentences and akkeshito repeat after them. Many teachers
admit they do not use stories because they thietethre too many new words in them and
children would need to learn those words beforg ttwild listen to the story. They also pay
meticulous attention to the accuracy although ithi/pical exclusively for the instructional
situation and only seldom occurs in the naturatirgpt Parents only rarely comment on
children’s mistakes. Some mistakes are even tredday parents and recorded. However, the
frequent exposure allows the child to notice theestt and appropriate use of the words and
structures. If this is not case of the classrooentéachers have to cater for this lack. When the
teacher notices a mistake it is more effective tovide numerous language samples
containing the problematic item rather than offex torrect version. As Foster-Cohen (1999,
p.116) claims “children generally respond poorly dect correction except on small
straightforward points such as particular morphiaigforms (e.g. irregular past tenses), and
even then, correction rarely leads to immediataustigpn.” The shift from the behaviourist
approaches to the principles of the cognitive pelay can be expressed in several points, as
summarised by Glover and Bruning (c.f. Curtain,dPesl988, p.65):

Students are active processors of information.

Learning is most likely to occur when informatiamade meaningful to students.
How students learn may be more important than wWiegt learn.

Cognitive processes become automatic with repasted

Metacognitive skills can be developed through ungton.

The most enduring motivation for learning is inedrmotivation.

There are vast differences in students” informagimtessing abilities.

NoakwnNpE

It is also important to emphasize another type ngut that seems to be lacking in the
classrooms. The teacher’s genuine reactions to isHappening in the class. Although this
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type of input does not necessarily develop thedagg structures as Foster-Cohen (1999, p.
98) claims “being active as a communicator builgisctional (pragmatic) skills of message
design, and gives practice in fluency”. Childrerttett age notice very well the behaviour of
adults and copy the reactions, spoken utteranci®utibeing urged to do so. If the teachers
use the target language to express agreementreksagnt, surprise, request and so forth
there is a great chance that the child-learner dallthe same. It is, however, important to
focus the input on the immediate situations siteedhildren operate in the “here and now”
for their early years and it will, therefore, besiea for them to read the context.

To benefit the most from the acquisition phase mitde it is necessary to immerse
children in the environment full of samples and sages in the target language. These should
be meaningful and understandable to children. Asmegxe of such an immersion could be
using stories, dramatising them, using posters wh most repeated phrase, repeatedly
playing songs, dialogues, or short stories in EhgWhile children are primarily focused on
something else, e.g. colouring, or cutting outyries.

When we consider the national syllabus these aspa@ slightly implied in the
introductory part but not fully supported in thesdeption of individual years especially in
the first years of schooling. The teacher canndicipate from the syllabus whether the
individual vocabulary or grammar structures areadh® be mastered actively — within the
productive language skills — or within the receptithrough the listening. This difference
seems to be crucial and not all teachers are abledognise the importance of sufficient
immersion into the foreign language within the @ in making the production phase fully
efficient.

As it has been mentioned the second language #oguiss influenced by many
factors — internal as well as external. Howevers iimportant to note that the external and
internal factors should be in harmony since evéruge exposure to the language might not
guarantee the progress and the success if the ishildt disposed to learn. To offer the
conditions to allow the maximum benefits of themw®t language acquisition should be the
aim of the early language courses at our schools.
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OSVOJOVANIE CUDZIEHO JAZYKA A VYZNAM KONTAKTU S
CUDZIM JAZYKOM VO VYU COVANI

Resumé

Autorka ¢lanku sa zamerala na osvojovanie cudzieho jazyk® &valitu jazyka,
ktoremu su vystaveniciaci sa v mladSom Skolskom veku. Tato kvalita msaday vyznam
pre ichd’alSie smerovanie véebnom procese. Délezitba vyznam obdobia, ktoré uniaje
osvojovaci proces, sS@asto v pedagogickej praxi podecgd, a je preto potrebné prehodmoti
pristupy k vy@ovaciemu procesu v oblasti cudzich jazykov.

The article was written in the frame of VEGA project 1/4509/07: Kvalitativna transformécia
obsahu vyucovania anglického jazyka v mladSom skolskom veku.
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Textový rámček
The article was written in the frame of VEGA project 1/4509/07: Kvalitatívna transformácia obsahu vyučovania anglického jazyka v mladšom školskom veku.





